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”Etnocentricism” and ”naive realism” are notions in anthropology and  
philosophy, respectively, which denote a blind cultural self-centeredness 
and the uncritical acceptance of the perceived world as the unquestioned 
reality and truth. In both cases, we are usually ourselves blind to these  
prejudices. Failed education supports such restricted consciousness,  
whereas responsible education guides a student to see the relativity  
and situational nature of beliefs, behaviour and values. 

The most important personal gain of my two years of teaching in Africa, 
48 years ago1, was the realization how strongly my views of the world and 
life at the time were secretly conditioned by my own culture, the reality of 
the Western industrial and then emerging consumerist culture. In Africa,  
at the age of 36, I began to see that ”reality ” is not something given and 
objective, as it is a cultural product and an individual mental construction.  
I also began to doubt the unquestioned benevolence of rationality, the 
blinding concept of progress, the undisputed benefits of technology, and  
the idea of universal human qualities and values. 

Living and working in alien cultural, social, technological  and economic 
conditions, is not only a matter of humanitarian interest, sense of responsi-
bility or human solidarity. It is also an intense and irreplaceable education 
in the invisible deep structures, codes and meanings of culture, as well as 
an invitation to work on the constitution of one’s sense of self.  Working in a 
culture that differs fundamentally from one’s own, calls for the re-shaping  

Preface
Culture and 
Selfhood 
a personal view

JUHANI PALLASMAA
Architect, professor emeritus, writer
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of oneself, one’s ways of seeing, 
thinking and judgement, as well as 
one’s identity, values, beliefs and 
priorities. I can say frankly, that I 
returned back to my own country 
as a different person than I had left 
two years earlier. My African experi-
ence shook off my youthfully arro-
gant belief in the Western notion of 
progress and its superiority, as well 
as my assumption of the universal-
ity of the human mental world and 
thinking. 

When teaching drawing at the 
Building College in Addis Abeba, I 
began to suspect that my students 
did not see the way I did. I first 
made experiments of my own in 
the class, and somewhat later, my 
assumptions were confirmed by  
the book The Influence of Culture  
on Visual Perception by Melville 

ulate surface and deep structures, 
which forms the unconscious ground 
of language. Facing the relativ-
ity of culture, made me shake off 
the foundations of the world I had 
constructed for myself. 5  Due to my 
African experience, the acquired 
sense of relativity, relationality, and 
a fundamental doubt, instead of a 
blind faith in anything, has steered 
the second half of my life. 

As Hennu Kjisik and Veikko 
Vasko in 1993 introduced to me (in 
my role, at the time,  as the Dean of 
the Faculty of Architecture at the 
Helsinki University of Technology), 
their vision of a new course, aimed 
at the understanding of other cul-
tures, especially the realities of the 
developing world, I immediately sup-
ported the initiative, based on my 
personal experiences and gratitude 

Herskovits and his research team.2 

Indeed, even our vision, which we 
consider as a shared and biologically 
determined sensory skill, is cultur-
ally conditioned and learned. Intense 
education in the arts and architec-
ture is fundamentally teaching to 
see, to see the real essence of things. 
”Seeing is forgetting the name of the 
seen”, as the American artist Robert 
Irwin argues.3 This cultural condi-
tioning applies to all our senses as 
the American anthropologist Edward 
T. Hall showed in his pioneering 
books in the 1960s.4 In fact, anthro-
pology has established that there 
are only two pan-human (applicable 
to all human cultures) character-
istics. The first is that all human 
cultures use space purposefully, and 
the second that all humans have 
an unconscious capacity to manip-
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for the decisive lessions that I myself 
had learned. I sensed that my col-
leagues  were motivated by parallel 
personal experiences in their work 
in the developing world. The title 
of the course, Interplay of Cultures, 
wisely included the idea of cultural 
reciprocity and mutual gain. 

I am saying all this as an intro-
duction to the exhibition of the 25 
years of the Interplay of Cultures 
program, because the students’s 
engagement in foreign cultures is 
often seen as mere youthful curi-
osity, adventure and reflection of 
innocent idealism. However, I wish 
to argue that architectural educa-
tion nowadays, practically every-
where, tends to regard architecture 
as a given, objectified and rational 
discipline, and the issues of the 
student’s personal identity, cultural 
grounding, sense of self, and view 
of the world, are hardly consciously 
touched upon. Architecture is often 
taught as a preconcieved discipline 
and formalised profession, disre-
garding the existential, mental, phil-
osophical and ethical dimensions of 
building or the personal identity and 
values of the individual designer. It 

is evident, that in our consumerist 
world, buildings are in the danger 
of loosing their existential mean-
ings and turning into mere utility, 
technology, profit making and visual 
fashion. Instead of supporting the 
art of architecture, today’s unlimited 
wealth and omnipotent technolo-
gies tend to distance architecture 
from its crucial human content. As 
a consequence, many of the leading 
architecture schools around the 
world have courses and studios that 
are engaged with the developing 
world or the less privileged in their 
own culture. Similarly, many of 
the most influential architectural 
journals around the world today, 
publicize projects from the develop-
ing world, as these buildings reflect 
real human needs, real ingenuity in 
the use of limited technologies and 
scarce resources, social participation 
and fresh aesthetic attitudes  reflect-
ing the veracity of the real. This 
architecture of the real also reveals 
the true ground of beauty. As Erich 
Fromm, the famous social psycholo-
gist and thinker, writes: ”Beauty is 
not the opposite of the ugly but of 
the false”.6

1. I taught architecture in the position of 
Associate Professor at the Haile Sellas-
sie I University in Addis Abeba, Ethiopia 
in 1972-74 as part of the Development 
Aid Program of the Finnish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs.

2. M. H.  Segal, D. T.  Campbell, M. J.  
Herskovits, The Influence of Culture on 
Visual Perception, The Bobbs-Merril Co,  
Indianapolis, 1966.

3. Lawrence Weschler, ”Playing It As It 
Lays & Keeping It In Play: A Visit With 
Robert Irwin, Robert Irwin, The Muse-
um of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 
1993, p. 153.

4. The most signifcant of Edward T. Hall’s 
books are The Hidden Language 
(1966), The Silent Language(1973) and 
Beyond Culture (1976). 

5. I had previously spent a year as an AFS 
student in the United States in 1954-55, 
but that experience only solidified my 
view of the omnipotence of western 
industrial culture. 

6. Erich Fromm, source unidentified, pre-
sumably Escape from Freedom (1941).
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In recent decades, many Western 
architectural schools have taken up 
the challenge to tackle global polar-
ities and humanitarian crises. Edu-
cational programs raising awareness 
of the “south – north”, “developing – 
developed”, “poor – rich” dichotomies 
are all asking the same question: 
What is the role of architecture in 
the globalizing world? 

Along with the transformation of 
development collaboration from top-
down governmental actions to more 
grass-root community involvement, 
more possibilities for smaller actors 
to participate and become active 
have emerged in the field of global 
sustainability and humanitarian 
development. Whilst the interna-
tional discourse on humanitarian 
architecture has evolved, some uni-
versity programs have established a 
role as intermediators between dif-
ferent stakeholders in development 
work, emphasizing the importance of 

well-designed build environment as 
a human right.   

Since 1993, the Department of 
Architecture at Aalto University 
(formerly HUT) has offered courses 
on development issues dealing with 
the reality of architecture, building 
design and urban planning outside 
Europe, with cultural understanding 
as the starting point. 

The course, originally called 
Interplay of Cultures, was first devel-
oped and undertaken by architects 
Hennu Kjisik and Veikko Vasko, 
under Juhani Pallasmaa’s deanship. 
In 1992, Harris & Kjisik wrote: “The 
aim is to strengthen the reputation 
of and develop the faculty as a truly 
international centre of academic 
excellence, the best architectural 
school in the northern hemisphere.”1 
To elaborate their thinking, Kjisik as 
a former UNESCO employee, they 
continued: “It is of utmost impor-
tance to stress that any design task 

Introduction 
Interplay 
of Cultures   
 

SAIJA HOLLMÉN
Architect and researcher, vice dean for  
art and creative practices at Aalto ARTS.  
Co-founder of Aalto WiTLAB and Ukumbi  
NGO, and partner in Hollmén Reuter  
Sandman Architects Ltd. 
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in the third world is likely to include 
an extremely complicated set of 
interwoven problems which require 
a far more careful analysis than 
what we are used to dealing with in 
our normal work.”2 

The course was never about 
providing quick solutions, nor “about 
throwing up unrealistic ideas of our 
own”3. From the beginning, it was 
about careful analysis and learning 
about local conditions, about com-
munication with local stakeholders 
and communities, and listening to 
the needs and aspirations of the 
local people. It was not about roman-
ticizing or dwelling in the exotic, 
rather than in the honest attempt to 
understand “the other”. It was more 
about pondering the values on which 
we base our profession, and the 
moralities we choose to follow in our 
practices – and what we can learn 
from ourselves, when venturing out 
to the unknown. It was, and still is, 

about mutual learning and respect-
ing other ways of seeing the world. 

Taking a few steps away from 
one’s own cultural realm has pro-
vided an important moment of 
reflection for all participants: In the 
world of constantly mingling motifs 
and influences, “acknowledging 
one’s own mental points of origin 
is invaluable.”4 During the years, 
the courses have exposed hundreds 
of architectural students to varied 
cultural experiences. Some of them 
have been mind-blowing, some 
life changing, almost all of them 
meaningful in the development of 
an architect’s identity. Adapting to 
cultural differences and unknown 
contexts have developed the stu-
dents’ ability to work profession-
ally in unfamiliar and unexpected 
situations. 

The focal point – or raison d’être 
– of the course has always been more 
in the theoretical exercises, creating 
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understanding and providing tools 
for analysis. However, a few stu-
dent projects have led to realization, 
due to persistence of the particular 
individuals to proceed to realization 
through a fundraising process with-
out actual commission. Some of the 
examples have been architecturally 
notable and internationally recog-
nized, some have also had a signif-
icant importance in re-introducing 
traditional building materials – like 
bamboo – that have clear benefits 
in construction when compared to 
industrially produced, more recent 
alternatives. All of them communi-
cate passion for good architecture 
and a sense of global responsibility. 
Realizing projects was never the 
task of the University, but the exam-
ples show how profoundly significant 
the experience was to some, and how 
it shaped their professional and per-
sonal identities, attitudes and ways 
of working.

The course has operated under 
different names, professors and 
teachers at the Aalto University’s 
Department of Architecture. In 
2017, the course moved under the 
newly developed Aalto World in 
Transition Research LAB (Aalto Wit 
LAB5), and the name returned to its 
original form Interplay of Cultures. 
The focus has moved from strictly 

architectural towards more interdis-
ciplinary approaches, embracing dis-
ciplines from other Schools of Aalto 
University. The Sustainable Global 
Technologies Programme (SGT), 
presented in this exhibition, is a 
strong example of innovative inter- 
and transdisciplinary thinking, that 
can lead into viable solutions in the 
world’s most pressing challenges, 
originating from grass root student 
inventions.

This exhibition celebrates the 
25-year-history of education in 
global sustainability & humanitar-
ian development at the Department 
of Architecture at Aalto University. 
It presents some of the highlights 
and realized projects stemming from 
the program, as well as the various 
cultural locations and contexts of the 
field trips that framed the students’ 
experiences. It formulates some of 
the lessons learned from far-away 
cultures, and ponders on how they 
created an augmented understand-
ing of the architect’s profession.

One of the simplest, yet key 
findings of the Interplay of Cultures 
course has been that the most chal-
lenging design tasks are the ones 
targeted to those who have nothing 
– whilst they are the ones needing 
them the most. Pallasmaa writes: 
“The purpose of architecture is not 

only to satisfy the practical needs of 
construction, as it must also add to 
the meaningfulness and dignity in 
our lives.”6 In many occasions, Inter-
play of Cultures has brought the 
participating students and teachers 
back to the basics in architectural 
alphabets. Working with underpriv-
ileged communities is a constant 
reminder of the essentials of our 
profession. In Kjisik’s words: “The 
simplest and “quietest” structures, 
the most modest grass-roots ideas 
and solutions can and should be  
good architecture”7. 

1. Harris, Trevor ja Hennu Kjisik. “Prelimi-
nary thoughts on Post-Graduate Educa-
tion 1993-94”. Unpublished. (1992)

2. Ibid. 
3. Kjisik, Hennu. “Interplay of Cultures. 

Live Project and Field Trip”. Unpub-
lished. (1992)

4. Pallasmaa, Juhani. “Return to Modesty”. 
Arkkitehti 6 (2017), s. 48.

5. http://witlab.fi/
6. Pallasmaa, Juhani. “Return to Modesty”. 

Arkkitehti 6 (2017), s. 47.
7. Kjisik, Hennu. “Interplay of Cultures. 

Live Project and Field Trip”. Unpub-
lished. (1992)
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A Finnish tale: 
Cultural Interplays 
Between Empathy 
and Respect

University have been producing 
over the last 25 years within the 
framework of the Global Sustaina-
bility & Humanitarian Development 
course, one is reminded of the notion 
of “epistemological abyss” Achille 
Mbembe and Sarah Nutall speak of 
when looking at the world from an 
African metropolis1. The challenge is 
to imagine what the feeling of look-
ing at the world from Helsinki was 
in 1993, when the program started. 
The Berlin wall had fallen only a 
few years earlier, and Gorbachev’s 
Glasnost and Perestroika had led 
to the radical collapse of the USSR, 
Finland’s biggest neighbour. Under 
the leadership of Jacques Delors, the 
Maastricht treaty on the European 
Union had been signed in 1992, 
raising hopes that a better future 
was possible for advancing European 
integration, in a new global order of 
peace. Today we know that many of 
those hopes were short-lived, as too 
many wars and conflicts have since 

TOMÀ BERLANDA
Professor and Director of the School  
of Architecture, Planning and Geomatics,  
University of Cape Town.

Empathy and Respect
Any pedagogical initiative is based 
on a set of assumptions. There are 
many values judgments that come in 
to play, loosely centred around some 
form of hope: that the course will 
allow both teachers and students 
to advance in their critical think-
ing skills and be able to contribute 
knowledge to society. This is a fairly 
deterministic summary, predicated 
on the causal relationship between 
course outline and students’ outputs. 
At the same time there is a huge 
degree of uncertainty that comes 
into play, when the variables are 
unknown. Such is the case when one 
takes the risk of locating the pro-
ject site “elsewhere”, in unfamiliar 
territory. The binary reduction of 
discourse between “one’s self” and 
the “other” is a simplistic one, that 
invariably does not do justice to the 
complexity of the world. 

When reflecting on the work 
that students and faculty at Aalto 
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continued to erupt, and the renewed 
rise of right wing intolerant political 
parties in many parts of the world 
seems unstoppable. 

This swift historical portrayal 
echoes the bitter-sweet perspective 
that the great Finnish film direc-
tor Aki Kaurismäki instils in his 
movies. Possibly no other is more 
poignant for this piece than his 1989 
Leningrad Cowboys Go America, 
where the fictional rock band that 
gives the title to the film is encour-
aged to move to America because 
people “will buy anything” there. 
Peter Zumthor once wrote that his 
aspiration was “to build houses like 
Kaurismäki makes films”, captured 
by the director’s “empathy and 
respect for his characters [which he] 
shows in a light that lets us sense 
their dignity and their secrets.”2

I would like to use this reference 
as a key to locate the approach that 
in 1993 Hennu Kjisik and Veikko 
Vasko, under the deanship of Juhani 

Pallasmaa, chose to give to the core 
course in humanitarian develop-
ment, Interplay of Cultures. I’m 
interested in tracing a particular 
“empathy and respect” in the peda-
gogical approach of the programme, 
that, to repeat Zumthor’s words, 
“lets us sense dignity and secrets” in 
the architectural manifestations of 
the students’ designs.

The Merriam-Webster diction-
ary’s definition of empathy points to 
“the action of understanding, being 
aware of, being sensitive to, and 
vicariously experiencing the feelings, 
thoughts, and experience of another 
(…) without having the[m] (…) fully 
communicated in an objectively 
explicit manner.”3

In essence, the challenge is how 
to take [good] care of individuals 
and communities, through the act of 
design, and ensuring that this posi-
tion is embedded within the ethos of 
place-making, the craft that archi-
tects claim to control so well.
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Outside the Comfort Zone
As it happens, this is not a ques-
tion that staff and student at Aalto 
University (formerly the Helsinki 
University of Technology) have been 
alone in asking themselves. Many 
institutions of higher education, 
mostly from the West, have been 
involved in programs abroad. 

There are multiple reasons 
behind this. On the one hand a 
certain educational colonialism, 
or territorial scramble to expand 
areas of influence. The not so subtle 
quest to expand income sources, by 
increasing student numbers, out-
reach, and generally a move towards 
the commodification of higher educa-
tion, have been driving a neoliberist 
agenda.

As part of the catalogue of the 
Afritecture: Building Social Change4 
exhibition held in Munich in 2013 
I had the opportunity of reflecting 
with a number of colleagues on the 
challenges of design-build projects 
as forms of knowledge transfer. The 
comments expressed then seem to 
me to be still valuable today, par-

ticularly when placed in the context 
of a growing debate on where and 
what is the “front” of architectural 
education. Part of the imbalance 
and impasse is based on not finding 
a solution to the question of “why 
our society sets knowledge transfer 
synonymous with technology and 
ultimately machinery handover”5, 
since it must be clear that the two 
are not the same. 

Indeed, this asymmetry appears 
to be the tell-tale of a much wider 
phenomena, the manifestation of 
the global project of inequality. As 
evidenced by the seminal contribu-
tion of Thomas Piketty6, recent years 
have shown how labour income 
represents a 20th century exception 
to the rule of capital income. With 
the close of the “short century” we 
are therefore left wondering how 
to redress the situation. What the 
Interplay of Cultures project appears 
to have done is deliberately invite 
students and faculty to take some 
risks, outside their comfort zone. 
As many radical protesters have 
pointed out, in the liberation move-

ments against white oppression you 
cannot hope to do good if you stay 
wrapped in a cloak of privilege. 

The idea to introduce innovation, 
and difference, not simply for the 
sake of changing something, but 
as an act of dissent, is a frequent 
paradigm within universities. As 
Louis Althusser well-articulated7, an 
institution of education provides the 
site both for the reproduction and 
change of conditions of power. 

Although it is clear that global 
education powerhouses such as MIT, 
which are consistently ranked at 
the top of world universities, both 
in terms of resources, and quality 
of education, have a hard time in 
mediating a social and ethical foot-
print of their endeavours abroad. In 
a vaccination clinic built near Lake 
Turkana, Kenya, that resulted from 
a studio led by Spanish architects 
Selgas Cano8 in 2014, for instance, 
the team “had to change the mate-
rial because on site [they]realised 
that do to the masonry work was too 
complex for the people there, [who 
are] completely unskilled.”9 

Rwanda 2014, photos Saija Hollmén
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What this anecdotal reference 
points to is the problematic correla-
tion between technology and devel-
opment, and even more so when the 
consideration of the issue is limited 
to a transfer of skills, devoid of the 
appreciation of the plurality of cul-
tural and social implications of any 
form of physical manifestation. It 
is therefore refreshing to read how 
Hamid Dabashi, in his recent Can 
Non-Europeans Think?, polemi-
cally articulates how, “Europeans 
cannot read [even when we write 
in the language they understand] 
because they are assimilating what 
they read back into (…) what they 
already know - and are thus inca-
pable of projecting it forward into 
something they may not know and 
yet might be able to learn.”10   

The linguistic indeterminacy, or 
should one call it misunderstand-
ing? – is at the root of the ambigu-
ity of both the approach and the 
outcomes different Western based 
programs have produced in the 
Global South.

Architecture and Development
In London, what is today the Bart-
lett’s Development Planning Unit 
had been introduced at the Archi-
tectural Association in 1954 as a 
postgraduate programme for tropical 
architecture, under the leadership 
of Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew. Its 
mission to “conduct world-leading 
research and postgraduate teaching 
to build capacity working towards 
socially just and sustainable de-
velopment in the Global South” is 
embedded in good rhetoric. In the 
words they used to celebrate their 
50th anniversary in 2004, “the 
Department set out to influence the 
euro-centric [sic] architecture that 
was being exported to the tropics 
by introducing elements of medical 
research and building physics to 
appropriate climatic design. The 
functionalist ideals of the modern 
movement made it receptive to such 
innovation and the Department’s 
influence took root.”11

In 1977 William Bechhoefer, then 
an assistant professor of architec-
ture at the university of Maryland, 

after having worked as a peace corps 
volunteer in Tunisia, and later at 
the department of architecture in 
Kabul, warned how, “the role of an 
architect in a developing nation and 
the structuring of architectural edu-
cation are problems closely related 
to the goals of that nation’s society. 
As a consequence, the inevitable 
participation of foreign technicians 
in these programs raises questions 
as to the nature of that participation 
and the extent to which it can be 
effective.”12 

But this particular emphasis on 
the role of technology, and its poten-
tial beneficial effect on development 
has too often allowed for a unilateral 
technocratic approach, that did not 
include considerations of cultural 
sensibility. Too often innovation in 
appropriate technologies became 
a slogan, as the EPFL’s Centre for 
Development still candidly frames it 
today, for a mission “to alleviate pov-
erty in the Global South”13, where 
the key issues appear to be, among 
others, “obsolete regulations, curric-
ula that do not match the jobskills 
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demand, concerns about the quality and relevance of the  
educational content, outdated pedagogical methods.”14

The short version of this seems to point to a circular cycle, 
whereby “developing” countries suffer from not having learned 
lessons well enough during the colonial period, and now need 
technological help to remediate the gap accumulated since 
independence.

Conversely, reflecting today on 25 years of the Interplay of 
Cultures project, the one word which signals a welcome shift 
of perspective is the adjective “humanitarian”. Because it is a 
specific construction of society, that led to the emergence of a 
Scandinavian way to architecture15 across the 20th century, that 
is at the basis of this approach. Indeed, after 1960, the independ-
ence of many African countries coincides with the establishment 
of state development aid in the Nordic countries. This temporal 
coincidence goes in parallel with the emergence of the belief that 
the Scandinavian social democratic model could be exported, 
translated, and used for nation-building, modernization and 
welfare in the South.16

If the first wave of “expert export”, that included financial  
and technical assistance in both small and large-scale projects, 
ranging from architecture to infrastructure planning, lasted  
only until the 1980s, with the advent of the Structural Adjust-
ment Programs set in motion by the World Bank and the IMF  
the nature of aid work changed. It is possible to reflect on the 
establishment of the Interplay of Cultures programme at this 
juncture. Warning signs on what could be perceived as a neocolo-
nialist approach to architecture had started to appear already  
in the mid-70’s17, and the idea to bring to the fore the notion  
of “interplay” appears a refreshing humanistic counterpoint  
to the mainstream technocratic agenda. 
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one as a participant, and, looked at 
as a continuum, the Interplay of Cul-
tures projects represent an iterative 
attempt at mediating the encoun-
ter with indeterminacy referenced 
earlier. 

At the same time, a reflection on 
the program begs an answer to a 
further ontological query, whether 
architecture should be defined as a 
social practice, or a design object. 
Looking at the student and faculty 
work from Aalto University across 
the years the ambiguity comes to  
the fore as a productive armature.

Non-Alignements
It is worth remembering that in 
continental Europe and the US the 
1980s are a period of celebration of 
the autonomy of architecture and 
the postmodern movement. Beside 
its ghastly formalist aesthetics, it’s 
the complete absence of engagement 
with social issues that strikes us 
today for its self-referential short 
sightedness. Hence, I find it intrigu-
ing to read architectural evolution 
in parallel with the stance that the 
Non-Aligned Movement took to 
support every member’s “struggle 
against imperialism (…) and all 
forms of foreign (…)  occupation, 
domination, interference.”18 This can 
be read also within the current call 
to decolonise educational approach-
es, as means to foster more just and 
equitable relations between coun-
tries. 

As it is widely known, the legacy 
of 20th century Finnish architecture 
is one that looks at materials, sus-
tainability, elegance of design. The 
interpretation of the modern move-
ment through the lens of sensibility, 
care, attention to details, has had a 
widespread recognition, and effec-

tively established its role within the 
history of architecture. Certainly, 
the inspiring role of Juhani Pallas-
maa, both in his theoretical work, 
and in his capacity as an academic 
leader, must have contributed to set 
the tone for the specific approach 
of the programme, as well as have 
allowed multiple people to take 
ownership of it and reformulate the 
briefs over the years. 

In the words of Norberg Schulz, 
Nordic education in, and practice 
of, architecture can be looked at 
as a “form of understanding…[an] 
explanation of the unity of life and 
place, in order that we understand 
where we are, how we are, what 
we are.”  If the South lends itself to 
abstraction, the North is marked by 
variation, openness, and dynamism. 
Rather than offering a representa-
tion, Northern architecture engages 

Rwanda 2014, photo Saija Hollmén
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Cultural Mediation  
Against Imperialism
Elsewhere in the volume the various 
projects are described with more 
detail. Over the years, the results 
are necessarily heterogeneous and 
present a considerable range of size 
and scope. Through fortuitous coinci-
dences, tenacious students and staff 
some initial concepts later became 
built work. It is hard to express com-
parative evaluations, and potentially 
even useless. Beyond social, ecologi-
cal, and aesthetic aspects, the effort 
of a pedagogical project that hopes 
to contribute to the advancement of 
knowledge whilst at the same time 
benefitting less privileged in society 
is obviously an idealistic one, that 
has to struggle with the material 
constraints. In a 2015 opinion piece 
Rainer de Graaf19 convincingly made 
the case of how architecture is a tool 
of capital, and hence there can be 
little doubt left around the intrinsic 
relationship between architecture 
and power. But the power of cultural 
mediation, the willingness to listen 

in order to overcome differences, and 
difficulties, is one that challenges 
the single narrative of imperialism. 

When reflecting on the strong 
collection of work assembled and 
curated for this volume and accom-
panying exhibition, the feeling 
is that one is not only looking at 
process and good intentions. If too 
often the “value proposition of social 
impact architecture is the design 
process - one that is driven by inclu-
sion and thinks about the long-term 
investment that a development or 
building can achieve”20, here also 
the formal and material logics that 
emerge also deserve praise. The 
investigations bring poetry, sym-
bolism, and at times, sculptural 
decontextualization to the fore. The 
tectonic precision, attention to pro-
duction logics, experimental adap-
tations of vernacular traditions and 
logics take on new intensities. 

What surface are serendipitous 
dialogues between the modern 
expression of materials, and new 
experiences, which change the 

view of things. Oscillating between 
abstract and enigmatic forms, the 
viewer can be left both fascinated 
and frustrated. The “interplay of 
cultures” becomes, quite literally, 
apparent. It is not a linguistic turn 
to reconnect language and architec-
ture. It is rather the open endedness 
of the script that allows for some 
hope to be instilled in one’s mind. 
Not for the “vague do-good-feel-good-
pursuit of ‘social justice’” that Patrik 
Schumacher can so blatantly accuse 
the Pritzker jury’s decision to award 
Alejandro Aravena the 2016 prize 
for.21  On the contrary to radically 
reimagine what the means of inter-
sectionally co-producing architecture 
can be, and how they can be trans-
lated in experimental pedagogical 
frameworks. Thus, the patient and 
generous work that is presented 
here brings full circle the empathy 
and respect that Zumthor found in 
Kaurismäki’s movies. May there be 
more to follow.

Cape Town/Lausanne, June 2018
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The rapid process of globalization 
has brought along an almost incom-
prehensible speed of communication 
and information transfer. On one 
hand, it serves to connect across 
the globe, whereas on the other, the 
feeling of connectedness is deceptive. 
Regardless of the ubiquitous flow of 
worldwide information, we as phys-
ical and psychological beings have 
remained the same; despite its huge 
pace, technological advancement has 
yet to overcome our physical and 
mental evolution. We still have basic 
needs as physical creatures, and 
rootedness in a place is still a valid 
issue to most of us. Cultural trans-
formations are slow, thus the variety 
of cultural differences remain.

In cities and metropolises with 
high level of international presence, 
the architecture of global modern-
ism, uniformity and loss of cultural 
identity may seem predominant. 
Yet, my assumption is that the 
underlying cultural characteristics, 
unique to every cultural context, 
remain largely intact. The way peo-
ple use spaces, how their inherent 
culture shapes the way they see and 

perceive the world, is a fundamen-
tal human attribute. Architecture 
is a projection, or a built image of 
these cultural features.  “Cultures 
are unique and inseparably rooted 
in their historical, geographical and 
economic realities and, consequently, 
cultural forms cannot be exported or 
imported”.1

The fact that these qualities are 
largely hidden in an international 
megalopolis, does not mean they 
disappear as projections of cultural 
identity. Although they become 
less evident under the pressure of 
global industry and exchange, the 
fundamentals of a culture are deeply 
rooted. 

Even in our era of globalization, 
it still makes sense to explore the 
variables and cultural differences 
that shape us as individuals, as 
communities and nations, and how 
these variables are projected in 
material form. If we look deeper 
into the vernacular traditions and 
their urban modifications, we can 
identify features in the built envi-
ronment that communicate the 
intellectual and spiritual values of 
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a community.2 Architecture keeps 
bringing us back to who we are, and 
how we manifest our presence in the 
world. Every culture projects itself 
in a different manner, and it brings 
forward the importance of analysis 
and understanding of context in the 
in architectural design, when the 
geographical limits of the profession 
are expanding or vanishing. Archi-
tects should be the interpreters of 
the values and aspirations of a cul-
ture, and remain aware of the threat 
of cultural impoverishment amidst 
global influences. 

Humanitarian Architecture – 
What it Means and Why it Matters
As the global flow of information is 
losing physical constraints, the more 
we have become aware of global pov-
erty, forced migration and natural 
catastrophes. According to the UN 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR), “by the 
end of 2017, 68.5 million individuals 
were forcibly displaced worldwide as 
a result of persecution, conflict, vio-
lence or human rights violations… 
One in every 110 people globally is 
either an asylumseeker, internally 

displaced or a refugee.”3 The con-
flicts and violence are often times 
consequences of climate change, of 
droughts, or other extreme weather 
conditions, that force people to leave 
their places of origin, and migrate to 
already overcrowded areas. In 2015, 
the Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NCR) reported that “every second, 
one person is displaced by disaster”.4 
It is estimated that by 2050, the 
number of climate migrants might 
reach one billion people.5 

Due to natural disasters, conflicts 
result and more migration occurs. 
UN Environment Program reports: 
“Since the beginning of this cen-
tury, the world has witnessed more 
than 2,500 disasters and 40 major 
conflicts.”6 Furthermore, disasters 
happen all around the world, in 
whichever cultural context. Even 
in emergencies, it should be kept in 
mind that cultural features play a 
crucial role in how people respond to 
crises, how the temporal shelters can 
best be organized and how people 
use the spaces build for their rescue. 

Humanitarian crises call for 
action, and architecture is a crucial 

component in the process of helping 
the people in need. Can we then 
claim that there exist a phenomenon 
specifically called humanitarian 
architecture? As Michael Sorkin 
argues, “What architecture, after 
all, isn’t humanitarian, engaged 
with that most primal activity: the 
provision of shelter?” 7 Perhaps a 
more accurate way of describing the 
phenomena would be architecture 
designed for humanitarian needs, 
rather than “humanitarian architec-
ture” per se - and in parallel, to talk 
about the work of architects working 
in humanitarian sector, rather than 
humanitarian architects.8

In humanitarian architecture 
and development, we can identify 
roughly three temporal modes that 
distinguish themselves in urgency, 
yet overlap in crucial ways. The 
immediate response to life-threat-
ening conditions requires urgent 
actions: emergency shelters prevent 
further deaths and secure the sur-
vival of the victims. The transitional 
shelter offers standard solutions 
to housing needs, still not being an 
ideal solution.9 Reconstruction is 
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when the permanent habitat and 
infrastructure are set in place. Too 
often the transitional becomes per-
manent, and what was built without 
planning or design, remains in use 
even for decades. 

A common denominator for all 
successful projects in the humani-
tarian sector is the engagement of 
communities in the design process 
and construction. They involve a 
socio-political perspective, where 
reconstruction or development is 
considered to go beyond the physical, 
including the social and economic 
aspects of a community. These 
projects cannot be designed off-site. 
They need careful analysis and per-
sonal involvement, interaction and 
interdisciplinary collaboration. The 
architect is a team player and serves 
the whole community in finding 

solutions that best empower the end 
users – the “owners” of the project. 

Charlesworth discusses what she 
describes as the “design parachute”: 
how donors and designers “drop in” 
to execute a quick project with little 
interest in its long-term effect, local 
impact, community involvement 
and resiliency, cultural adaptation 
or local economy.10 At worst, these 
projects are designed to be photoge-
nic and media-sexy, and may add to 
the negative perception of architects 
as self-seeking individualists, igno-
rant to cultural and local conditions, 
looking for an international boost to 
their careers. 

Schneider and Till discuss the 
notion of agency in relation to the 
transformative potential of archi-
tecture where the lack of a pre-
determined future is seen as an 

opportunity and not a threat.11 The 
question comes down to the responsi-
bility and power of the architect. In a 
humanitarian context, the architect 
can be considered as someone who 
“actively and knowingly gives up 
authority… who doesn’t work in the 
foreground, but takes a step back… 
who is part of the process, and some-
times but not always the initiator of 
the project.”12 In humanitarian proj-
ects, architects become responsible for 
their actions and the feasibility of the 
design to the end users, rather than 
donors, which reverses the notion of 
accountability. In a humanitarian 
architecture project, the architect 
seeks to render him/herself unneces-
sary, if not invisible in the end. It’s a 
game defined by respect and empa-
thy, not by egos and self-interest. 

Rwanda 2014, photo Saija Hollmén
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Role of the Architect 
It is inevitable that the current state 
of the world has implications on how 
we should think of the profession of 
architects. Andres Lepik questions 
the role of the architect in the 21st 
century: “Is it simply enough to be 
a service provider who works solely 
to fulfil commissions for clients who 
can afford such services?”13 There 
are too many people who are forced 
to live in inadequate conditions, left 
without either safety or sanitation in 
built environments that we can just 
stand by and do nothing. As a conse-
quence, a growing number of archi-
tects have taken up social challenges 
- in many places, different tempos 
and in various ways. Working with 
communities that are not in the po-
sition to speak for themselves, many 
architects are now exploring ways of 

new spatial and social activism. For 
many, aesthetics is no longer enough 
as a primary motivation for architec-
ture, rather than meaningfulness of 
the practice. 

As Michael Sorkin points out, “it 
is also crucial that ‘humanitarian’ 
practice not be so uniformly associ-
ated with conditions of emergency”.14 
In the case of development projects 
where urgency is not defining the 
design choices (or lack thereof), there 
is more time to make proper analysis 
of the conditions and local culture, 
engage communities and search for 
locally sustainable building tech-
niques and materials. In terms of 
design, the role of the architect then 
becomes closer to the customary, but 
in terms of clientele, it often remains 
undefined. However, architects have 
the potential to become key play-
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ers in initiating and implementing 
successful development projects with 
underprivileged communities. In 
doing so, they also need to consider 
what are the cultural particularities 
of the place and community they 
have chosen to engage with. Hence, 
the need to critically evaluate 
regional and cultural features.

Aquilino has pointed out three 
of the many ways architectural 
know-how can be critical in post-cri-
sis situations.15 The first of these 
is capacity: well-trained architects 
have the ability to erect secure and 
durable structures, and in addition 
to serve as capable construction and 
contract managers. Handling needs, 
resource and budgets throughout a 
project saves resources from other 
actions in humanitarian work. 

The second area is representa-
tion: working with communities can 
help them act on their own behalf in 
areas that the community normally 
finds out of their reach, such as land 
tenure, access to water, sanitation, 
public space and improved ecology. 

The third function Aquilino 
describes is vision: Imagining a bet-
ter future despite the surrounding 
devastation. For desperate individ-
uals it may be impossible to look 
ahead and see beyond destruction. 
“Architectural expertise can promote 
public health, encourage investing 

in new skills and environmental 
awareness, and advocate for mitigat-
ing risk, which together help ensure 
a sustainable and safe way of life,” 
rooted in local priorities.16 

There is a substantial amount 
of professional fields responding to 
growing humanitarian demands, 
but a remarkable absence of profes-
sionals capable of strategic spatial 
problem solving and design-led 
solutions for longer-term recovery.17 
On average, architects contribute 
to only three percent of the world’s 
built environment.18 This means 
that in general, architecture is not 
considered a valid profession worth 
relying on when planning spatial 
arrangements. In some sense, we 
architects can blame ourselves: the 
long-lasting tradition of architects 
considering themselves as self-sat-
isfied artists-creators, rather than 
useful professionals with capaci-
ties to empower communities, has 
alienated us from a vast number of 
other disciplines and agents. Yet, 
this is where architects should find 
themselves, offering a widespread 
capacity to process management in 
recovery and development. 

In the Design, Disaster & Devel-
opment Research Forum held in 
Barcelona in July 2018, Brett Moore 
from UNHCR stated that the UN 
Refugee Agency prefers to recruit 

other professionals rather than 
architects, due to their general 
lack of teamwork skills.19 Moore’s 
assertion, and clearly his personal 
experience, was that the usual cli-
ent-commission based modus ope-
randi of the architectural practice 
is useless in disaster management 
and development work. Indeed, the 
ability to work in multi-disciplinary 
teams is crucial in situations where 
there are no clearly defined clients 
and the role of the architect is not a 
lead position, rather than a coordi-
nating and collaborative one. 

Cambodia 2010, photo Anssi Kankkunen
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Consequently, there is a striking 
lack of employment opportunities for 
young architects, who wish to work 
in humanitarian and development 
fields, in any of its time scales or 
temporal modes. As Aquilino states: 
“There is still no career path that 
prepares students to work as urgen-
tistes – design professionals who 
intervene at a crucial moment in the 
recovery process to produce enduring 
solutions.”20

However, although largely absent 
in the vast operations of disaster 
recovery, a growing number of 

architects have chosen to work pro 
bono, or funded by small donations, 
on humanitarian projects. Their 
interventions are small in the global 
scale, but they provide inspiration, 
insights and examples to many. 
Furthermore, we can safely say 
that at least a discourse has begun 
with the international community of 
professional agencies, on what are 
the crucial skills needed for such cir-
cumstances, where architecture puts 
itself primarily in the use of others, 
in an active, adaptive and collabora-
tive way. 

Cambodia 2010, photo Anssi Kankkunen
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Education in Humanitarian Architecture – Interplay of Cultures
The notion of the UNHCR sends a critical message to contemporary archi-
tectural education. Whilst globalization is shaping the way we work and act 
in the world, architectural education has to embrace and learn from disci-
plines like cross-cultural psychology, anthropology and sociology, and invest 
in transferable skills.21 These include subjects such as teamwork, leader-
ship, social skills (listening and empathy); problem definition and analysis; 
project design; basic financial management of projects; fieldwork and data 
collection; public speaking; writing/ reading and research methods; political 
analysis; advocacy and creativity.22 Solid design skills will always be the 
basic prerequisite: understanding of scale, materiality, spatial arrangements 
and their cultural adaptations, human dignity manifested in architectural 
form - but in addition, a professional designer in humanitarian sector needs 
those transferable skills to promote participatory and collaborative design.  

Whilst many international universities have taken up the challenge to 
offer courses and programs in global issues, development and risk manage-
ment, this is still often marginalized and seen as an “alternative” way of 
thinking architectural education.23 A wide international discourse is needed, 
to reconsider the capacities of design professions, such as architecture, in 
responding to global crisis. Architects need to learn how to articulate the 
untapped potential their education is producing, to move away from the det-
rimental effects of starchitecture, and start talking to other disciplines and 
communities with respect and empathy, already during their education.  

The Interplay of Cultures program at Aalto University initially shaped 
itself around the notion of understanding “the other”, of cultural analysis 
and interaction. “Interplay” refers to reciprocity, which in turn is about 
mutual dependence, action or influence.24  Its core aim is fundamental to 
relevant architectural education: how can we learn to avoid ethnocentrism, 
gain scientific, sensory and embodied knowledge despite geographical 
boundaries and learn to respect other views and ways of manifesting human 
existence in built form. At Aalto, the Interplay of Cultures program has 

36 

Rwanda 2014, photos Saija Hollmén



  37

proven its resilience, despite admin-
istrative sway and obscurity, due 
to a small but resistant number of 
faculty members determined to keep 
it alive. The Aalto WiTLAB (World 
in Transition Research LAB), estab-
lished in 2014, has now adopted it 
to build a more rigorous and solid 
academic base for the program, 
also to strengthen its interdisciplin-
ary approach, vitally important to 
any humanitarian or development 
project. 

Finnish architectural education 
has traditionally relied strongly on 
the concept of practice. Already on 
the bachelor level, soon after the 
basic introductions and exercises 
in form, light and materials – the 
architectural alphabets – the design 
tasks take up a form of “reality sim-
ulation”. The design process includes 
understanding of the context and 
surroundings, sometimes even the 
concept of “accountability” to a cli-
ent. The inbuilt premise is that the 
design choices have to be justified 
and sustainable, and rooted into 
the surrounding conditions, context, 
users’ needs and available materials. 
In a sense, one can argue that this 

tradition provides a fruitful basis for 
working in foreign contexts, where 
understanding local conditions is the 
primary precondition for any suc-
cessful project. 

Finland’s strong architectural 
tradition has also manifested itself 
in the bilateral relationships and 
development collaboration with 
the newly independent nations in 
post-colonial Africa. In terms of edu-
cation, the Finnish Foreign ministry 
included support for the training of 
architects, town planners and build-
ing engineers in the Finnish devel-
opment cooperation programmes. 
A long lasting programme with 
Ethiopia was established as early as 
1970, which included contribution in 
teaching staff, provision of books and 
other teaching materials.25 In the 
1980s, the Faculty of Architecture at 
the Helsinki University of Technol-
ogy (HUT) offered a Master’s Pro-
gramme in Architecture and Urban 
Design, funded by the Finnish 
International Development Agency, 
FINNIDA. Architect graduates 
from Ethiopia, Kenya, Sri Lanka, 
Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia took 
part in the two-year program,26 most 

returning to their home countries 
after finishing their degrees. 

In a way, the above-mentioned 
programs paved the way for Inter-
play of Cultures. Juhani Pallasmaa, 
an Associate Professor at the Haile 
Selassie I University in 1972-74, 
wrote in 2006: “Cross-cultural 
interaction has to be approached 
with respect for the uniqueness and 
autonomy of the cultures in ques-
tion.”27 His vision played a crucial 
role in initiating the Interplay of 
Cultures course at HUT in 1993, to 
offer architectural students a wider 
perspective of the cultural varie-
ties in our world. Never has this 
approach been more topical than 
now. 

The 25-year-history of the Inter-
play of Cultures program sparked 
the idea of this exhibition to be held 
at the Museum of Finnish Architec-
ture. It is an excellent opportunity 
to reflect on the values and mean-
ings of architectural education in 
the globalizing world, as well as the 
definitions and relevance of the term 
“humanitarian” in architectural 
practice. 

Tanzania, photos Saija Hollmén
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Alumni Survey – What Did We Learn?
In late 2017 and early 2018, when 
preparing for this exhibition, a web 
survey was conducted among the 
alumni of the Interplay of Cultures 
program (or courses that run un-
der other names, such as World 
Architecture and Planning, City in 
Crisis and Cities in Transition). Out 
of some 200 alumni whose email 
addresses we were able to track 
down, we received 40 responses. 
Thirty-nine of them allowed their 
answers to be anonymously quoted. 

The survey revealed that this 
course was a valid reason for some 
to come to Finland as an exchange 
student in the first place. The course 
certainly had a reputation among 
the foreign students. Many pointed 
out the importance of teamwork, of 
learning about different cultures. 
Shared human condition was a 
frequently referred issue: “How 
different the challenges may be 
elsewhere - so different but still the 
same.” Some wrote about growing 
professional identities, multicultural 
experiences and committed teach-
ing. Some referred to coping with 
difficult situations, stepping out of 
their comfort-zones and developing 
problem-solving skills. 

Some pointed out the “importance 
of context, use of appropriate mate-

rials and resourcefulness”, and how 
“I realized that good solutions are 
often simple solutions.”  One notion 
was “the importance of participatory 
planning”, and how “it’s important 
to ask, not to presume.” “It opened 
my eyes for how small changes can 
make a big difference,” and most 
aptly:  “The impact of a building goes 
beyond beauty.” 

For some, the course was a 
life-changing experience, dictating 
the direction of their future career 
entirely. Not everyone was happy, 
though. One alumnum responded, 
when asked about the most impor-
tant thing learned during the course: 
“Human race sucks. I developed a 
very pessimistic view of the World.” 
A literature review had revealed 
that the problems we face now are 
the same or worse than 30 years ago. 
“However, I could learn that big pol-
icies made by big men, in big build-
ings, with big money, are mostly 
non-effective. I also learned that the 

little hope we have, is to apply the 
”think global, act local” slogan.”

The replies showed that out of 
39 alumni, 14 were working profes-
sionally in projects related to global 
sustainability and humanitarian 
development, and 11 were volunteer-
ing. For some, at least, the course 
provided a basis for their future 
careers and professional interest, 
with some of those transferable 
skills mentioned earlier. 
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The Code of Conduct
An integral part of the Interplay of 
Cultures program – obviously – is 
interaction and communication with 
communities and individuals in the 
developing world, with people repre-
senting cultural realms sometimes 
very different from the western con-
text. The program includes prereq-
uisite courses where students face 
questions of globalization and devel-
opment small and large, and pre-
pare for the field trip experience by 
expanding their knowledge base. For 
communication and encountering 
people, we provide simple guidelines, 
which have proven to be appropriate 
in almost any project involving un-
derprivileged communities. Set your 
ego aside, respect people with empa-
thy. Do not criticize openly. Think of 
positive sides and learn to articulate 
them. Do not engage in something 
you cannot fulfil. Be clear about 
your objectives – do not raise false 
expectations. Appreciate people’s 
time, and thank them appropriately. 
If invited to their homes, observe 
their habits and imitate. Always be 
respectful and consider the elderly. 

Most of these guidelines are basic 
courtesy, but the imbalance between 
the reality of a low resource commu-
nity and a group of white students 
can easily create situations, where 

managing expectations may be chal-
lenging – for officials and commu-
nities alike.28 Often the presence of 
local students is helpful, or simply 
sitting down and explaining care-
fully what they have come to learn. 
Sometimes “icebreakers” are needed: 
a simple football game between 
students and village kids, like the 
one our students entered into in 
Kigabiro, Rwanda, or an improvised 
art exhibition in Zanzibar, where we 
presented our 30 min hand drawings 
of a square to the locals hanging out 
there. 

I do not recall, nor have I heard of 
one single incident, when a student 
from Interplay of Cultures would 
have violated these guidelines. On 
the contrary, in a field trip context 
the students have always paid 
particular attention to their behav-
iour, which signals commitment and 
sense of responsibility. However, 
despite the respectful conduct of the 
group, things can still go wrong. 

La Push 2015, photo Saija Hollmén



40 

The Quileute Adventure
In March 2015, a group of Aalto stu-
dents travelled to the shores of the 
Pacific Ocean in Washington State  
to meet and work with the indig-
enous Quileute Tribe in their pro-
ject, Move to Higher Ground. The 
tribe’s land is located on a tsunami 
risk coastal zone and moving the 
village to a higher area allocated to 
the tribe is of vital importance and 
urgency.  

Aalto University was connected 
to the project through a few private 
individuals, one of them being the 
then executive director of the tribe. 
The course assignment was to con-
sider the feedback and reflections 
of the tribe on the initial relocation 
plan, and to propose alternative 
solutions for the relocation master 
planning. The course was part of 
the Architecture master program 
in urban planning.  The prepara-
tions went on with the belief that 
relations to the tribal council were 

in order, assuming that we had the 
permission to visit their land. 

Somewhat exotic for foreigners 
was the fact that some years ago 
the Quileute had received a wide 
spread international attention due 
to the famous Twilight saga, which 
drew people to their land from all 
over the world. The tribe had built 
a high-quality resort for visitors, 
which made it possible for the Aalto 
group to appear in their village just 
as any tourist would, and wander 
around without attracting too much 
attention. The tribe tolerated the 
presence of visitors, since eventually 
it did bring in money and promoted 
cultural awareness. 

During the field trip, the group 
worked mainly with the executive 
director (who was not a member of 
the tribe himself) and a few elders 
and past members of the tribal coun-
cil. At that time, a new tribal council 
was being formed - hence, we never 
met with the actual council. 

The field trip was successful, 
and the group received apprecia-
tion due to respectful behaviour. 
The students continued with their 
design projects in Finland, aiming 
to provide fresh ideas and potential 
concepts for the tribe’s ambitious 
initiative. The course projects were 
finished according to plan, and 
eventually sent to the tribe for 
review. 

Not long after the one week 
intensive field trip a media inter-
vention occurred. A story appeared 
on the Finnish Broadcasting Com-
pany YLE website, covering the 
unusual and exceptional commis-
sion from a North American Indian 
tribe to the Finnish Aalto Univer-
sity. The copy communicated clearly 
that the tribe had commissioned the 
design from the University, that the 
tribe had acquired money from the 
state and the government, and the 
students were hired to do the job29. 
None of this was true. 

Washington 2015, photos Saija Hollmén
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The exotic story spread like wild-
fire: soon it was covered by the Finn-
ish tabloid magazines - and in no 
time it found its way over the ocean 
and spread among the indigenous 
tribal communities. A day before the 
“storm” hit the Quileute tribe, the 
new tribal council had learned that 
a group of Aalto University students 
had visited their lands in the first 
place. 

The “storm” included hundreds of 
furious inquiries from other North 
American indigenous tribal coun-
cils, about the alleged funding for 
the Move to Higher Ground project. 
The Quileute Tribal Council had to 
respond to a series of erroneous alle-
gations, which had totally confused 
their whole tribe.  

Two weeks later YLE corrected 
the story30, but the damage was 
already done. The tribal council 
announced that they would simply 
cut all relations to Aalto University, 
to allow the tribe to recover from 

what they saw as yet another out-
side intervention. At that moment, 
the tribe did not give much value to 
the Aalto students’ input – their first 
and foremost responsibility was to 
protect the tribe.

The indigenous communities in 
North America have witnessed a vio-
lent history of oppression and abuse. 
In Finland, however, the Ameri-
can Indians have always appeared 
as exotic and mysterious: when a 
Finnish university got involved with 
a real North American Indian tribe, 
the journalists seemingly got too 
hasty to check their facts – and who 
knows if the interviewee was a bit 
too careless as well.  What seemed 
like an innocent, harmless and excit-
ing story on this side of the globe, 
turned out to be seriously harmful 
for the Quileute tribe itself. The 
council’s reaction was understanda-
ble – as was the confusion and disap-
pointment of the Aalto students.
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Media Exploitation
In the humanitarian sector, when 
working with underprivileged 
communities, designers and archi-
tects are dealing with people’s lives: 
real human beings who live in dire 
conditions. The projects are often 
designed and executed pro bono; 
what remains with the designer is 
a story to tell. There is an element 
of extremity in these sometimes 
undeniably beautiful architectural 
works that may appear particularly 
seductive to the media: photogenic 
exoticism, admiration or even glori-
fication of people’s resourcefulness 
amidst hardships, heroism over 
everyday challenges. Dan Hancox 
writes about “desperation dressed 
up as architectural invention”,31 
denouncing the stories exploiting 
low resource communities as “slum 
porn”.32

The temptation of adding a twist 
or two in one’s story, a photograph 
deliberately leaving out the crucial 
mistake or revealing only the favour-
able sides of the design, is a pitfall 
we should be mindful about. Provid-
ing a false image of a project easily 
turns against the good purpose. This 
appeared to be partly the case when 
the famous Makoko Floating School 
in Lagos, Nigeria, collapsed in 2016, 
after a few years of service to the 
community. Designed by the NLÉ 

architecture studio, the Makoko 
Floating School had received such 
intense media attention, that the 
collapse of the structure shook the 
press. 

The collapse of the floating school 
prototype in Lagos took place on 
June 8, 2016, while the MFS II, an 
improved version of the structure 
was being celebrated at the Venice 
Architecture Biennale. The proto-
type itself was built quickly, and 
required constant maintenance.33 
NLÉ had intentionally communi-
cated an image of a functioning proj-
ect: albeit a pilot structure meant to 
be temporary. It was presented as 
a continuous success story, which 
had clearly helped to establish the 
international reputation of NLÉ. 
Their initial press release on June 8, 
2016 understated the collapse and 
explained that “the structure had 
been out of use in anticipation of 
reconstruction”.34

Six months later the studio 
published a comprehensive report on 
the case, which was dated Nov 28, 
2016.35 At that point, however, the 
report seemed more like a response 
to repeated inquiries than a self-di-
rected attempt to openly reflect the 
causalities of the collapse. 

One should not underestimate 
NLÉ’s contribution in maintaining 
and repairing the MFS I structure 

until the ownership and respon-
sibility was transferred to the 
community. However, if the archi-
tect continues to benefit and seek 
international recognition on the 
basis of a particular project, part of 
the responsibility remains: at the 
very least, it includes honesty and 
openness towards all parties. Tomà 
Berlanda wrote shortly after the 
incident: “The collapse of the struc-
ture of the Makoko Floating School 
faces us with a fundamental ques-
tion of how to articulate judgement 
and inform an opinion on the role 
architecture has.”36 

The media coverage of the 
Makoko Floating School had 
been immense. In fact, it was so 
powerful, that the government 
reconsidered the relocation of the 
community, and allowed the floating 
school to remain despite its previ-
ously unknown typology.  This is 
no minor achievement for a piece of 
architecture. Had the collapse and 
reasons behind it been more openly 
and swiftly communicated, the stu-
dio could have avoided the adverse 
publicity, caused by their dismis-
sive attitude. Building a career and 
seeking fame doesn’t blend well 
with humanitarian work. There is 
nothing more harmful for a commu-
nity project than the arrogance of 
the architect. 
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Sharing the Failures
A very different attitude was com-
municated by architect Rahul 
Mehrotra, in his keynote at the UIA 
conference in Durban, South Africa 
in 2014. For an audience of about 
4000 people, he spoke about a com-
munity toilet project that his studio 
RMA had designed and built with 
SPARC (The Society for the Promo-
tion of Area Resource Centers), a 
Mumbai based NGO 37 – and what 
went wrong with it. In his keynote 
he not only presented the ambitious 
project itself, but also openly shared 
the mistakes and failures that took 
place during the design and execu-
tion of the project. 

SPARC had been commissioned 
by the government to build over 
300 toilets in the slums of Mumbai. 
Funded by the World Bank, the 
requirements included a concrete 
structure, which encouraged RMA 
to develop a prototype with a higher 
structure and include useful features 
to the complex: a residential accom-
modation for a caretaker in the 
upper floor as well as a community 
space, to serve as a study area for 
children at night. Solar panels would 
provide electricity for lighting, for 
the security of women and children. 
The facades were to be wrapped with 
flowers and creepers, to allow for a 
more welcoming atmosphere.

RMA did a lot of research in the 
areas the toilets were to be built to 
secure the appropriateness of their 
design to the local conditions. None-
theless, every time they reached 
the plinth level, the government 
would stop the construction. The 
government representatives saw the 
structure as something too iconic 
and permanent, whereas the slums 
were only a temporary condition in 
their minds. The carefully designed 
aesthetics did not do good either: 
it only helped to give the toilet an 
image of a permanent structure, 
which would allow for the commu-
nity to get organized and eventually 
legitimize the entire slum area – 
something the government was not 
ready to accept.38

One toilet complex, however, 
was eventually built. This was in a 
remote area, where the government 
officials rarely visited.  At first, the 
toilet project was a success: children 
were using it, the community cen-
tre was appreciated and the solar 
panels kept the spaces active and 
safe during the night. Six months 
later, however, the government had 
installed one of their normal public 
toilet blocks beside it. The door of 
the SPARC/RMA toilet complex was 
locked and the community centre 
had been occupied by the group of 
slum residents who were involved in 
building the toilet.39

Mehrotra sees two clear reasons 
for the repeated failures of their 
toilet project. One of them is the 

Senegal 1996, photo Saija Hollmén
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government’s conception of “tempo-
rality” of the informal settlements, 
and the fact that the prominent and 
well-designed architecture would 
serve as a means to legitimize a 
temporal condition. This was further 
emphasized by the use of materials: 
a solid concrete structure served 
the same purpose of consolidating 
the project on the slum ground – all 
working against the idea of tempo-
rality, which the government wanted 
to preserve. 

The second, and from the commu-
nity perspective even more notable 
reason for failure, was the lack of 
ownership. The NGO did not have a 
solid enough community base on the 
ground, and this paved the way for 
vested interest.40 The one toilet that 
eventually got built was soon taken 
over by a small group, who unfound-
edly claimed ownership of the facil-
ity over the rest of the community. 

Rooting a Project
Mehrotra’s analysis of the causal-
ities of their failure is precise. It 
carries wisdom and valuable lessons 
for all stakeholders who take part 
in projects aiming at improving 

D
ar Es Salaam

, Tanzania, photo Zita Floret
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the living conditions in informal 
settlements. Good intentions, even 
profound research and fine-tuned, 
dignified design cannot alone assure 
the success of a project. A sense of 
ownership has to grow from the 
grassroots, for a project to take root 
in a community.  

In the very same UIA Durban 
conference, I recall Jennifer van den 
Bussche, founder and director of the 
South African NGO Sticky Situa-
tions, talking about the importance 
of local representation in community 
projects. Her advice was that if you 
cannot engage with a community 
for seven years yourself, work with 
someone who can.41 Participation, 
engagement and commitment are 
absolute prerequisites for any 
community project to take root and 
become sustainable. 

We can rarely predict the polit-
ical and socio-economical changes 
that take place in the communities 
we work with. Often times these 
are side effects or consequences of 
larger political realities, choices 
and actions, to which the informal 
settlements or underprivileged 
communities are most exposed. One 

example of such is the Sra Pou Voca-
tional School,42 also presented in 
this exhibition. Designed and built 
by architects Hilla Rudanko and 
Anssi Kankkunen - both Interplay 
of Cultures alumni - the project was 
intended for a relocated community 
in Cambodia, evicted from areas that 
the government wanted to develop. 
The Vocational School was executed 
in collaboration with a small NGO, 
which eventually did not have the 
capacity to maintain it, nor sufficient 
local engagement to keep it active. 
In a forcibly relocated community, 
which lacks cohesion and sense of 
place in the first place, this is sad 
but not surprising. The current state 
of the school reflects the challenges 
of relocated communities, as they 
are evicted from their original 
locations. 

A Way Forward
The Interplay of Cultures exhibition, 
for which this catalogue is produced, 
is an opportunity to discuss the 
failures, challenges and difficulties 
we face when working in the human-
itarian sector, as well as the value 
base, roles and responsibilities of our 

professions in society as a whole. It 
highlights the importance of archi-
tectural education to embrace multi- 
and interdisciplinary approaches. 
But above all, my hope is that it will 
bring the readers and visitors closer 
to the riches and realities of cultures 
far and wide.  

The world is in transition, amidst 
changes with unprecedented mag-
nitude. The bravest thing we can do 
is to openly share both our mistakes 
and successes, to allow for discus-
sion and learning, and educate 
new generations to appreciate and 
preserve our ecosystems better than 
we have. Let us be the advocates 
of dignified human lives, celebrate 
the diversity of cultures, and speak 
and act for an architecture that 
can make this world a more equal, 
safer and harmonious place for all. 
“Hopefully we are professionals who 
believe that human dignity begins 
with an appreciation and inclusion 
of wonder and art, and take creative 
steps towards making things better 
because, however small to however 
vast, we can do so.”43
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Architects in the wealthy parts of the world have traditionally 
had a tendency of being primarily interested in what their 
successful counterparts in other wealthy parts of the world 
are busy with. The professional magazines in Europe, North 
America and the rich parts of Asia have responded to this by 
concentrating on the “wow-factor” and its various manifesta-
tions. It has, until very recently, been far less common that 
these publications have dealt with the everyday problems of 
the majority of the world’s population.

It was partly because of this that the Faculty of Archi-
tecture at Helsinki University of Technology (today Aalto 
University) decided in 1993 to start giving courses on devel-
opment issues. Juhani Pallasmaa had just become Dean of 
the Faculty and he basically gave us a free hand to create this 
new pedagogical entity. The approach of the first programme 
named Interplay of Cultures was to give an introduction to the 
general development problems of the majority of the world’s 
people and communities. Its aim was to strengthen the global 
awareness and social conscience of the students, as well as 
helping to understand the realities of life and conditions of 
professional work in developing countries of the South. These 
fundamental principles have remained in the forefront ever 
since. They are, however, notoriously difficult to teach in lec-
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ture halls and drawing studios of northern universities, 
and consequently the annual field work period has, ever 
since the beginning, been an essential part of the teaching 
process. 

In the beginning, in 1994–1997, field work was car-
ried out in Senegal to acquaint students specifically with 
an African context. There our base was Centre Arc in 
Rufisque, a cultural centre created by Finnish sociologist 
Anne Rosenlew-Cremieux. Most projects were hypothetic 
exercises, as has always been the general idea of the 
course, but some of them did lead to realisations, most 
prominently the “Red House”, the women’s centre in 
Rufisque by Saija Hollmén, Jenni Reuter, and Helena 
Sandman. This building has been published in many of 
the world’s foremost architectural magazines and pre-
sented e.g. at the Architecture Biennale in Venice in 2002 
and 2016.

It should be emphasized from the start that our project 
was never about saving people in distress, nor about 
coming up with unrealistic ideas of our own. It was about 
avoiding the prevalent mistakes caused by using “First 
World” solutions, totally alien to the local needs and pri-
orities at the receiving end.

The basic aims of the field work were 
from the start defined as follows:
• Acquainting the students with 

unknown contexts and cultures 
and developing their skills in 
adapting to working professional-
ly in a totally new situation.

• Developing the understanding  
of symptoms and causes that 
have led to a specific situation  
as a pre-requisite to any physical 
intervention.

• Developing the students’ value 
systems and sense of global  
responsibility as a designer.

• To show that architecture as  
we tend to define it, is not in  
conflict with the most modest 
grass-root ideas and solutions 
which can be of as high a quality 
as any of the manifestations  
we are used to seeing in our  
publications.

Hennu Kjisik in Benin, photo Veikko Vasko
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In Senegal all the basic ingredients 
of urban chaos where there, enough 
to cause a sufficiently powerful 
culture shock. Nevertheless, there 
was a basic functioning social or-
ganization with no one dying on the 
streets. Rufisque was not so large, 
some impact could actually be made. 
Apart from the “Red House group” 
that worked closely with the local 
women’s organizations, other themes 
in Senegal included urban renewal 
as well as facilities for education 
and health. The small rural health 
center in Thiadiaye received an addi-
tion to its existing maternity ward 
building, this being another realized 
new building where the impact of 
our students has been instrumental. 
Another important activity was, of 
course, the restoration of the prem-
ises for the new cultural center, the 
buildings of Centre Arc itself.

A slightly modified version of 
the studio course, now called World 
Architecture and Planning, started 
in the autumn of 2000 and adopted 
the theme of City in Crisis. The 
objective was to create an under-
standing of the dynamics of urbani-
sation and of global issues in urban 
policies though lectures, seminars 
and exercises. For the first six years 
of the new studio a two-week field 
work period in Benin for a group of 

10–15 students of different disci-
plines and nationalities was organ-
ized. The base during the field work 
was the Finnish cultural centre Villa 
Karo at Grand Popo.

The first field mission in 2001 
documented and analyzed the town 
of Grand Popo and its built environ-
ment whereas, the following year, 
the fishing harbou and the working 
and living conditions of the fisher-
men and their families, was chosen 
as the main subject for study. Later 
field trips were devoted to the revi-
talization and urban renewal of the 
Old Gbecon, the dilapidated colonial 
commercial centre of Grand-Popo, as 
well as on the creation of a new civic 
centre or “heart” to serve the daily 
life of the inhabitants of Grand Popo, 
in search for identity and new sense 
of place. The field work during 2004 
– 2006 covered housing problems, 
various urban design issues as well 
as alternatives for a centre for local 
women’s associations. One group of 
students studied tourism, one of the 
key sectors of development in Grand 

Popo, and students also studied the 
conditions of Togolese refugees in 
Benin at Agamé and produced gen-
eral improvement ideas for refugee 
camps in cooperation with the field 
staff of UNCHR and the Interna-
tional Red Cross.

The projects of the previous 
year were always presented to the 
representatives of the local commu-
nity during the following visit. The 
presentations were usually followed 
by lively discussions, and the reports 
were handed over to the municipal-
ity for their free use. 

It is important to emphasize that 
a university is primarily involved in 
teaching, not the implementation of 
development projects. However, if 
viable projects are identified, financ-
ing can be sought on the basis of 
proposals prepared through student 

Senegal, photo Veikko Vasko
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work. The Mayor of Grand Popo, one 
of our most fervent collaborators, Mr 
Eugène Kpade saw this clearly. In 
his view our primary interests were: 
(i) enculturation of our students, (ii) 
the academic work of a university, 
and (iii) identification of projects. He 
pointed out that ideas presented in 
the student’s projects should be seen 
as an output which could be used 
and further developed by the local 
community; “We need dreams”, he 
concluded. 

After six years in Grand Popo and 
Benin, it was, however, felt that a 
change was called for. A total of ten 
years of going to Africa made us now 
look east. The Helsinki University 
of Technology Water Laboratory, 
had had connections with projects 
in the Mekong Delta for some years. 
We also found out that one of our 

alumni, Ms Sara Hultén, a partic-
ipant in the very first field trip to 
Senegal, now ran a busy architec-
tural practice in Phnom Penh. The 
historical treasures of Cambodia 
undeniably also played a part in the 
decision to consider Phnom Penh 
as the new venue for the studio and 
thus the first group of students trav-
elled to Cambodia in the beginning 
of 2008.

In Phnom Penh we cooperated 
closely with the School of Archi-
tecture at the Royal University of 
Fine Arts (RUFA). For our first visit 
they organised a workshop under 
the theme “Designing with peo-
ple” together with two very active 
local non-governmental organisa-
tions that were involved primarily 
in defending the rights of people 
evicted from the informal settle-
ments in the central parts of the 
city.  Thus, after the first few days 
of their stay, the students were 
already well versed also with issues 
such as marginalized communities, 
land sharing, serviced-site schemes, 

relocations and upgrading. The work 
continued efficiently also during 
the following years largely because 
of the continuing involvement and 
help of the staff of the two NGOs, 
the annual workshops organized by 
RUFA, and because of the relentless 
work of our many other collabora-
tors, including designers in charge 
of some of the major private sector 
development projects.

A particularly relevant project 
touching on housing rights was 
“Save the Lake” which provided us 
with food for thought practically all 
through our Phnom Penh period. 
This project based on filling in 
Boeung Kak Lake in the centre of 
Phnom Penh had become a symbol 
for many large speculative ventures 
financed by investors from abroad. 
The conflict between continuous eco-
nomic growth and increased compet-
itiveness on the one hand, and the 
basic needs of the less privileged on 
the other, touched upon some of the 
most fundamental questions faced 
by humanity today and were in the 
very centre of the raison d’être of 
what we were trying to learn about.

In spite of us having been lucky 
in finding such excellent collab-
orators and having been so well 
received on all levels, we cannot 
pretend to have had more than a 
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fleeting glimpse of everything that 
was going on in Rufisque, Grand 
Popo or Phnom Penh. That is why 
the ideas and sentiments expressed 
in this exhibition should be seen as 
what they are; learning exercises by 
western students who, for the first 
time in their lives, visit places that 
are totally new to them and touch 
upon issues that affect the lives of 
millions of people around the globe. 

Cities and urban settlements 
with their uncontrolled growth, 
congestion, traffic and environmen-
tal problems constitute a major 
challenge to governments and local 
authorities everywhere. Yet, most 
economic activity also takes place in 
the cities. Aid to developing coun-
tries has for decades largely con-
centrated on rural areas to stop the 
rural exodus. This has not worked, 
something that was visible already 
in the early 90s when we started 
with this activity. The urban sit-
uation seen remains an enormous 
challenge. Architects and planners 
from the industrialized world /coun-
tries will increasingly have to get 
involved, there is no choice. 

Luckily these activities continue 
at Aalto University. Excellent rep-
resentatives of a younger generation 
of multi-talented young architects 
(many of them Interplay of Cultures 

alumni) have since taken over from 
us, and are carrying on with this 
important work with as much gusto 
and enthusiasm as ever before. 
The three venues that we covered, 
Senegal, Benin, and Cambodia, have 
in recent years been joined by the 
Philippines, Rwanda, Tanzania and 
Zanzibar (Tz).

Two out of three of the latest 
Pritzker-prize winners could be clas-
sified as being involved in “human-
itarian architecture”. We are, of 
course, referring to the marvellous 
Alejandro Aravena and Balkrishna 
Doshi. Even the third one, RCR, even 
if not perhaps ”humanitarian” as 
such, represents ”quiet” architecture, 
completely in harmony with both the 
cultural and the natural environ-
ments surrounding it, as opposed to 
the work of most established “starchi-
tects” which only seems to shout 
and scream. Is this really a sign of a 
trend? Let’s hope so.

The rise of architecture with a 
strong sense of social responsibil-
ity can be seen also in the Venice 
Biennales. Aravena himself curated 
the 2016 version under the heading  
Reporting from the Front. The trend 
can be seen to have started already 
in 2000 when Maximiliano Fuksas 
called for “Less Aesthetic, More 
Ethics”. “Humanitarian” architec-

ture has in recent years also found 
more space in the journals. Work by 
architects such as Fabrizio Carola in 
Mauritania, Anna Heringer in Ban-
gladesh, Francis Keré in Burkina 
Faso, Patama Roonrakwit in Thai-
land and Hollmén, Reuter, Sandman 
in Senegal have all had their fair 
share of attention. Many of these 
people were also present at the 2009 
Alvar Aalto Symposium in Jyväskylä, 
curated by Sami Rintala. This was 
certainly the first major presentation 
in this country of architecture from 
countries outside the “usual ones”.

Our course has become known 
around Europe because not many 
architecture schools elsewhere offer 
this type of activity where working 
out in the field constitutes the back-
bone. We do not want to claim that 
our Interplay of Cultures course up 
here in the freezing north has been 
instrumental in starting this major 
global tendency. However, we would 
like to believe that the 175 young 
architects from 19 different countries 
that have now received they first ini-
tiation to “humanitarian architecture” 
through us and thus learnt to inject 
a portion of social responsibility and 
international solidarity into every-
thing they do, have had a small part 
to play in the strengthening of these 
trends.

Benin, photo Veikko Vasko Senegal, photo Hennu Kjisik
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When we as students took the 
master studio course Interplay of 
Cultures in 1995 we were asked to 
tackle a problem we encountered 
in the Senegalese society through 
architectural means. When we, sev-
enteen years later, as teachers were 
asked to open up the same course for 
other disciplines than architecture, 
it felt like a very natural transition: 
The problems communities and citi-
zens in low-income settings face are 
often very complex and can rarely 
be solved with architectural means 
alone. We will here elaborate on the 
transition phase in 2012–2013, when 
the course moved from Cambodia to 
Tanzania and became interdiscipli-
nary. 

The studio course was offered 
in the master program of Creative 
Sustainability as a part of the Sus-
tainable Global Technologies minor 
program. This enabled students with 
different background knowledge to 
join. Sara Lindeman, from the school 
of business with a specialization in 
inclusive business, joined the teach-

Meeting 
the Complexity 
of the Real World
Tanzania  
2013–2014

ing team. The first interdisciplinary 
year, 2012, was done in collaboration 
with the same NGO Sahmakum 
Teang Tnaut (STT) as the previous 
years in Cambodia. The political 
situation in Cambodia, made it very 
difficult to imagine that any of the 
ideas that the students developed in 
collaboration with the local commu-
nities would be realized. We found 
this increasingly frustrating.

For this reason, the following 
year, 2013 we decided that there 
was a need for a new destination. 
Helena Sandman was, together with 
her team Hollmén Reuter Sand-
man Architects working on a shel-
ter home project in Tanzania and 
Sara Lindeman had done fieldwork 
for her doctoral thesis in Tanza-
nia in collaboration with the Dar 
es Salaam based NGO Center for 
Community Initiatives (CCI). CCI 
works to empower local communities 
to form savings groups and supports 
these groups to identify and realize 
their own development initiatives. 
The community groups are organ-

SARA LINDEMAN
PhD Econ., MA Human Rights

Sara Lindeman is an expert on inclusive  
business. Her research focuses on market  
creation in low-income world majority  
contexts. She has worked closely with  
Finnish companies on inclusive innovation  
in the fields of renewable energy, forestry  
and ICT. 

HELENA SANDMAN
Architect M.Sc.  

Founding member of Ukumbi NGO  
providing architecture as a means of  
development and a partner in Hollmén  
Reuter Sandman Architects Ltd.
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ized into the Tanzanian Federation 
of Urban Poor, TFUP. This type 
of organization seemed to be the 
perfect partner for student work, 
as the organized, empowered and 
supported community groups could 
actually follow up on ideas developed 
together with the students. 

In 2013 the interdisciplinarity 
was further increased, and now 
included students from business, 
engineering, design, architecture, 
landscape architecture and real 
estate studies.

We prepared for the course by 
traveling to Tanzania and discuss-
ing with CCI and TFUP community 
groups. Our philosophy was that 
the initiative and problem definition 
needed to come from the community 
– a notion that resonated perfectly 
with how CCI and TFUP work. 
CCI and TFUP already had several 
inspiring and innovative projects 
under work. Together, we identified 
where the expertize of the students 
could be most useful to enhance 
ongoing initiatives or establish new 

ones. Gradually, several joint project 
areas were identified and the “host” 
community groups were identified. 
We visited the groups and discussed 
further until everyone was clear on 
what lay ahead. 

The challenge themes included: 
waste management, crafts and 
entrepreneurship, sanitation, 
community planning and afforda-
ble housing, and flooding. Based 
on a brief project description, Aalto 
students wrote motivation letters 
to apply for different themes. The 
teachers created teams around the 
challenges so that relevant com-
petences were represented in the 
groups. 

When conducting an interdisci-
plinary course, it is ideal to have a 
team of teachers with different dis-
ciplines, that can provide necessary 
expertize and coaching. To be able to 
have several teachers the number of 
students cannot be very small and, 
travelling with a big group is not 
always easy. In 2013, we had a team 
of four teachers and a large group of 

Zanzibar, Tanzania,  
photo Emmi Lonka

Zanzibar, Tanzania,  
photo Emmi Lonka

Zanzibar, Tanzania,  
photo Anna Niubó Bermejo
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30 master students from Aalto University. In addition, we collaborated with 
the school of journalism at the University of Dar es Salaam. When combin-
ing students, teachers and NGO representatives, the number of involved 
people was around 70. We solved the challenge of operating with so many 
people by dividing the groups into rather independent teams.

The studio course consisted of several combined methods of teaching. 
Prior to departure, we prepared the students both in terms of providing 
wide perspective knowledge regarding sustainability and big challenges on 
a global level as well as in terms of necessary detailed discipline specific 
knowledge. In addition to knowledge, we also strived to prepare them in a 
cultural, social and emotional way. We held workshops to discuss Tanzanian 
culture with Tanzanians living in Finland. We also discussed the need to be 
humble and respect different kinds of knowledge, such as the community’s 
knowledge, while at the same time recognizing the value of the professional 
knowledge that the students have themselves. We held workshops on team 
work, and different roles and dynamics that may appear.

The fieldwork lasted an intensive two weeks this year. Due to other com-
peting obligations, the students typically cannot stay for a very long time, 
although a minimum of three to four weeks would be ideal. In this case the 
field time had to be used as efficiently as possible. On the first day, we orga-
nized a joint initial event for all participants. The community groups pro-
vided a hearth-warming welcome with music and dance. All projects were 

Zanzibar, Tanzania, photo Emmi Lonka
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introduced, and all participants introduced themselves. The event was held 
in a neutral, nice place, and included a lot of food, which is the tradition in 
Tanzania. The exercise contributed to building an equal ground for collab-
oration. The role and importance of all stakeholders became clear and was 
confirmed by the fact that all were given equal time and space for presenta-
tion and introduction. The groups – combining community groups, Aalto and 
UDSM students as well as a CCI support person – met each other and were 
able to bond. In addition, everyone knew what the other groups were going 
to work on during the next two weeks.

The work was then conducted rather independently within the groups. 
The groups were spread out across several informal settlements in Dar es 
Salaam. We provided transportation for each group, but the more detailed 
programs were set up by each team internally. The type of work conducted 
varied across the groups, depending on the nature of the project. It could 
include ethnographic style interviews and observation, various user-cen-
tered design workshops organized by the students, sketching sessions, inter-
views with local authorities and experts (facilitated through CCI, as they 
have excellent connections to all relevant stakeholders in Dar es Salaam).

During the work, we introduced a method that proved to be very support-
ive when working in a new environment with an overflow of input and inspi-
ration in a team with members with different experience and background. 
We called it the “sun set round of sharing”. Both students and teachers 

Zanzibar, Tanzania, photo Anna Niubó Bermejo
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share their experience of the day in 
a personal manner while everybody 
else listens attentively without giv-
ing any comments. We have noticed 
that this is a powerful way of build-
ing the sense of connection and care 
for each other that reflects strongly 
on the team work in general. In this 
way everybody gets the opportunity 
to share their view, regardless of 
being talkative or shy. This was 
done only among Aalto students and 
teachers, as we lived in the same 
place. It was a method that worked 
well as a joint exercise, despite the 
fact that the students were working 
on very different projects.

We had four teachers from Aalto, 
with different disciplinary back-
grounds. In addition to the authors 
of this text, Matleena Muhonen and 
Johanna Laaksonen, from the SGT 
program were part of the teaching 
team. We did not divide ourselves 
to work on specific projects. Instead, 
all teachers provided support to all 
teams. In the afternoons, the stu-

dents often worked on the projects 
in our hostel. The teachers then 
provided coaching to teams, moving 
from one team to the other. In this 
way, we were able to ensure that dif-
ferent disciplinary perspectives were 
taken into account in a balanced way 
in each team.

 We also deliberately took a break 
for two days in the middle of the 
fieldwork period. During this time, 
the students typically go to Zanzibar 
to just relax and do touristic things. 
We have learned that the experience 
of working in the communities is 
so overwhelming, that the students 
need a break to assimilate what they 
have experienced. After the break, 
they usually have subconsciously 
processed the work, and are able to 
take big steps forward during the 
remaining time. 

The collaboration with the local 
school of journalism was important 
for the success of the fieldwork. The 
local students had a course where 
they produce writings and TV-clips 

Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, photo Zita Floret
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about the projects as well as acting 
as translators. Importantly, the 
journalist students had a genuine 
interest in the work initiated by 
the communities, held a respectful 
attitude towards the community 
members and were at the same time 
skilled in interviewing and translat-
ing between English and Swahili. 
They contributed to creating a sense 
of respect and equality in the teams. 
Often, we have encountered prob-
lems when engaging local master 
students from the same discipline 
to collaborate on an equal level with 
the students from Aalto, as their 
background education on sustain-
ability often does not reach the level 
of the Aalto students. Sometimes 
we have also encountered a nega-
tive attitude towards low-income 
communities among local students. 
However, as the local students had 
different, but equally important 
tasks as the students from Aalto, 
we did not encounter any of these 
problems and we all found the 

collaboration mutually beneficial. 
A nice outcome of the collaboration 
was also that the work gained media 
attention locally.

At the end of the fieldtrip all 
teams came together as in the begin-
ning to present their work to each 
other. During the spring term, when 
the students developed their work 
back in Finland, they had Skype 
sessions with CCI and the Tanza-
nian community participants to get 
feedback for their progress. In the 
end of the studio course all material 
produced by the Aalto students was 
shared with CCI and through the 
NGO brought to the communities. 

Reflecting on the challenges we 
encountered, we discovered that 
finding equal roles for team mem-
bers, as the projects often tend to 
lean more towards one discipline, to 
be a challenge. We placed consider-
able efforts on identifying good proj-
ects together with our local partners 
and selected well the students work-
ing on each project. This in-depth 

Zanzibar, Tanzania, photo Anna Niubó BermejoDar Es Salaam, Tanzania, photos Zita Floret



62 

preparatory work was of paramount 
importance in order to overcome 
several challenges. The projects need 
to be tangible enough for both the 
students and the community mem-
bers to relatively quickly arrive at 
a concrete aim or solution, around 
which they can co-create. Taking the 
project to a concrete level soon also 
enlightens the role of each member 
of the team and everybody knows 
what their respective responsibilities 
are. 

On the other hand, from a ped-
agogical perspective, the challenge 
also needs to be complex to allow 
for the interdisciplinary approach. 
Exposing students to a complex real-
world challenge and give them an 
opportunity to find ways to address 
that challenge hands-on, is the aim 
of the course. All problem definitions 
were therefore selected so that they 
sprung from a complex socio-eco-
nomic challenge. Finally, the prob-
lems also needed to be within our 
scope of expertize and network. 

The adventure of traveling to a 
new place and new culture can be a 
strong experience. We were mindful 
of the pitfall, that if the students 

quickly manage to enter into the 
society and merge into the culture 
that mere experience might feel like 
such a big thing, that there can be a 
false belief that the work is already 
done. At first, solutions may seem 
obvious and easy. Despite the short 
time in the field, we made efforts to 
expose the students to conflicting 
information and have them test their 
ideas quickly so that the complexity 
of the local realities would become 
visible to them. Digging deeper into 
the issues is important in order to 
familiarize oneself with complex-
ity. However, the chaos of complex 
realities can be frustrating for the 
students. They would prefer to stick 
with their first ideas, and with com-
fort remain in the illusion of clarity 
and ease that it brings. The Sun-set 
rounds of sharing were important in 
order to process these kinds of often 

demanding emotions related to deal-
ing with complex challenges.

It is rewarding to teach through 
challenges in real environments, as 
it is much closer to professional life 
than traditional courses in univer-
sity. The constellations and dynam-
ics in the interdisciplinary teams 
are complex and demanding, nev-
ertheless rich and inspiring. Often 
courses in university, within one dis-
cipline, tends to put the students in 
a competing position to each other, 
as every student tackles the same 
or a similar imaginative problem. In 
this case, where each challenge is 
different and the students within the 

A household toilet, Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, 
photo Zita Floret
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teams have their unique roles, this 
unnecessary competition is absent. 
The learning experience is not only 
on the level of specialized knowledge 
and skills, but on a more personal 
and emotional level. The experience 
is different for each student, but for 
all it tends to be an intensive, often 
even life-changing experience to be 
so close to a different culture and 
experience first-had the reality of 
unprivileged communities. 

One of the reasons for taking the 
course to Tanzania, was to have a 
window of opportunity for projects to 
actually be realized and not merely 
remain as great student project 

ideas. One of the projects from 2013 
provides an inspirational example 
of how that can be possible. The 
sanitation group has continued their 
work on dry toilets together with 
TFUP and CCI. The student team 
found new partners in a dry toilet 
association in Finland, and with 
them gained a three-year funding 
from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of Finland to build toilets in Dar 
es Salaam. The student team has 
evolved into an association, with 
ambition to become a social enter-
prise. Several Aalto student projects 
have been conducted since 2013 in 
support of this initiative.

Moreover, the work conducted in 
2013 also inspired us teachers to do 
even more regarding local innovation 
for sustainable development. The 
collaboration around the student 
work, proved to us that solutions can 
be developed in a co-creative way. 
Encouraged by this realization and 
experience, we sought support from 
the National Innovation Fund of 
Finland. Against all odds, we gained 
a 4.2 million euro grant for five years 
to do research on how local low-cost 
innovations could form part of future 
sustainability business. 

Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania, photo Zita Floret
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Cities in 
Transition  
Philippines
2015–2017

A three-year period working in the 
city of Tagbilaran and Bohol Island 
in the Philippines taught us about 
the benefits of multidisciplinary 
teams and of the power of change 
the studio can have. 

We often find ourselves having 
to justify the need for running a 
university course about cities in the 
global south and having to explain 
the necessity of arranging a far-flung 
field trip, which causes students to 
miss other lectures while they are 
away. Having taught the Cities in 
Transition course for several years, 
we are convinced of the enormous 
impact that the course has had on 
students both at Aalto University 
and the host universities we have 
partnered with over the years. Show-
ing a better version of the future can 
inspire great changes!

We have found that many devel-
oping countries are in dire need 
of urban design expertise. In the 

Philippines, as in several other 
countries, numerous universities 
offer architecture degrees at a Bach-
elor’s or Master’s level. However, 
extremely few universities have a 
planning school at all, and those 
that do focus solely on large-scale 
general planning, teaching students 
to produce vast maps of color-coded 
zones. Urban design tools and the 
in-between scale are not taught 
at either architecture or planning 
schools. This is manifested in a lack 
of understanding of the importance 
and qualities of urban spaces, yet 
many aspects of people’s everyday 
lives and their general quality of 
life could be significantly improved 
by small changes in the way open 
public space is shaped.

The course and particularly the 
field trip are often transformative 
for Aalto university students. Being 
taken outside their comfort zone to 
a completely different reality pushes 

students to open their senses and 
notice things they take for granted at 
home. Being confronted with totally 
different or perhaps even nonex-
istent solutions to issues such as 
waste management, sanitation, clean 
drinking water and adequate housing, 
teaches students to critically assess 
things from different perspectives and 
question conventional ways of doing 
things.

The course helps students under-
stand and utilize the problem-solving 
skills they have learnt during their 
years at university, but working in 
exceptional circumstances and a 
foreign context also highlights the 
importance of non-academic abilities. 
Thinking on their feet while out in the 
field teaches students the importance 
of being approachable, good at build-
ing team spirit and resolving conflicts. 
Being confronted with new challenges 
and questions forces students to dis-
cover new sides of themselves.

Taru Niskanen 
Architect, urban planner, teacher in  
Interplay of Cultures since 2013 

Charlotte Nyholm 
Architect, urban planner, teacher in  
Cities in Transition from 2015 to 2017

Inari Virkkala 
Architect, with a strong focus  
on social & ecological sustainability
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Tagbilaran – City in Transition
The Cities in Transition course spent three years working 
in Tagbilaran, the Philippines, together with local Bohol 
Island State University (BISU) and Nagoya Institute of 
Technology (NIT). At BISU the College of Engineering and 
Architecture provides civil engineering and architecture 
education on a Bachelor’s level. Their syllabus includes 
only one urban planning course, a theoretical lecture course 
without any design tasks.

During the three years of collaboration we have noticed 
the impact the course has had on local students and fac-
ulty. They have started seeing their own city in a new light. 
Joined by Aalto students and driven by their curiosity, 
locals have visited parts of town they had never set foot in 
before and which their prejudices would have prevented 
them from entering. They have learned to approach and 
interact with residents of all social strata and understood, 
that local people are often the best experts on their own 
neighborhoods and needs. Together with Aalto students, 
local students visited the city bureaucrats’ offices in search 
of knowledge, boosting their confidence and professional-
ism. The need for an urban design programme at BISU has 
now been acknowledged among teachers and students alike. 

The Philippines 2017, photos Johanna Marttila
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Year 2015: Documenting and  
Learning about the Island and  
the Philippines
During our first field trip to Bohol, 
the focus was on getting to know 
the island and gaining some un-
derstanding of the local way of life. 
Project sites were identified across 
the island: in Tagbilaran, the is-
land’s capital, in the port town of 
Tubigon and in the heritage town of 
Loay. The multidisciplinary student 
group had very different approaches 
to the problems they uncovered, with 
each student drawing from their own 
strengths and skills.

Year 2016: Human Scale  
and Participatory Approach
Returning to Bohol with a differ-
ent group of students in 2016, data 
collection and analysis were again 
conducted during an intense two-
week field trip hosted by Bohol 
Island State University in January, 
after which students continued their 
design work back in Finland until 
May. Based on our experiences from 
the previous year, we decided to fo-
cus our attention on studying public 
life and urban qualities in the city 
of Tagbilaran while assessing traffic 
and walkability. As foreigners, we 
don’t know how the city works, how 
people live, work and move about. 
How do public life and public space 

interact? We wanted to learn from 
Tagbilaran.

During the two-week field trip, 
students got to experience local con-
ditions and design context to reflect 
on the right issues. They outlined 
their design projects and gathered 
material. Students could meet dif-
ferent stakeholders from informal 
settlers and street vendors to city 
and provincial government officials.

The course projects were collected 
into a book CIT 2016 which was 
received with great enthusiasm  
the following year, even from the 
mayor of Tagbilaran.

2017 Real Life Testbed – Small  
Interventions in the Public Space
Based on our experiences in previous 
years, we chose during the third field 
trip to focus on studying the every-
day life of local people, concentrating 
particularly on the needs of margin-
alized groups such as children, the 
elderly, poor fishermen and wom-
en. The local students once again 
played a crucial role to the success 
of the process. They were active and 
enthusiastic about the collaboration 
and deserve merit for the outcomes 
of the field trip. Student teams made 
up of BISU, NIT and Aalto students 
conducted interviews asking locals 
sometimes rather personal ques-
tions. This kind of sensitive inter-

action could not have been possible 
without translation and valuable 
background information provided  
by BISU students. They also cont- 
ributed to designing and implement-
ing urban interventions during the  
field trip.

During this third year in Tag-
bilaran, students could utilize the 
material produced as part of the 
course in the earlier years. Special 
focus was on using the creativity and 
design skills of the Aalto Students 
in advancing the conditions of the 
urban poor. We also had the oppor-
tunity to highlight the rich cultural 
history of the old built environment. 
The wealth of background informa-
tion and the fearless attitude of the 
students made it possible to stage 
small-scale interventions around 
the city already during the field trip. 
Despite the very limited time frame, 
students bravely took on the chal-
lenge, including closing a street from 
traffic, building a small playground 
for children and using a beautiful 
light installation as a tool in making 
a public space safer. The attitude 
of locals and their participation 
gave the students instant feedback 
about their ideas, which is incredibly 
valuable and is often impossible to 
achieve during a course, where most 
of the design work is done at home 
after returning from the field trip.
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As a landscape architecture master’s 
student, I took part in the World 
Architecture and Planning course 
(now Interplay of Cultures) in Benin 
in 2004–2005, taught by architecture 
professor Hennu Kjisik and architect 
Veikko Vasko. This studio course 
gave me a chance to explore and 
understand the world more; it made 
my dream, as simple as it was then, 
to go to Africa come true, it gave me 
a chance to learn about the rhythms, 
colors and ways of life – and most of 
all, it gave me chance to learn about 
and from local people. Furthermore, 
it had a huge influence on my profes-
sional career.

In early spring 2007, I started as 
a coordinator in the new multidis-
ciplinary educational programme 

called Sustainable Global Technol-
ogies (SGT) at the Helsinki Univer-
sity of Technology (TKK), later Aalto 
University. Since then, I have been 
inclined to develop the programme, 
its teaching methods and create 
opportunities for collaboration in 
many levels. 

SGT focuses on sustainable 
technologies, urbanization, develop-
ment, environmental, cultural and 
societal impacts in developing and 
transition countries, mostly with 
communities in social exclusion or 
in humanitarian crisis. Lecturers, 
teachers, facilitators and project 
partners come from different Aalto 
departments, other academic insti-
tutions and governmental and civil 
society organizations. Great empha-

sis is put on teaching methods and 
pedagogical approaches at each SGT 
course to enhance communication 
and interaction between the student, 
lecturers and project partners. The 
SGT Programme collaborates closely 
with the Interplay of Cultures course 
in teaching and pedagogical develop-
ment, providing background for any 
student travelling afield.

As one may foresee, the challenge 
is that everyone, from teachers to 
students, from project partners to 
community members, come with dif-
ferent backgrounds, professional and 
cultural, and with their individual 
skills, hopes, fears and ambitions. 
To achieve a common goal, we aim to 
bring forward and embrace these as 
a resource.

Sustainable 
Global 
Technologies

MATLEENA MUHONEN
M.Sc. Landscape Architect

Sustainable Global Technologies (SGT) 
Programme Coordinator at the School  
of Engineering in Aalto University.  
She is specialized in university pedagogy 
focusing on teaching multicultural and 
multidisciplinary groups.
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Foundation
In 2003, a group of enthusiastic 
engineering students proposed that 
TKK should organize courses that 
are focusing on sustainable technol-
ogies in developing countries. Ulla 
Heinonen, a doctoral student at TKK 
at the time, was appointed to make 
a preplan. Various stakeholders in 
TKK departments, including Depart-
ment of Architecture and Interplay 
of Cultures course, Ministries and 
UN Organizations were called for 
planning meetings to structure the 
new courses to be in line not only 
with the university curricula but also 
with the global agenda that is today 
known as Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).1 At the same time TKK 
became one of the first UN-Habitat 
partner universities2 alongside with 
other Nordic universities: Chalmers 
University of Technology in Sweden 
and Norwegian University of Science 
and Technology in Norway.

SGT Programme was established 
in 2006 at the department of Civil 
and Environmental Engineering with 
support from former TKK Rector, 
professor emeritus Matti Pursula, 
who saw the potential and supported 
the programme start. Professor Olli 
Varis from Water Engineering was 
appointed as an academic leader 
for the programme. The aim was to 
provide university level teaching 
that seeks to give holistic view to the 
state of the world and development, 
emphasizing the role of sustainability 
and technology in development, and 
provide practical experiences from 
international projects. The methods 

and ways of working were aiming 
to imitate more consultancy rather 
than traditional research. The aim 
was also to increase collaboration 
with the university departments and 
with other universities in develop-
ment sector, both in Finland and in 
developing countries. 3

Initially four new master’s level 
courses were founded, three of 
them remaining. Courses were, as 
they still are today, open for mas-
ter’s level students from any field 
of study4. This was one of the rare 
courses taught in English at the 
time, therefore it attracted lot of 
international degree students as 
well as exchange students. Roughly 
speaking, half of the students were 
originally from outside Finland. 
This created a foundation to develop 
pedagogies not only for multi- and 
interdisciplinary learning but also 
for multicultural teams – and yet 
aiming to work with another cul-
tures. Today, this foundation also 
fits well in the Aalto University’s 
mission to “build competitive edge by 
combining knowledge from differ-
ent disciplines to identify and solve 
complex challenges, and to educate 
future visionaries and experts”.5

For me, looking back a bit over 
ten years, it has been a great 
journey in exploration of working 
methods and pedagogies to such 
courses. It is a challenge, year after 
year, to be able to touch the cur-
rent or rising issues and respond to 
the current global challenges. The 
general understanding of sustain-
ability has changed over time. 

Also students have changed, their 
knowledge about world and its state 
has increased enormously, but so 
has their concerns about the world 
and its future. Many are eager to 
do something about it, but may feel 
powerless and overwhelmed, some 
even depressed. They might come 
to SGT courses with ambitious 
thoughts about saving the world and 
in the end noticing how little they 
can do right now.

SGT courses are designed to 
fit all. The aim is that the teach-
ing methods and tasks follow one 
another linearly to support different 
learners. The aim has been to build 
a well-thought out combination of 
courses and use methods that will 
challenge students to think for 
themselves. The students have the 
freedom to be creative and the right 
to be critical.6 Students are also 
encouraged to express their own 
feelings in their diaries and face-to-
face sessions. One key element is to 
recognize one’s own skills and exper-
tise as part of a multidisciplinary 
team. In project work, it is also 
essential to be able to integrate the 
diversity of knowledge for example 
from engineering, sciences, business 
and architecture. The learning out-
comes, many of them transferable 
skills, include teamwork, project 
management from a project plan 
and budgeting to prototyping and 
reporting, communication and com-
munity interaction. Design thinking 
and human-centered approach have 
become the core methods and ways 
of thinking in recent years.
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El 20 de Noviembre, Calakmul, Campeche, Mexico, photo Jan Ahlstedt
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Fieldwork
The SGT Studio course, like Inter-
play of Cultures, organizes student 
projects in developing and transition 
countries. Over these 12 years, SGT 
has had 55 student projects with 28 
field trips to 11 different countries7 
with over 200 students from at least 
10 different study disciplines. In 
addition, nearly 100 student per 
academic year pass the background 
courses of which, through applica-
tion process, around 30 students join 
SGT studio projects and fieldwork 
and 20 join Interplay of Cultures.

The fieldwork became essen-
tial part of the SGT Studio course 
gradually. The first field trip was 
made to Taipei in 2011 with proj-
ect mentor, architect Marco Casa-
grande.8 The following year another 
student team travelled to Lebanon 
to start a three-year collaboration 
with Al-Amal Institute for Disabled 
with their mentor, designer Aino 
El-Solh.9 Then, from 2013 onward, 
all the teams have travelled and the 
fieldwork has become central compo-
nent of SGT Studio course. The real 
turning point was the joint fieldwork 
in Tanzania in 2013 and 2014 with 
two other Aalto courses: Cities in 
Transition (architecture) and How 
to Change the World (business). This 
allowed us to re-think the field-
work methods together, share our 
experiences from the past courses 
and test some new methods. It also 

brought together a bigger variety of 
disciplines.

No one is sent to the field with 
empty hands. “One needs to under-
stand geographical, cultural and 
historical factors of the location”, as 
Claudia Garduño in her doctoral the-
sis, Design as Freedom (2017), notes 
and continues: “The students are 
instructed to avoid making any deci-
sions before visiting the place and 
talking with people who live there. 
However they are encouraged based 
on the background information, to 
benchmark sustainable projects that 
have taken place in other places in 
the world, and that might bear sim-
ilarities (climate, history, threats) to 
the given location”.10

Garduño also acknowledges 
the ambitious task of “making the 
world a better” place as was orig-
inally set for Aalto LAB Mexico, 
a SGT student project since 2015, 
working with marginalized Mayan 
communities in rural Mexico.11 The 
original task, as Garduño states, 
“might make the students anxious 
and it might also place them under 
a lot of pressure. This process might 
become rather confusing and even 
frustrating, but it is important to 
experience it to acquire the right 
attitude before visiting the commu-
nity. Nonetheless, there is the risk 
that the labbers (students) might 
develop the wrong attitude. Students 
might feel like their task is to save 

the world, or at least the people in the 
community they will work with, from 
oppression”. 12

Similarly, the project partners, 
whether it being an industry, civil 
society or community directly, might 
have high expectations. Yet again, we 
have to bear in mind, that as a uni-
versity course we come with certain 
learning targets, and cannot take 
the role of a consultancy company. 
We can, in best case, deliver an idea, 
scenario, prototype, technical report 
or similar. In addition, we can, by the 
way we work and communicate with 
the communities, give them tools to 
get involved in improving their lives 
and enhance communication within 
their immediate surroundings. In the 
same way that we prepare the stu-
dent teams, we have to prepare our 
partners for not setting expectations 
that cannot be achieved. However, 
a long-term collaboration can lead 
to project partnerships or product 
implementation.

Then again, it is a learning pro-
cess. Fieldwork is considered as 
the most fruitful, but also heaviest 
part of the course based on student 
feedback. It raises a lot of feelings 
before, during and after. It makes the 
teams focus 100 % on their project 
without having other priorities. Field 
trips teach the student teams group 
dynamics and also lot about them-
selves as individuals. It also gives 
some of them a spark to explore more.
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Keywords
We use lot of keywords during the 
fieldwork, aiming to capture each 
day’s feeling or essential learnings. 
These are my keywords reflecting 
SGT Programme today:

EMPATHY
To be able to understand the local 
conditions and try to understand 
people’s lives in the given project 
site, we need to jump in their shoes. 
To do our best, we need to empa-
thize. Empathizing with the people 
we are designing for is the best route 
to truly grasping the context and 
complexities of their lives.13 With 
empathy, it is easier to imagine new 
futures for the community we work 
with. It is highly important to make 
the students realize that people are 
experts on their own lives and that 
many times specific cultural values 
and practices cannot truly be com-
prehended by outsiders.14

SPACE
Right team composition enables the 
right kind of a space for interdisci-
plinary results. The space is where 

everything happens. I, as facilitator, 
see the space as creating such con-
ditions that the student teams have 
a chance to interact, work together, 
listen to each other, learn from each 
other and from each other’s skills. 
That space should allow them to 
co-create and brainstorm freely. 
It should be a space where magic 
happens.15 Through experience, we 
have learnt that with more mixed 
disciplines the teams have, the 
better space they find. When the 
team starts their exploration of the 
project, they also start exploring 
their team, themselves as part of 
the team, team power relations and 
limits in the space they define.

INTUITION
Without intuition, this programme 
would not exist as it does today. 
Intuition has given us freedom to do 
as we think is best at the time. We 
are not tied to any strict framework 
or guidelines other than time. Many 
decisions along the way have been 
based on intuition and in coincidenc-
es. Often intuition is also the leading 
force in the field.

EXPERIENCE
As many students have said, this 
was the best experience of their life! 
This way, it is possible to experience 
the world from a different angle 
and be part of it – and be part of its 
future. Through experience, we, as 
educators, are also able to develop 
the study programmes through trial 
and error to create better places to 
learn, and to experience.

MOTIVATION
Without the motivation of mentors, 
teachers, guest lecturers, communi-
ties, partners – and especially stu-
dents, this could not be done like it’s 
done today. Everyone involved gives 
more time and puts more effort than 
is ever asked for. Many students say 
that it is the given responsibility, 
which gives them the incentive to 
perform at their best.

PASSION
The intense, driving, or overmaster-
ing feeling16 that keeps us exploring 
more.

1. Based on interview with Ulla Heinonen 
on 17.4.2018.

2. Letter of Exchange in 2005 at TKK. 
Habitat UNI is part of United Nation’s 
Human Settlements programme, 
UN Habitat. It promotes universities 
becoming closer partners of cities, ac-
tively engaged in problem solving, thus 
closing the gap between academia and 
practice and encouraging collaborative 
learning (http://uni.unhabitat.org).

3. Brief for SGT Studio project by Ulla 
Heinonen - Teknillisen korkeakoulun 
Sustainable Global Technologies  
ohjelman harjoitustyö, 17.5.2006

4. Currently courses are open also for 
doctoral students.

5. The Aalto University updated strategy 
for 2016-2020. http://www.aalto.fi/en/
about/strategy/, accessed 3.8.2018.

6. As noted by a SGT student in the final 
course reflections.

7. Taiwan, Lebanon, Tanzania, South 
Africa, Mozambique, Philippines, Kenya, 
Nepal, Mexico, Greece, Uganda

8. SGT student project 2011: Taipei River 
Urbanism – A visionary plan for future 
Taipei. 

9. SGT student projects: Rock Village; 
Self-sustaining energy solutions (2012) 
/ Self-sufficient water management and 
water use system (2013) / Water reuse 
and biogas plant (2014).

10. Garduño, C. 2017. Design as Freedom. 
s.174. Doctoral Dissertation 17/2017. 
Department of Design. Aalto ARTS. 
Helsinki.

11. Aalto LAB Mexico started as a design 
student initiative in 2012 and later be-
came part of SGT, and topic for Claudia 
Garduño’s doctoral thesis in 2017.

12. Garduño, C. 2017. Design as Freedom. 
s. 175. Doctoral Dissertation 17/2017. 
Department of Design. Aalto ARTS. 
Helsinki.

13. IDEO.org. 2015. The Field Guide to  
Human-Centered Design. An open 
source toolkit. http://www.designkit.org/

14. Garduño, C. 2017. Design as Freedom. 
S. 175. Doctoral Dissertation 17/2017. 
Department of Design. Aalto ARTS. 
Helsinki.

15. Definition of a good team space by  
one of SGT mentors.

16. Merriam-Webster dictionary. https://
www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
passion, accessed 2.8.2018.
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The city of Rufisque in Senegal was the first location 
chosen for the Interplay of Cultures field trip. As a for-
mer UNESCO employee in Dakar, Hennu Kjisik knew 
Senegal as safe environment, which had a network of 
many trusted colleagues. Rufisque was facing all the 
problems and challenges a city in a developing county 
can imagine: poor sanitation, rapidly growing popula-
tion, high level of unemployment, and a declining co-
lonial city centre, to mention a few. Anne Rosenlew, a 
Finnish sociologist living in Senegal, had acquired La 
Maison Roche, which became the base for the course 
for four years. The first field trip students measured 
the old colonial era house in the city centre, and it was 
later renovated into a cultural centre according to the 
students’ design.

Four main themes were developed to structure the 
field trip projects. The Urban Group studied how the 
rural immigrants were adapting to urban conditions: 
where they came from, and how they managed their 
new environment. A basic notion was that the spatial 
patterns were transformed from rural to urban condi-
tions unchanged. A clear division between public and 
private space was notable.

The School Group studied three different schools 

through interviews and documentation. Participatory 
methods were used, which resulted in enthusiastic 
community involvement. A model school design for 
a narrow urban plot was developed. The Restoration 
Group measured La Maison Roche and designed the 
house renovation. The Public Health Group visited 
local health care facilities, both western and tradi-
tional, and designed a health care centre renovation. 
Lecturers from local experts, as well as the excursions 
and visits around the country were common to all.

From the very first year on, the students were 
given desk studies prior to the field trip, to prepare 
them to the upcoming projects in a different cultural 
context. Quite often, however, they ended up changing 
their topic during the field trip, which was part of the 
learning.

In Senegal, the French language was a challenge 
to many: the course operated with interprets, which is 
quite often the reality in development work. Transla-
tions from local languages Sereer or Wolof to French, 
then English, was time-consuming and the essential 
message had to be condensed. Many ended up expand-
ing their language repertoire after finding out that 
English is not the only universal language.

Rufisque
1993–2000

4 trips
95 students

Teachers & tutors:
Hennu Kjisik
Veikko Vasko

Visiting critics & lecturers:
Anne Rosenlew-Crémieux
Outi Kasurinen-Badji
Jan de Bosch Kemper
Patrick Dujarric
Mbacke Niang
Matti Rautiola

Rufisque

Dakar
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RENOVATION AND EXTENSION 
OF A MATERNITY WARD IN THE 
Hospital of Tiadiaye
Tiadiaye, Senegal, 1997

Francois Darrasse
Pihla Meskanen
Olli Pursiainen
Miina Vuorinen

During the course of 1997, the pro-
ject group visited a women´s hospital 
in Tiadiaye. The hospital was built 
and run by FELM, an agency of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
Finland (ELF, Suomen Lähetysseu-
ra) for its international work. They 
expressed a need for an extension to 
the existing hospital in order to host 
more patients. The extension should 
include rooms for patients, sanitary 
spaces as well as cooking facilities 
for the extended families accompa-
nying the patients during their stay 
at the hospital.

The project group started work-
ing on the extension immediately 
by studying and measuring the 
existing hospital area. We acquired 
a firsthand knowledge of hospital 
operations since Olli, one our group 
members, accidentally hit his head 
on a rusty windowsill. His head had 
to be stitched, which was done by 
the Finnish nurse, Kaisa Härkönen, 
who worked in the hospital.

The extension plans were finished 
later in Finland, and the hospital 
extension was built under the super-
vision of FELM.
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THE WOMEN’S CENTRE
Rufisque, Senegal, 1996–2001

Saija Hollmén
Jenni Reuter
Helena Sandman

The Women’s Centre project was 
started in 1996 and finally com-
pleted in 2001, with financial sup-
port from the Finnish Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs, Centre ARC, 
Finnish Cultural Foundation, other 
foundations and private donations. 
The idea for the centre originated 
from cooperation with local women’s 
groups. The purpose of the project 
was to improve women’s living con-
ditions and enhance their social sta-
tus, education, health and freedom 
of action, and to promote environ-
mental awareness and sustainable 
building design. The Rufisque city 
authority contributed the land and 
local parties supported the project 
with material donations. 

The design follows West African 
traditions, as the building is grouped 
around an internal courtyard. The 
building’s red colour gives the house 
its own identity amidst the grey tone 
of the city block structure. Recycled 
materials are favoured, and ventila-
tion of the spaces and roof structure 
is especially considered. Appropri-
ate structural designs and strength 
calculations were made, which we 
hoped would have an educational 
effect on local construction methods 
and our builders.

Today the centre is in active use. 
It even suffers from overuse, due to 
lack of similar spaces, which tells of 
an urgent need for such buildings, 
carried out with cultural sensitivity. 
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After La Maison Roche had closed its functions in 
Senegal, the course needed a new base and location. 
Juha Vakkuri, a Finnish writer and journalist, had 
established the artists’ residence Villa Karo in Grand 
Popo, Benin. This turned out to be a timely and natu-
ral continuation for the course, this time called World 
Architecture and Planning. Villa Karo provided logis-
tic support and grants, and the small coastal village 
turned out to be a fruitful place to study in a comforta-
ble environment, despite its relatively small scale.

Collaboration with local authorities and politicians 
was extremely fruitful and easy, especially in the early 
years. The Mayors Alain Bogler and Eugène Kpadé 
especially engaged with the course. Artists and other 
scholars from Finland staying in Villa Karo partici-
pated in discussions and common knowledge creation. 
Local teachers, village elders, shopkeepers and restau-
rateurs were important stakeholders.

The main themes studied were ecotourism, wom-
en’s centres, city centre activation, education, sports 
and recreation, old colonial city centre Gbecon revival, 
and a refugee camp following the 2005 Togolese 
exodus. The desk studies, such as climatic studies 

Grand Popo
2000–2007

6 trips
125 students 

Teachers & Tutors:    
Hennu Kjisik
Veikko Vasko

Visiting critics & lecturers: 
Hermann Rechberger
Teemu Mäki
Leif Salmén,
Anni Sinnemäki

Benin
Grand Popo 
2000-2007

6 trips
125 students of
18 nationalities and of 
1-3 disciplines

Teachers and tutors: 
Hennu Kjisik 
Veikko Vasko

Visiting critics & lecturers: 
Composer Hermann Rechberger, 
artist Teemu Mäki, writer Leif Salmén, 
Writer and Deputy Mayor of City of 
Helsinki Anni Sinnemäki

After La Maison Roche had closed its functions in Senegal, 
the course needed a new base and a location. Juha Vakkuri, a 
Finnish writer and journalist, had established the artists’ resi-
dence Villa Karo in Grand Popo, Benin. This turned out to be a 
timely and natural continuation for the course, this time called 
World Architecture and Planning. Villa Karo provided logistic 
support and grants, and the small coastal village turned out to 
be a fruitful place to study in a comfortable environment, de-
spite its relatively small scale.

Collaboration with local authorities and politicians was ex-
tremely fruitful and easy, especially in the early years. The 
Mayors Alain Bogler and Eugène Kpadé especially engaged 
with the course. Artists and other scholars from Finland stay-
ing in Villa Karo participated in discussions and common 
knowledge creation. Local teachers, village elders, shopkeep-
ers and restaurateurs were important stakeholders. 

The main themes studied were ecotourism, women’s centres, 
city centre activation, education, sports and recreation, old co-
lonial city centre Gbecon revival, and a refugee camp following 
the 2005 Togolese exodus. The desk studies, such as climatic 
studies and book reviews prior to the field trip, played again an 
important role in preparation for the studies in Benin. A contin-
uum was created the following years, as the students present-
ed the previous years’ projects to the local stakeholders.  

In six years the interest of the villagers slowly dried out, Mayer 
Eugène Kpadé had died, and his successor was not interested 
in continuing the collaboration. However, the course’s impact 
on the development of Grand Popo was crucial, where over 80 
students lived for at least two weeks every year. Villa Karo 
was equally important; many new local livelihoods, like restau-
rants and workshops were established around the visiting 
scholars. 

The ancient Gbecon city centre was thoroughly measured and 
documented during the field trips, and the study informed its 
development plans. The most concrete achievement was the 
renovation of Villa Karo’s new Lissa Gbassa, a centre for arts, 
concerts and performance, where the Finnish Radio Sympho-
ny Orchestra performed Beethoven’s 5th, the Destiny Sym-
phony, at the presence of the whole village to celebrate 
the10th anniversary of Villa Karo.

Grand Popo

Porto-Novo

Grand Popo

Porto-Novo
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and book reviews prior to the field trip, played an 
important role in preparation for the studies in Benin. 
A continuum was created the following years, as the 
students presented the previous years’ projects to the 
local stakeholders.  

In six years the interest of the villagers slowly 
waned, Mayer Eugène Kpadé had died, and his succes-
sor was not interested in continuing the collaboration. 
However, the course’s impact on the development of 
Grand Popo was crucial, where over 80 students lived 
for at least two weeks every year. Villa Karo was 
equally important; many new local livelihoods, like 
restaurants and workshops were established around 
the visiting scholars.

The ancient Gbecon city centre was thoroughly 
measured and documented during the field trips, and 
the study informed its development plans. The most 
concrete achievement was the renovation of Villa 
Karo’s new Lissa Gbassa, a centre for arts, concerts 
and performance, where the Finnish Radio Symphony 
Orchestra performed Beethoven’s 5th, the Destiny 
Symphony, in the presence of the whole village to cele-
brate the10th anniversary of Villa Karo.

Benin, photo Veikko Vasko
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HOTEL SCHOOL GRAND POPO 
Concept, Grand Popo, Benin, 2006

Henrik Drufva, Rebekka Gröhn, 
Hossam Hewidy, Mika Savela 
and Richard Sirén

The concept was envisioned in 
January 2006 during fieldwork in 
Benin by Henrik Drufva, Rebekka 
Gröhn and Mika Savela. During 
spring semester the project was de-
veloped further in a team, resulting 
in a pamphlet on sustainable tour-
ism, which Rebecca illustrated by 
hand. Hossam Hewidy drafted the 
technical details and principles for 
ventilation in hot climates. Richard 
Sirén provided additional photos and 
materials. 

The core idea was to think of 
a project that could tap into local 
tourism potential in a sustainable 
manner, and provide means for the 
local people to acquire gradual con-

trol of tourism as a spatial resource 
and source of income. Thus, the 
hotel school would instruct students 
and local residents in running the 
main hotel, as well as operating as 
a service hub for self-built bed & 
breakfast rooms dispersed through-
out the village. 

The aesthetics and the design 
draw inspiration from West African 
royal palaces, their courtyards, cli-
mate-sensitive practical solutions as 
well as local vernacular typologies. 
The hotel rooms are designed with 
the aim of producing a quiet sense of 
luxury through simplicity aimed at 
well-informed travellers. 
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My first visit to Villa Karo was in 
March 2001 as part of a group of 
architecture students. Later that 
spring I took part in a student com-
petition aimed at producing a design 
for an extension that would include 
gathering, work and exhibition 
spaces.

 I received the commission, 
developed the final plans during 
2002 and construction work started 
in 2003. I visited Grand Popo several 
times during the process and spent 

a great deal of time gathering ideas 
and insights from local architecture, 
environment, techniques and cul-
ture. The result of the construction 
was an amalgam of my design, local 
interpretations and input from Finn-
ish professionals visiting Villa Karo.

One of the main concerns of the 
design work was to maximise the 
natural ventilation through exten-
sive use of openings and pierced 
concrete tiles in order to cool the 
building and take care of excess 

moisture. This led to a design with 
two inner courtyards facing the sea 
with a longer main volume that 
could be opened up completely by the 
use of wide sliding doors.

In 2018, the building is fully func-
tioning with concerts, dance lessons, 
seminars, parties, exhibitions and 
outside movie performances happen-
ing on regular bases. Lissa Gbassa 
has found its place as a centre of 
cultural life for the whole village of 
Grand Popo.

LISSA GBASSA / 
EXTENSION TO VILLA KARO 
Grand Popo, Benin, 2001–2004

Johanna Hyrkäs (original competition 
entry with Tuomas Siitonen)
Carl Becker and Kwassi Akpladokou 
(structural engineers)
Pentti Koivisto (lighting)
Pertti Kukkonen (colours and surfaces)
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After the years in Africa, it was time to explore other 
continents. City in Crisis studio travelled to Cambo-
dia, Phnom Penh in 2008-12. The HUT’s Water & En-
vironmental Engineering research group had studied 
the Mekong area water resources and social dynamics 
for years, which pro-vided the initial contacts. Veikko 
Vasko got to know Kong Kosal, architect and lecturer 
in RUFA (Royal University of Fine Arts of Cambo-
dia), who participated in the HUT’s Dipoli Sustaina-
ble Communities Professionals’ Education Program. 
Vasko travelled to Phnom Penh, where architect Sara 
Hultèn, a former Interplay of Cultures alumna, was 
running an architectural office. Her contacts and con-
sultation in local conditions were vital for the course. 
In the end, many people and organizations, including 
the local UN-Habitat office, contributed to the network 
of stakeholders that helped frame the vast challenges 
of the rapidly growing city. 

In Phnom Penh area, the poor urban communities 

Phnom Penh
2007–2012

5 trips
79 students

Teachers & tutors:
Hennu Kjisik, Veikko Vasko,
Humphrey Kalanje, Auli Puhakka,
Matleena Muhonen, Ilona Mansikka,
Inari Virkkala, Helena Sandman,
Saija Hollmén, Trevor Harris, 
Jenni Reuter, Taru Niskanen

Visiting critics & lecturers:
Kong Kosal, Sara Hultén, 
Nora Lindström, Hallam Goad, 
Din Somethearith, Mann Chhoeurn, 
Lormaneenopparat Saranya,  
Stefanie Irmer, Yam Sokly,  
Tom von Weissenberg, 
Damien Evans, Marko Keskinen,
Ulla Heinonen, Mira Käkönen, 
Matti Kummu

were living in constant fear of eviction. The local gov-
ernment was keen on  transforming the central areas 
into profitable land areas for real estate development, 
and this meant that the long-established low resource 
communities were being evicted and relocated in 
remote areas, and left with little infrastructure or 
means of livelihood. Many local NGO’s were fighting 
time and the authorities to stop this policy, by lobby-
ing and providing alternative development plans for 
the city centre. A major issue was the Bonk Kak Lake, 
which the government wanted to fill and turn into 
building land. The lake and the implications of the 
infill became a continuous theme for the course; the 
projects presented new ways to turn the neighbour-
hoods allocated for displaced communities into more 
humane, ecological and sustainable living areas. 

An important aspect of the course was the collabo-
ration with RUFA: the local university students were 
part of the group when visiting the slum areas, and 

Phnom Penh

Cambodia
Phnom Penh
2007-2012

5 trips
79 students of 
15 nationalities and of
1-3 disciplines

Teachers & tutors : 
Hennu Kjisik, Veikko Vasko, Humphrey Kalanje, 
Auli Puhakka, Matleena Muhonen, Ilona Mansik-
ka, Inari Virkkala, Helena Sandman, Saija Holl-
mén, Trevor Harris + Jenni Reuter, Taru Niskanen 

Visiting critics & lecturers:
Kong Kosal, Sara Hultén, Nora Lindström, Hallam 
Goad, Din Somethearith, Lormaneenopparat Sa-
ranya, Mann Chhoeurn, Stefanie Irmer, Yam 
Sokly, Tom von Weissenberg, Damien Evans, 
Marko Keskinen, Ulla Heinonen, Mira Käkönen, 
Matti Kummu

After the years in Africa, it was time to explore other conti-
nents. City in Crisis studio travelled to Cambodia, Phnom 
Penh in 2008-12. The HUT’s Water & Environmental Engi-
neering research group had studied the Mekong area water 
resources and social dynamics for years, which provided the 
initial contacts. Veikko Vasko got to know Kong Kosal, archi-
tect and lecturer in RUFA (Royal University of Fine Arts of 
Cambodia), who participated in the HUT’s Dipoli Sustainable 
Communities Professionals’ Education Program. Vasko trav-
elled to Phnom Penh, where architect Sara Hultèn, a former 
Interplay of Cultures alumni, was running an architectural 
o¡ce. Her contacts and consultation in local conditions were 
vital for the course. In the end, many people and organiza-
tions, including the local UN-Habitat o¡ce, contributed to 
the network of stakeholders that helped frame the vast chal-
lenges of the rapidly growing city. 

In Phnom Penh area, the poor urban communities were living 
in constant fear of eviction. The local government was keen 
on  transforming the central areas into profitable land areas 
for real estate development, and this meant that the long-es-
tablished low resource communities were being evicted and 
relocated in remote areas, and left with little infrastructure or 
means of livelihood. Many local NGO’s were fighting time 
and the authorities to stop this policy, by lobbying and pro-
viding alternative development plans for the city centre. A 
major issue was the Bonk Kak Lake, which the government 
wanted to fill and turn into building land. The lake and the 
implications of the infill became a continuous theme for the 
course; the projects presented new ways to turn the neigh-
bourhoods allocated for displaced communities into more 
humane, ecological and sustainable living areas. 

An important aspect of the course was the collaboration with 
RUFA: the local university students were part of the group 
when visiting the slum areas, and they attended the common 
seminars and project evaluations. For them, this opened new 
realities in their own back yards, and was likely to be highly 
influential for some. 

Some building design projects were also developed, which 
focused on sustainable, local materials, and studied the 
social impacts of public buildings in low resource communi-
ties. The further development of the two realized projects 
featured in this exhibition, reflect the contemporary societal 
and cultural context of Cambodia. The Sra Pou Vocational 
School was designed and built on a relocation site, where the 
community had not grown roots, and the local organization 
was not able to keep the functions ongoing. In Kouk Khleang 
Youth Center, on the other hand, the local NGO took strong 
ownership of the project and the location has grown into a 
lively city – hence the building is in active use. 

Phnom Penh
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they attended the common seminars and project 
evaluations. For them, this opened new realities in 
their own back yards, and was likely to be highly 
influential for some. 

Some building design projects were also devel-
oped, which focused on sustainable, local materials, 
and studied the social impacts of public build-ings 
in low resource communities. The further develop-
ment of the two realized projects featured in this 
exhibition, reflect the contemporary societal and 
cultural context of Cambodia. The Sra Pou Voca-
tional School was designed and built on a relo-
cation site, where the community had not grown 
roots, and the local organization was not able 
to keep the functions ongoing. In Kouk Khleang 
Youth Center, on the other hand, the local NGO 
took strong ownership of the project and the loca-
tion has grown into a lively city – hence the build-
ing is in active use. 

Cambodia, photo Anssi Kankkunen
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DEVELOPMENT ALTERNATIVES 
FOR BOEUNG KAK LAKE 
Concept, Phnom Penh,  
Cambodia, 2008

Marcelo Gutiérrez
Mònica Gassiot Melian
Oliviero Piffaretti
Eva Sollgruber 
Ilkka Törmä

Boeung Kak Lake in the centre of 
Phnom Penh was the site of ex-
tremely controversial development 
plans at the time of our field trip 
in 2008. Once a public recreational 
park, the area was squatted on after 
the Khmer Rouge period. In 2007, 
the city leased the land to a company 
that would fill the lake for building. 

The planned development was 
highly problematic. Squatters, who 
should have earned land titles by 
law, would be evicted. The reclaimed 
land would be sold to developers, 
the city having little control of the 
planning. The draining was expected 
to exacerbate flooding in the city. 

Our project envisioned alterna-
tives for the exclusive development: 
strategies that safeguarded the lake, 
but re-integrated it into the urban 
fabric of Phnom Penh. We drafted 
an affordable building typology 
with ecological sanitation based on 
a study of the informal communi-
ties by the lake. The goal was an 
incremental change of the area that 
would lift the communities out of 
poverty.

Sadly, Boeung Kak Lake has 
been filled and real-estate develop-
ment is taking place on a once public 
property, despite national and inter-
national protests.
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Alternatives to exclusive development: how to integrate the Boeung Kak lake to the centre of Phnom Penh?

Develop a circular route around 
the lake so that the waterside can 
be accessed easily.

Continue the existing green 
corridors around the lake. Revive 
the lake as a park. 

Move the railway station further 
and the remove the barrier of the 
railways.

Integrate the lake better to the 
street network in the east.

Improve the access to important 
places around the lake.

di�erent solutions for bathroom

di�erent solutions for kitchen

plants/vegetables

living kitchen

bathroombedroom

porch

living kitchen

bathroom

porch

bedroom

kitchen

bathroombedroom

porch

living

bathroomkitchen

bedroom

bathroomkitchen

bedroom

porch

shop

storage

a

a

section a 1:100

tilted roof with rain gutter
to collect water

porch porch porch

+

one family
groundplan 1st �oor 1:100

one family; improved
groundplan 1st �oor 1:100

two families
groundplan 1st �oor 1:100

one family + shop
groundplan 1sr �oor 1:100

- on water as well as on land.
- on water wooden
- on land concrete or bricks possible

- layout and budget �exible. 
- optional bathroom �ttings, kitchen, wall cladding

measurements:  8m x 4/6 m
   32/48 m²
room hight:  2.2 m

groundplan 2nd �oor 1:100 groundplan 2nd �oor 1:100 groundplan 2nd �oor 1:100

a

a

a

a

ventilation

garden garden

garden garden

garden

combinations of houses on stilts

If the budget of the family allows it two houses
can be combined to one big.

- bigger bathrooms possible
- own toilet, shower or bathtub
- alternative systems like gray water managment
and compost toilets can be implemented

di�erent solutions for kitchen

selectable items

grill oven sink fridge dishwasher

di�erent combinations are possible depending on
thebudget of the people

di�erent solutions for bathroom

- on stilts
- grid in the �oor for shower
- grey water managment
with septic tank and planted �lter
- common toilet
- rainwater tank

- on stilts
- grid in the �oor for shower
- grey water managment
with septic tank and planted �lter
- own toilet (piped)
- rainwater tank

- totally piped installation
- own shower and toilet

- alternative toilet solution
- compost toilet
- favourable used on land
- rainwater tank

septic tank + planted �lter + rainwater collector rainwater collector +
collection of compost toilet

service/installation together

rainwater harvesting
gray- and blackwater management
(evaporative plant bed

human excrements and dirty
water are always collected at the 
back of the house and are removed
from there

the rainwater can be used as
drinking water and is collected
in a tank at the back of the house
as well.

Boeung Kak Lake 2005 ©Digital Globe Boeung Kak Lake 2010 ©Digital Globe Boeung Kak Lake 2017 ©Digital Globe
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SRA POU VOCATIONAL SCHOOL
Udong, Cambodia, 2010–2012

Hilla Rudanko
Anssi Kankkunen 

Sra Pou Vocational School was 
designed to be a training centre 
and community building in Sra Pou 
village, Cambodia. The school was to 
be operated by Blue Tent NGO and 
the Sra Pou community. The pur-
pose of the centre was to encourage 
and teach poor families to earn their 
own living in the Sra Pou communi-
ty, which is one of the communities 
evicted from their homes in the city 
to the surrounding countryside. The 
vocational school aimed to provide 
professional training and to help 

the people to start sustainable busi-
nesses together. It was also meant to 
be a place for public gatherings for the 
whole community. 

A local workforce constructed the 
school building with domestic mate-
rials. The aim was to encourage the 
community to make the most out of 
the materials that are easily available. 
The building budget was extremely low 
and the materials scarce, so the beau-
tiful red soil was utilized as the main 
construction material in the form of 
sundried soil blocks. 

During a follow-up trip by archi-
tects Rudanko and Kankkunen in 
2012, necessary improvements were 
made to the building and its sur-
roundings, mainly the replacement 
of the lightweight doors with solid 
ones, which were colourfully painted 
in a workshop by a local artist and 
the community’s residents.

For some months after its com-
pletion, the school served its purpose 
and was used by the community. 
Currently it remains a primarily 
unused space.
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Photos Anssi Kankkunen
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KOUK KHLEANG YOUTH CENTER
Phnom Penh, Cambodia, 2010–2014

Komitu Architects:
Noora Aaltonen
Sisko Hovila
Tuuli Kassi
Maiju Suomi
Elina Koivisto
Inari Virkkala

Kouk Khleang Youth Center is locat-
ed at the outskirts of the Cambodian 
capital, Phnom Penh. The project 
began in the spring of 2010 in the 
Cambodia design studio. Komitu 
Architects was founded the following 
summer by six friends, all students 
at that time, with the aim of realiz-
ing the project. 

The centre is operated by two 
Cambodian NGOs: Cambodian 
Volunteers for Society (CVS) and 
Khmer Kampuchea Krom Human 
Rights and Development Organisa-

tion (KKKHRDA). They work with 
the youth from Phnom Penh’s poor 
communities offering them possi-
bilities for education, employment 
and societal participation. The youth 
centre includes educational spaces 
as well as spaces for meetings, 
recreational activities and accommo-
dation for poor students. The main 
materials of the building are bam-
boo, compressed earth bricks and 
recycled plastic bottles. Rainwater 
is harvested on site and the ground 
floor is raised against flooding.

The design process was highly 
participatory; local students and 
architecture and engineering profes-
sionals were engaged in the project 
through workshops, lectures and 
site visits. The project resulted in 
bamboo trainings for a network of 
community builders throughout 
Cambodia, conducted by a local  
NGO (UPDF).

In 2018, the centre is owned  
and actively used by the local NGOs 
and community.  

Office

Class room

Dormitory

Dormitory

A

B

B A
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The course returned to the African continent, through 
the contacts of Sara Lindeman, a researcher at Han-
ken School of Economics, later at Aalto University. 
Local Tanzanian NGO, the Centre for Community 
initiative (CCI), and its founder Dr. Tim Ndezi, played 
an important role in building the foundations for Tan-
zanian collaboration. Long term Finnish collaboration 
was also a reason to pursue Tanzania as a country for 
the course projects. The umbrella organization for CCI 
is Slum Dwellers International (SDI), a community-
based organization of the urban poor in 33 countries 
that serves as an umbrella organization to support 
local initiatives and develop alternatives to evictions 
with global platform and network.

The courses worked with low resource communities 
and developed solid waste management innovations 
with Keko Mwanga community, where they tried to 
find solutions for handling different types of solid 

Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar
2013–2014, 2015–2016, 2018

4 trips
55 students

Teachers & tutors:     
Matleena Muhonen
Helena Sandman
Taru Niskanen
Sara Lindeman
Johanna Laaksonen
Saija Hollmén

Visiting critics & lecturers: 
Tim Ndezi
Eymen Homsi
Katri Pulkkinen
Muhammad Juma
Omar Makame
Rebecca Maguire
Antoni Folkers

waste, and find new ways for recycling. The course 
also developed solutions to improve sanitation in 
slum areas, flooding and urban development, which 
often resulted in relocation of communities, small-
scale entrepreneurship, and improvement plans for 
resettlements.

The Tanzanian years in Dar es Salaam were an 
important milestone for the development of course 
pedagogy: the challenges addressed by CCI and SDI 
required interdisciplinary approaches. Students from 
business, engineering, design, architecture, landscape 
architecture and real estate were engaged from  
Aalto Sustainable Global Technologies and Creative  
Sustainability programmes.  

In 2018, the Interplay of Cultures Studio headed 
to Zanzibar, a semi-independent insular region of 
Tanzania, through the connections created by Helena 
Sandman and her research in New Global, which is 

Zanzibar

Dar es 
Salaam

Dodoma

Tanzania
Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar 
2013-2014, 2015-2016, 2018

5 trips
24 students
XX discipline

Teachers & tutors: 
Helena Sandman, Matleena Muhonen, Sara Lin-
deman, Johanna Laaksonen, Taru Niskanen, 
Anne Hyvärinen, Zita Floret, Venla Niva

Visiting critics & lecturers:
XXXX
 

The School Group studied three di�erent schools through in-
terviews and documentation. Participatory methods were 
used, which resulted in enthusiastic community involvement. 
A model school design for a narrow urban plot was devel-
oped. 
The Restoration Group measured La Maison Roche and de-
signed the house renovation. The Public Health Group visited 
local health care facilities, both western and traditional, and 
designed a health care centre renovation. Lecturers from 
local experts, as well as the excursions and visits around the 
country were common to all. 

From the very first year on, the students were given desk 
studies prior to the field trip, to prepare them to the upcom-
ing projects in a di�erent cultural context. Quite often, how-
ever, they ended up changing their topic during the field trip, 
which was part of the learning. 

In Senegal, the French language was a challenge to many: 
the course operated with interprets, which is quite often the 
reality in development work. Translations from local languag-
es Sereer or Wolof to French, then English, was time-consum-
ing and the essential message had to be condensed. Many 
ended up expanding their language repertoire after finding 
out that English is not the only universal language.

The city of Rufisque in Senegal was the first location chosen 
for the Interplay of Cultures field trip. As a former UNESCO 
employee in Dakar, Hennu Kjisik knew Senegal as safe envi-
ronment, which had a network of many trusted colleagues. 
Rufisque was facing all the problems and challenges a city in 
a developing county can imagine: poor sanitation, rapidly 
growing population, high level of unemployment, and a de-
clining colonial city centre, to mention a few. 
Anne Rosenlew, a Finnish sociologist living in Senegal, had 
acquired La Maison Roche, which became the base for the 
course for four years. The first field trip students measured 
the old colonial era house in the city centre, and it was later 
renovated into a cultural centre according to the students’ 
design. 

Four main themes were developed to structure the field trip 
projects. The Urban Group studied how the rural immigrants 
were adapting to urban conditions: where they came from, 
and how they managed their new environment. A basic 
notion was that the spatial patterns were transformed from 
rural to urban conditions unchanged. A clear division be-
tween public and private space was notable. 

Zanzibar

Dar es Salaam
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an interdisciplinary innovation and action research 
project at Aalto University. The studio projects studied 
Ng’ambo, a neighbourhood next to the historical city 
center and UNESCO World Heritage Site Stone Town, 
which has been chosen to be developed into the new 
modern center of Zanzibar City.

The course addressed key issues established by the 
Department of Urban and Rural Planning of Zanzibar: 
flooding and resilience, green urban environments and 
sustainable densification of urban structure. Moving 
from global environmental future to individual private 
spaces, the projects created a deeply intertwined net-
work of urban development proposals. Research and 
project development was conducted in collaboration 
with the Department of Urban and Rural Planning 
of Zanzibar and Zanzibar City authorities, as well as 
students from the State University of Zanzibar (SUZA) 
and the local residents of Zanzibar.

Tanzania, Dar es Salaam, photo Saija Hollmén
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COMMUNITY TOILETS 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 2014–2016

Zita Floret

In Dar es Salaam, groups of slum 
dwellers called Phast Ujenzi (PU, 
from the Tanzanian Federation of 
the Urban Poor) have mapped their 
settlements in order to gather infor-
mation about their living conditions 
and daily challenges. As a result, 
lack of proper sanitation was identi-
fied as one of their main problems.

In my project, I explored ways 
of doing architecture with active 
and engaged slum communities. 
The work expanded into a master’s 
thesis, and a project called Sanita-

tion Improvement and Social Enter-
prise (SISE, a member of the Global 
Dry Toilet Association of Finland, 
Käymäläseura Huussi). The work 
spanned 1.5 years for my master’s 
thesis and three years for the SISE 
project (2014–2016).

The process involved observation, 
interviews, active performing and 
involvement as well as planning and 
building with the community. I used 
participatory methods profusely to 
engage with the community, to cre-
ate trust and a collegial atmosphere 

that would later lead to the commu-
nity ownership over the project. 

Today PU can replicate the toilet 
construction process without exter-
nal input. They are building up their 
capacity in business related topics, 
but are still active in promoting 
ecological sanitation, gardening and 
maintaining the toilets.

The first toilet, built for a youth 
centre, is still in use and provides 
the centre with urine and compost 
to grow bananas and other crops on 
their small plot.

2014 2015 2016 2017

Sanitation Improvement 
and Social Enterprise, 
Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania (SISE)

Master’s Thesis: 
Architecture Meets 
Sanitation

A Pilot Toilet

Preparation & Proposal Collaborative planning & 
Details

Construction, Details & 
Technical Solutions

in Use Process in action

Choo Bora (Pilot 2)

Accessible Toilet 
(Pilot 3)

Household Toilets #1
Settlement 1:
Keko Machungwa

Household Toilets #2
Settlement 2:
Karakata

Household Toilets #3
Settlement 3:
Mburahati
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Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,  
photo Zita Floret
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INTERPLAY OF CULTURES –
ZANZIBAR STUDIO

Concepts, Zanzibar, Tanzania, 2018

The field trip to Zanzibar in January 
2018 was organized in collaboration 
with the Department of Urban and 
Rural Planning of Zanzibar. The 13 
Aalto students spent three weeks 
studying the area of Ng’ambo, the 
densely populated area next to the 
historical city centre, Stone Town. 
As the capital city grows faster in 
population than ever before and be-
comes increasingly more urbanised, 
Ng’ambo will be developed into a 
new center for the city of Zanzibar.

The course themes were outlined 
with Director Muhammad Juma, 

whose insights guided the work. The 
assignments addressed flooding and 
resilience, housing and public build-
ings, green infrastructure and com-
munity engagement through built 
environment. The Aalto students 
worked with his team and some 
students from SUZA, to access local 
communities and gather information 
on site. The shared footwork served 
as a common basis, and all individ-
ual projects remained connected to 
the overall scheme. Collaboration 
with lecturer Omar Makame from 
the State University of Zanzibar 

(SUZA), and local organizations like 
Sustainable East Africa, served to 
provide valuable insights.

As a result of intense group-work 
and collaboration, the 13 students 
built a joint endeavour where all the 
projects interlink and intertwine, 
and collected their learnings and 
presentations in a course publi-
cation, The Other Side. The book 
presents suggestions to improve the 
urban conditions in the Ng’ambo 
area within Zanzibar City.

1 FLOOD RESILIENCE by Miia Suomela

A study of the probable consequences of climate change wand a suggestion for 
sustainable and flood resilient planning in Zanzibar

1. FLOOD RESILIENCE  
by Miia Suomela 
A study of the probable consequences  
of climate change wand a suggestion  
for sustainable and flood resilient planning  
in Zanzibar. 
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2. THE GREEN NETWORK  
by Andrea Esquivel  
Velásquez and  
Rosa Väisänen 
An urban scheme reflecting 
Zanzibar’s ambition to  
achieve a more walkable  
and inclusive city. 
 

3. COMMUNITY  
OF CULTURE  
by Hannin Alnimri and  
Anna Niubò Bermejo 
A chain of community  
centres introduced in  
the four quarters of  
Ng’ambo. 
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4. ZANZIBAR CULTURE CENTER  
by Kristaps Kleinbergs 
Enhancing cultural tradition and  
contemporary Zself-expression  
in Zanzibar City. 
 

5. FURNITURE OF CULTURE  
by Talisa Dwiyani  
Street furniture and a sitting object  
adapted to the culture and identity  
of Zanzibar. 
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Rules as Tools 
Project by Andreas Juul Bergene 6

Roles as tools aims to provide a set of 

guidelines that promote a secure and con-

trolled densification of the housing areas 

in Ng’ambo. Today the area is lacking clear 

guidelines for development. This results 

in uncontrolled development and urban 

sprawl, which again leads to unwanted, 

pressing issues that threaten the vision of 

a good future. Through eight guidelines 

and a framework for them to operate with-

in, Rules as Tools supplies the area with an 

explicit way to deal with housing and den-

sification. 
Guideline title
A description of the guideline

A P F H O BC

S Size regulations 

Livability

ContextualC

L

Motivation - why the rule is applied

Absolute: all areas

Relative: dependent on situationR

A

Domain - building domains affected

Building affecting

Surrounding space affectingO

B

Area regulation - what area(s) it affects Building / surroundings

D

P

F

H

S

Density & distribution

Programmatic

Form regulator 

Heights

Style

1 3

2 4

3

3

Certificate of completion 
granted

Applies for certificate of 
completion

While finishing building, 
government do inspections

Building is completed 

Phase 3  -  completion: From execution of building to certificate of completion

Start-up permission granted 
from local government

Applies for project start-up 
permission

Responsible designer 
develops the final project

Design checked by 
responsible contractor

2

2

Phase 2  -  design: From detailed project to start-up permission

1

1

The primary developer has 
the first idea

Outline proposal is 
developed 

Sends a notification to the 
local government

The local government 
receives the notification  

Phase 1 - Prepare: From idea to notification

The development of groups 

will be the most important 

change for housing devel-

opment in Ng’ambo. This 

diagram is from the south-

west quarter in Ng’ambo

Background
Ng’ambo clearly needs guidelines 

and regulation. If we take a deeper 

look, we can discover good argu-

mentation for why it is needed. 

First of all, Ng’ambo has no clear 

regulations today. Existing local 

documents present bits and pieces 

of proposed building regulations, 

but do not work as a document fo-

cusing solely on this. 

The absent of regulation brings 

many pressing issues forward. Be-

cause houses are built too close to 

each other fire safety is threatened. 

Also basic infrastructural issues 

such as water and sanitation lacks 

regular maintenance, and livability 

is constantly decreasing because 

developers have no regulations 

that limit them. 

Approach
The goal for this project is to be-

come a shared document for all 

building guidelines and restric-

tions, which focuses on being a 

base for housing development in 

Ng’ambo. The document will be 

open for changes, additions and 

subtractions whenever the local 

government feels it is necessary, 

and will change along with the de-

velopment and new needs for the 

city. 

Being able to cover all scales when 

developing the guidelines , from 

the urban, large scale and down to 

the small scale planning has been 

important. 

Another thing of importance has 

been to keep the number of guide-

lines low. To see what is needed 

and what is excessive information, 

is important when making a docu-

ment that aims to be understand-

able for everyone. 

Finally, it has been important to es-

tablish a framework for the guide-

lines to operate within. Further-

more, it is important to remember 

that such a framework needs to be 

developed together with the local 

government. Therefore, the system 

illustrated here is only an example 

of how simple an efficient such a 

system can be. 

Guidelines
A categorization system provide 

more depth to each guideline. The 

system consists of Motivation, Area 

regulation, Domain and Building /

surrounding, where motivation is 

the main factor, dividing the guide-

lines into three categories: Size 

regulation, Contextual guidelines 

and Livability guidelines. 

Size regulation focuses on dimen-

sional matters and consists of three 

guidelines. The guideline Street 

hierarchy establishes a grouping 

of the buildings which makes this 

the main development procedure 

instead of developing individu-

al housing. How high can you go 

creates a height hierarchy based 

on the Street hierarchy, while Plot 

handling focuses on the groups 

as plots and shows how to handle 

them correctly. 

Three guidelines under Contextu-

al  guidelines focuses on context 

and unification of the city. Crossing 

boundaries ensures all buildings re-

spect their given borders. Roofing 

provide an affordable solution to 

all new development, and ensures 

a unification of Ng’ambo. Finally, 

Openings suggest a two-direction-

al approach, with main opening of 

buildings facing toward the periph-

ery of the group and its inner core 

to provide both public and private 

spaces. 

Livability guidelines secure better 

lives for inhabitants. Cross ventila-

tion provide a fresh indoor climate, 

while Meeting places makes sure 

that Barazas are located all over the 

city to promote a lively street scape  

and keep the culture in the area. 

Meeting 
places

A P S O BL

A group should contain the same 

amount or area of Barazas as the 

houses it replaced along with addi-

tional street furniture. 

Cross 
ventilation

R D F S BL

All buildings should be provided 

with cross ventilation. If possible, a 

north-south direction is preferable 

because of local wind conditions.

Roofing

R F S O BC

Traditional Swahili shaped roofs 

with robust eaves should continue 

to characterize Ng’ambo. Other 

types of roofs can be approved by 

local government.

Crossing 
boundaries

A D P F O BC

Each plot inside a group is given a 

strict border. All object belonging 

to that plot, must be kept inside 

the border.

Plot handling 

A D P F O BS

Plot handling will be divided into 

five steps that allow developers to 

handle their groups correctly.

How high can 
you go 

A D F HS BS

Four height categories for Ng’am-

bo based on the street hierarchy 

and local documentation.

Street hierarchy

A D F O BS

The street hierarchy in Ng’ambo 

consists of four categories, from 

the largest connections to the  

finest tissue.

Openings

A P FC S

Houses within groups should have 

a two-directional approach, main-

ly opening up towards the access 

streets and open space inside the 

group. 
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Rules as Tools 
Project by Andreas Juul Bergene 6

Roles as tools aims to provide a set of 

guidelines that promote a secure and con-

trolled densification of the housing areas 

in Ng’ambo. Today the area is lacking clear 

guidelines for development. This results 

in uncontrolled development and urban 

sprawl, which again leads to unwanted, 

pressing issues that threaten the vision of 

a good future. Through eight guidelines 

and a framework for them to operate with-

in, Rules as Tools supplies the area with an 

explicit way to deal with housing and den-

sification. 
Guideline title
A description of the guideline

A P F H O BC

S Size regulations 

Livability

ContextualC

L

Motivation - why the rule is applied

Absolute: all areas

Relative: dependent on situationR

A

Domain - building domains affected

Building affecting

Surrounding space affectingO

B

Area regulation - what area(s) it affects Building / surroundings

D

P

F

H

S

Density & distribution

Programmatic

Form regulator 

Heights

Style

1 3

2 4
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3
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government do inspections

Building is completed 

Phase 3  -  completion: From execution of building to certificate of completion

Start-up permission granted 
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Applies for project start-up 
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Responsible designer 
develops the final project

Design checked by 
responsible contractor
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Phase 2  -  design: From detailed project to start-up permission

1

1

The primary developer has 
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receives the notification  
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but do not work as a document fo-

cusing solely on this. 
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many pressing issues forward. Be-

cause houses are built too close to 
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regular maintenance, and livability 
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that limit them. 
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spaces. 

Livability guidelines secure better 
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tion provide a fresh indoor climate, 

while Meeting places makes sure 

that Barazas are located all over the 
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and keep the culture in the area. 
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places
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amount or area of Barazas as the 

houses it replaced along with addi-
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All buildings should be provided 
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is constantly decreasing because 
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that limit them. 
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base for housing development in 
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subtractions whenever the local 

government feels it is necessary, 
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and what is excessive information, 
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able for everyone. 
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on the Street hierarchy, while Plot 
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as plots and shows how to handle 
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with robust eaves should continue 

to characterize Ng’ambo. Other 

types of roofs can be approved by 

local government.

Crossing 
boundaries

A D P F O BC

Each plot inside a group is given a 
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a two-directional approach, main-

ly opening up towards the access 
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6. RULES AS TOOLS by Andreas Bergene  
A set of guidelines that promote a secure  
and controlled densification of the housing  
areas in Ng’ambo. 

7. THE FOOTRINT by Tina Čerpnjak 
A flood resilient house as a new typology, creating  
spatial possibilities for new public urban landscapes. 
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The Other Side Part V Private environment

Project by Fernando Navarrete Suárez

Current Situation
Nowadays buildings doesn’t have enough space 
between them so the circulation is sometimes 
difficult and even impossible to access. This also 
create dead spaces that doesn’t have any use and 
accumulate  waste and get in bad condition. 

We can find some open spaces were a lot of  life 
and activities take place, were people meet and 
spend time. These spaces should be maintained 
to prevail the sense of  ownership and continue to 
strenghten the community.

New plot configuration
As this community is facing a main street, the 
main facades of  those buildings should appear 
unified and face clearly the street. The buildings 
are set back to widen the street and allow for bet-
ter circulation. The common backyard is large 
and allows to give more light and ventilation for 
the new buildings. Most of  the plots preserve 
their original dimensions and are only tilted or 
adjusted. In some of  the cases the original plan 
could be mainained and there is the possibility 
to preserve their variety in colours and parts of  
the façades.
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Grouping of buildings
By making groups inside the community we con-
nect them in the upper floors to keep the com-
munity feeling. In the ground level open spaces 
are maintained to create clear circulations and 
access. 

Groups are small so we can continue with or-
ganic development and organization at the same 
time they work together.

If  buildings are developed by couples or groups

of  3 is much more easy for the neighbor to 
work together or for an investor to be interest-
ed. This way communities can be constructed in 
several phases but they will always respect their 
neighbors.

Housing unit
An orthogonal grid that can be adapted to the 
plots and be used by all of  them allows to uni-
fy the typology and makes cheaper the construc-
tion for affordable housing to be possible.

The dimensions of  the modules are 3´2x3´2 so it 
allows flexibility in the floor plan and they con-
tinue being easy to adapt to the plots. 

The structure created by this modules is very 
simple and it gives the possibility to have differ-
ent uses in different levels because of  the free fa-
cade and lighter so ventilation and big openings 
can be created. It also allows to have an open 
ground floor for cases of  flooding or for use them 
as commerce.
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difficult and even impossible to access. This also 
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accumulate  waste and get in bad condition. 
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and activities take place, were people meet and 
spend time. These spaces should be maintained 
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accumulate  waste and get in bad condition. 

We can find some open spaces were a lot of  life 
and activities take place, were people meet and 
spend time. These spaces should be maintained 
to prevail the sense of  ownership and continue to 
strenghten the community.

New plot configuration
As this community is facing a main street, the 
main facades of  those buildings should appear 
unified and face clearly the street. The buildings 
are set back to widen the street and allow for bet-
ter circulation. The common backyard is large 
and allows to give more light and ventilation for 
the new buildings. Most of  the plots preserve 
their original dimensions and are only tilted or 
adjusted. In some of  the cases the original plan 
could be mainained and there is the possibility 
to preserve their variety in colours and parts of  
the façades.
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Grouping of buildings
By making groups inside the community we con-
nect them in the upper floors to keep the com-
munity feeling. In the ground level open spaces 
are maintained to create clear circulations and 
access. 

Groups are small so we can continue with or-
ganic development and organization at the same 
time they work together.

If  buildings are developed by couples or groups

of  3 is much more easy for the neighbor to 
work together or for an investor to be interest-
ed. This way communities can be constructed in 
several phases but they will always respect their 
neighbors.

Housing unit
An orthogonal grid that can be adapted to the 
plots and be used by all of  them allows to uni-
fy the typology and makes cheaper the construc-
tion for affordable housing to be possible.

The dimensions of  the modules are 3´2x3´2 so it 
allows flexibility in the floor plan and they con-
tinue being easy to adapt to the plots. 

The structure created by this modules is very 
simple and it gives the possibility to have differ-
ent uses in different levels because of  the free fa-
cade and lighter so ventilation and big openings 
can be created. It also allows to have an open 
ground floor for cases of  flooding or for use them 
as commerce.
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8. HOUSING ON STILTS by Francisco Soares  
A housing concept that considers densification,  
development of urban areas, flooding and waste  
management.

9. GREEN COMMUNITY HOUSING by Keiti Lige  
Community based housing system,  
with organic urban farming and economic  
development opportunities. 
 
 

10. GONGONI CLUSTER by Fernando Navarrete Suárez  
A model to develop and densify living areas, preserving  
and recovering elements from Swahili culture.
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The Kigali Master Class was an advanced building 
design studio organized by the Chair of Public Build-
ings in Aalto University, Department of Architecture, 
with the support from the Asko Foundation, during 
the academic year 2013–2014. The course approach 
was partly based on the work of Ukumbi NGO, which 
offers architectural services for communities in need, 
and for which the founders also teach at the Aalto Uni-
versity. Peter Rich, architect and a former Professor at 
the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, was asked to become the Master of the 
class. Kigali was chosen to be the location for the field 
trip, due to Peter Rich’s professional relations and 
connections within the city.

Kigali Master Class
2014

1 trip
10 students

Teachers & tutors:
Visiting Professor Peter Rich
Saija Hollmén
Helena Sandman
Tomà Berlanda
Timothy Hall

Visiting critics:
Juhani Pallasmaa
Markku Komonen

Kigali 

Nyarurenzi 

Kigabiro 

Rwanda
Kigali Master Class
2014

1 trip 
10 students 
3 nationalities
1 discipline

Teachers & tutors:    
Visiting Professor Peter Rich; 
Saija Hollmén; Helena Sandman 
(Rwanda) Tomà Berlanda; Timothy Hall 

Visiting critics:    
Juhani Pallasmaa; Markku Komonen

The Kigali Master Class was an advanced building design 
studio organized by the Chair of Public Buildings in Aalto Uni-
versity, Department of Architecture, with the support from the 
Asko Foundation, during the academic year 2013-14. The 
course approach was partly based on the work of Ukumbi 
NGO, which o�ers architectural services for communities in 
need, and for which the founders also teach at the Aalto Uni-
versity. Peter Rich, architect and a former Professor at the Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa, 
was asked to become the Master of the class. Kigali was 
chosen to be the location for the field trip, due to Peter Rich’s 
professional relations and connections within the city.

Since the tragic genocide in 1994, Rwanda has witnessed un-
believable development and growth, the nation united and de-
termined to overcome hatred and rancour. The city of Kigali is 
growing rapidly and new developments are taking place. The 
course took as a challenge to study public space and design 
public buildings for existing needs, using participatory plan-
ning processes and collaboration with local people and com-
munities.

The concept of public space in Rwanda is di�erent from that 
of a North-European; there are only few public buildings in 
Rwanda that would genuinely be open to the public. Schools 
and churches are strongly institutionalized; the most public 
spaces are the places for trading and meeting: markets, street 
sides and market verandas. Aalto University’s Kigali Master 
Class aimed at studying how public space and buildings could 
serve as a catalyst for chance and development. 

In Kigali the course collaborated closely with the city authori-
ties, as well as architectural students from the Kigali Institute 
of technology (KIST). The presence and local knowledge of 
the KIST students enabled the class to achieve depth and un-
derstanding, as the Aalto students approached the people in 
communities in the villages of Nyarurenzi and Kigabiro, 
which were identified as sites for the course assignments. 
Collaboration and co-design with the Aalto Kigali Master 
Class provided an educational opportunity for the KIST stu-
dents as well, to get an outside view of architectural ap-
proaches to the development of Rwanda, challenging them 
to think beyond their customary assumptions.

Since the tragic genocide in 1994, Rwanda has 
witnessed unbelievable development and growth, the 
nation united and determined to overcome hatred 
and rancour. The city of Kigali is growing rapidly and 
new developments are taking place. The course took 
as a challenge to study public space and design public 
buildings for existing needs, using participatory plan-
ning processes and collaboration with local people and 
communities.

The concept of public space in Rwanda is different 
from that of a Northern Europe; there are few public 
buildings in Rwanda that would genuinely be open to 
the public. Schools and churches are strongly institu-
tionalized; the most public spaces are the places for 

Kigabiro

Kigali

Nyarurenzi



  113

trading and meeting: markets, street 
sides and market verandas. Aalto 
University’s Kigali Master Class 
aimed at studying how public space 
and buildings could serve as a cata-
lyst for chance and development.

In Kigali the course collaborated 
closely with the city authorities, as 
well as architectural students from 
the Kigali Institute of technology 
(KIST). The presence and local 
knowledge of the KIST students ena-
bled the class to achieve depth and 
understanding, as the Aalto students 

approached the people in commu-
nities in the villages of Nyarurenzi 
and Kigabiro, which were identified 
as sites for the course assignments. 
Collaboration and co-design with the 
Aalto Kigali Master Class provided 
an educational opportunity for the 
KIST students as well, to get an out-
side view of architectural approaches 
to the development of Rwanda, chal-
lenging them to think beyond their 
customary assumptions.

Rwanda, photo Saija Hollmén
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AGAKINJIRO 
Craftsmanship Workshop 
Concept, Kigabiro, Rwanda, 2014
 
Minna Ahtiainen

The Kinyarwandan word “Aga-
kinjiro” means a local workshop 
providing income for craftsmen and 
women. These workshops are con-
centrated on technical skills usually 
in the fields of carpentry, construc-
tion, crafts and arts.

During our visit, agriculture was 
the main occupation for many Kiga-
biro villagers. The newly published 
city plan would leave less space for 
the fields and plantations. It felt nat-
ural to design a project that would 
increase off-farm employment and 

establish new career possibilities.
This project includes facilities 

for people to gain hands-on skills 
through apprenticeship at the 
workshops. In addition, building 
and crafts can be learned in classes 
organized on-site. Besides offer-
ing education, the workshop area 
provides commercial street front for 
trading artefacts and products. 

The idea behind the design 
concept was to allow growth so that 
in the future the street front can 
extend and promote other services 

like restaurants and commercial 
banks. The whole community as well 
as the other public buildings nearby 
would benefit from the Craftsman-
ship Workshop, providing building 
materials and skilful workers to help 
with the construction.

The interviews with the local 
craftsmen gave important informa-
tion about their wishes and visions 
for the future. They all shared simi-
lar ideas of working together and the 
opportunities that the co-operation 
would initiate.
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MATERNITY CLINIC AND  
GUIDANCE CENTRE C
Concept, Nyarurenzi, Mageregere, 
Rwanda, 2014

Jere Pääkkönen

One thing that immediately drew 
my attention while exploring the 
village of Nyarurenzi was the ab-
sence of groups of women in places 
of informal gathering. With the 
assistance of a KIST student who 
volunteered to help understand why, 
I found out that women prefer the 
comfort, safety and privacy of home 
when gathering together even in an 
informal manner. 

I was later told that the need 
for privacy arises from discussions 

of sensitive subjects relating to 
“women’s issues”. This led me to 
read through multiple papers on 
the state of reproductive health 
and child well being in Rwanda, 
and helped me decide on a set of 
services that I could design for my 
project.

The project is inspired by the 
Finnish neuvola or maternity clinic 
system that provides a variety of 
services during the pre- and post-

natal periods and during the early 
years of a child’s life. In this project, 
these services are configured into 
a Rwandan context, and the build-
ing expanded to provide different 
levels of privacy for informal and 
formal gathering. It uses integra-
tion of pre-existing services such 
as a children’s nutrition program 
to introduce the maternal health-
care services into the Rwandan 
everyday.
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The Cities in Transition course spent three years 
working in Tagbilaran, the Philippines, together with 
local Bohol Island State University (BISU) and Nago-
ya Institute of Technology (NIT). At BISU the College 
of Engineering and Architecture provides civil engi-
neering and architecture education on a Bachelor’s 
level. Their syllabus includes only one urban planning 
course, a theoretical lecture course without any design 
tasks.

During our first field trip to Bohol, the focus was on 
getting to know the island and gaining some under-
standing of the local way of life. Attention was paid to 
disaster preparedness and resilience. The multidisci-
plinary student group had very different approaches to 
the problems they uncovered, with each student draw-
ing from their own strengths and skills. The next year, 

 
Tubicon and Tagbilaran City
2015–2017

3 trips
31 students

Teachers & tutors:
Taru Niskanen
Charlotte Nyholm
Inari Virkkala
Matleena Muhonen
Daishi Sakaguchi

Visiting critics & lecturers:
Veikko Vasko
Hennu Kjisik
Trevor Harris
Nora Lindström
Henri Horn
Keisuke Kitagawa
Morris Collier
Rosalinda Paredes
Hanna Kuivalainen

The Philippines
Tubicon and Tagbilaran City
2015-2017 

3 trips
31 students
14 nationalities
5 disciplines

Teachers & tutors: 
Taru Niskanen
Charlotte Nyholm 
Matleena Muhonen
Daishi Skaguchi 
Inari Virkkala

The School Group studied three different schools through in-
terviews and documentation. Participatory methods were 

The city of Rufisque in Senegal was the first location chosen 
for t

fisque was facing all the problems and challenges a city in a 
developing county can imagine: poor sanitation, rapidly grow-
ing population, high level of unemployment, and a declining 
colonial city centre, to mention a few. 
Anne Rosenlew, a Finnish sociologist living in Senegal, had 
acquired La Maison Roche, which became the base for the 
course for four years. The first field trip students measured the 
old colonial era house in the city centre, and it was later reno-
vated into a cultural centre according to the students’ design. 

Four main themes were developed to structure the field trip 
projects. The Urban Group studied how the rural immigrants 
were adapting to urban conditions: where they came from, and 
how they managed their new environment. A basic notion was 
that the spatial patterns were transformed from rural to urban 
conditions unchanged. A clear division between public and pri-
vate space was notable. 

Tagbilaran City
Bohol 

ManilaManila

Tagbilaran City
Bohol
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we decided to focus our attention 
on studying public life and urban 
qualities in the city of Tagbilaran 
while assessing traffic and walkabil-
ity, mapping the city with methods 
introduced by Jan Gehl.

The third year the students 
studied the everyday life of local 
people, con-centrating particularly 
on the needs of marginalized groups 
in informal settlements. A series of 
urban interventions such as closing 
a street from traffic, building a small 
playground for children and using a 
beautiful light installation as a tool 
in making a public space safer were 

made by the Aalto and local stu-
dents, out of which grew a few final 
projects for the course.

During the three years of collab-
oration we noticed the impact the 
course had on local students and 
faculty. Joined by Aalto students 
and driven by their curiosity, locals 
visited parts of town they had never 
set foot in before and which their 
prejudices would have prevented 
them from entering. They learned to 
approach and interact with resi-
dents of all social strata and came 
to understand that local people are 
often the best experts on their own 

neighbourhoods and needs. Together 
with Aalto students, local students 
visited the city bureaucrats’ offices 
in search of knowledge, boosting 
their confidence and professional-
ism. The need for an urban design 
programme at BISU has now been 
acknowledged among teachers and 
students alike.

After three years the security 
situation in the Philippines had 
changed considerably, and the 
course had to search for another 
location.

Philippines 2016, photo Hannele Cederström
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LIVING WITH THE SEA 
Incremental Development of 
Informal Settlements, concept
Tagbilaran, The Philippines, 2015

Hannele Cederström
Kiira Piiroinen

In Tagbilaran, relocating informal 
settlers is part of the city’s current 
urban development plan. Inland 
relocation stands in contrast to the 
traditional fisherman settlements 
on the coastline and increases social 
segregation. Previous relocation 
attempts have often caused financial 
problems for the settlers, leading 
them to return. The coastline and 
the settlements are, however, vul-
nerable to annual natural hazards, 

climate change impacts and seawa-
ter contamination. 

 The project is based on inter-
views, mapping the site and study-
ing different scenarios. The focus is 
on on-site development with socially 
sustainable and participatory plan-
ning methods. The coastal location 
has potential to combine adequate 
housing with livelihood and social 
matters, but this requires improv-
ing natural hazard resilience and 

environmental consciousness. The 
project shows that the joint devel-
opment of the coastline and existing 
settlements can benefit each other 
and unnecessary evictions could  
be avoided. 

The project was presented to the 
IAPS (International Association 
People-Environment Studies)  
symposium in 2017 in Dar Es 
Salaam, Tanzania. 
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1m

STARTER HOUSE
basic facilities for living

MATERIAL EFFICIENCY
strong core and 

lightweight walls

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS
sea protection and
recreation possibilities

COMMUNAL LIVING
shared kitchen

NEIGHBOURHOOD SQUARE
connecting neighbours

SUSTAINABLE LIVING
rainwater harvesting and 
sanitation filtering gardens

BOARDING HOUSE
low-cost communal 
rental living

FAMILY HOUSE
incremental modular system
adjustability for changing 
life situations

NATURAL CLIMATIZATION
shading, ventilation, 
storm protection

1m

10m

ON-SITE DEVELOPMENT
improving the existing housing area

STRONG COMMUNITY
neighbourhood squares and shared facilities

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS
sanitation filtering gardens and domestic gardens, 

waste management, sea protection

NATURAL HAZARD RESILIENCE
mangrove forest, building technique

LIVING
neighbourhoods consist of incremental 
and adaptable housing units

LIVELIHOOD
sea farming, fishing, tourism, 
public servises and education

PUBLIC LIFE 
public spaces, serivces and 
recreational facilities 
connect people and bring life 
to the new coastline route
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TAGLAB 
Participatory Practice through Small 
Intervention in Tagbilaran City 
Tagbilaran, The Philippines, 2017

Johanna Marttila
With students from Aalto University, 
Bohol Island State University and 
Nagoya Institute of Technology

TagLab comes from testing the idea 
of a Local Lab, an urban incubator 
for creating place-based design and 
planning solutions through partici-
patory practices. During the fieldtrip, 
the students studied Tagbilaran city 
by interviewing inhabitants in dif-
ferent parts of the city and learning 
about their typical days, about their 
current needs and wishes for the 
future. Together with local communi-
ties, they created small interventions 
in public spaces and showcased the 
results for local planning authorities 
and practitioners. 

The study indicated that the 
small interventions worked as a 
powerful inspiration for local actors 
to participate in or initiate partici-
patory practices. Many of the partic-
ipants, coming from public, civic and 
academic sectors, expressed their 
interest in taking over participatory 
methodology in their practices and 
in continuing cross-sector collabo-
rations created during the fieldtrip. 
Interventions with more permanent 
results were taken over by the local 
communities who have maintained 
them until this day. 

The planning and examination 
of the testing process in Tagbilaran 
is discussed in my master’s thesis 
“Towards Local Lab” where the focus 
is on understanding how short-term 
practices can become regenerative 
and create local continuity. My the-
sis proposes a toolkit for the facilita-
tion of initiating and handing-over 
participatory practices with others. 
It includes a continuous design pro-
cess of small interventions that are 
planned and documented through a 
gaming format. 

Photo Johanna M
arttila



  123

Photo Johanna M
arttila

Photo V
ince Zam

ora

Photo Sara Rueda



124 

The exhibition also presents exam-
ples from Aalto University’s SGT 
studio course, where students form 
multidisciplinary teams to carry out 
projects linked to global develop-
ment challenges. Key learnings are 
to start recognizing one’s own skills 
and expertise as part of a multi-
disciplinary team and to be able to 
integrate the diversity of knowledge 
from disciplines such as engineering, 
business, design and architecture 
into a one solid result. The outlined 
learning outcomes include many 
transferable skills such as team-
work, project management, commu-
nication and community interaction.

 The SGT Programme was 
developed in 2006 at the department 
of Civil and Environmental Engi-
neering, then Helsinki University 
of Technology (TKK), with sup-

Sustainable 
Global 
Technologies

 

port from former rector, professor 
emeritus Matti Pursula. From the 
beginning, professor Olli Varis from 
Water Engineering took the aca-
demic leadership of the programme. 
The aim was to provide university 
level teaching that seeks to give 
holistic view to the state of the world 
and development, emphasizing the 
role of sustainability and technology 
in development, and provide practi-
cal experiences from international 
projects.

 The assignments are designed 
with partners from academia, indus-
tries, government and civil society 
organizations and communities. In 
best cases, the work of a student 
team leads to a follow-up student 
project, academic research or fur-
ther to implementation by the local 
partners.
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THE LIFT 
Greece, Lesvos, 2016

Oona Anttila, Melanie Wolowiec, 
Eve Zórawska. Mentor: Kristjana 
Adalgeirsdottir, architect 

The Lift project is an initiative 
aiming respond to the humanitarian 
and the environmental crisis on the 
Greek island of Lesvos that occurred 
due to the large influx of refugees 
into Europe in the last few years. 
The multidisciplinary group, con-
sisting of 3 international students 
specializing in Sustainability in the 
fields of Architecture, Planning and 
Business, was given an open brief to 
tackle some of the many issues faced 
on the island at that time.

Lesvos, some 10 km away from 
the Turkish coast, has experienced a 
particularly unprecedented increase 
of refugee arrivals by boat between 
2014 and 2016, with the majority 
coming from war-torn Syria and 
Afghanistan. After a critical analysis 

of the situation, the team decided 
to focus their efforts on the urgent 
environmental issue, which devel-
oped due to the large amount of life 
jackets and rubber dinghies left on 
the shores of the island. Conserv-
ative estimates claim there are as 
much as 500 000 life jackets on 
the island, in addition to countless 
wooden and rubber boats. Left unad-
dressed, this can lead to contamina-
tion of soil and water. According to 
the mayor’s office of Mytilene, the 
island’s capital, the situation is “an 
environmental ticking time bomb” 
due to the absence of suitable recy-
cling facilities. 

The Lift project thus strived to 
physically lift the waste from the 
beaches, develop ideas to lift found 

materials from their original use 
into upcycled designs, and most 
importantly lifting and humanizing 
the perception of refugees in Fin-
land and Europe. In March 2016, 
the team traveled to the island and 
teamed up with locally based NGO 
Lighthouse relief, working on situa-
tion assessment, beach cleaning as 
well as volunteering in Moria camp, 
the main registration center for 
refugees on the island. Back in Fin-
land, the team developed a design 
which upcycled the found material 
into much needed seating for the 
registration center users. Along the 
way, the team continuously strived 
to raise awareness through publica-
tions on social media, interviews and 
exhibiting of their work.

Lesvos, G
reece, photo O

ona A
nttila
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THE TANZANITATION PROJECT
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 2017

Anabel Fischer
Jacqueline German,
Venla Niva, Erik Salminen,
Tuuli Teittinen, Willy van Twuijver
Mentor: Zita Floret, architect

The Tanzanitation Project is a stu-
dent initiative with a focus on devel-
oping sanitation in the slums of Dar 
es Salaam, Tanzania. In 2017 the 
project was led by a team consisting 
of 6 students specializing in sustain-
ability in multiple disciplines includ-
ing environmental science, water 
engineering, business and design.

Large proportions of Dar es 
Salaam’s 4 million inhabitants live 
under poverty. Commonly, working 
in the informal economy with small 
income and little or no education at 
all, these people live in the many 
slums of the city. These neighbor-
hoods are densely populated and 
prone to multiple environmental and 
societal hazards, of which many are 
caused by a lack of adequate sani-

tation. Poorly constructed latrines 
contaminate the surrounding envi-
ronment and spread numerous fatal 
diseases, yet, the provision of sanita-
tion in the slums is of lowest priority 
in the politics. The Tanzanitation 
Project thus aimed at developing 
novel alternatives to sanitation by 
framing sanitation through the prin-
ciples of circular economy. Together 
with a local partner, Center for 
Community Initiatives, the project 
developed a technology that collects 
urine and utilizes the nutrients as 
fertilizers in agricultural practices. 
This opens a prominent business 
opportunity for the community 
using the technology, hence foster-
ing the overall sustainability of the 
community. 

Such approaches are prone to 
prejudice, however, given the stigma 
and unawareness regarding utilizing 
human waste in commercial purposes. 
Thus, after arriving back in Finland, 
the team decided to develop material 
which would assist in raising aware-
ness about alternative solutions to 
sanitation. In East African culture, 
the traditional cloth Kanga has an 
important role in daily communi-
cations and the cultural heritage. 
Similar to social media today, Kangas 
are used to express feelings or share 
thoughts via proverbs written in the 
cloth. Here, the idea of a Kanga was 
incorporated into educational cloths 
which serve as mediums for communi-
cating and educating the key aspects 
of the technology in the community.
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AALTO LAB MEXICO
Calakmul, Mexico, 2012–

Claudia Garduño García, designer

With students from Aalto University, 
Tecnológico de Monterrey Ciudad 
de México and Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México

of Campeche. The community’s 
exceptional forestry practices have 
revitalized the biodiversity of the 
surrounding jungle, resulting in 
beautiful settings for people, flora 
and fauna. Aside from sustainable 
forestry and agriculture, the major 
sources of income in El 20 are tour-
ism and handicrafts.

These core ALM concepts have 
been identified and developed in 
joint workshops with the students, 
experts and community members 
over the years: 

El 20 de N
oviem

bre, C
alakm

ul, C
am

peche, M
exico, photos Jan A

hlstedt

Aalto LAB Mexico (ALM) aims to  
improve the quality of life in rural 
Mayan community of El20 de Nov-
iembre (El 20) in Calakmul, Mexico. 
A wide range of disciplines collabo-
rate with the aim of decreasing social 
injustice whilst raising awareness of 
cultural values and the environmen-
tal sustainability of the community. 
This is achieved by empowering the 
community through co-design and 
design thinking methods.

El 20 is a small Mayan commu-
nity in the Yucatan peninsula, state 
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Water Project – Cuxta-Há
Securing safe drinking water and 
water saving sanitation system. 
Groundwater in El 20 is extremely 
hard due to limestone bedrock. It 
is unsuitable for drinking, washing 
laundry or irrigation; instead, rain-
water is gathered for these purposes 
– but this provides enough water 
for only 10 months of the year. The 
teams have introduced water qual-
ity testing on site to investigate the 
influence of toilets on the contami-
nation of ground water and to give 
recommendations about sanitation 
systems, rain water collection and 
water purification. Also low-tech 
filter made from locally available 
materials has been tested together 
with the community members.

Artesanía para el Bienestar –  
Artistry for Wellbeing
A concept for for people in El 20 to 
gain access to healthcare services in 
Mexico. Health Stamps were intro-
duced in 2013. All the artisans can 
sell their products with the stamp; 
the stamp increases the price of the 
products, but that money is dedicat-
ed to a communal health fund.  The 
stamps have been now tested and 

further developed with local arti-
sans, SGT teams and Mexican lab-
bers (students).  The stamp design is 
digitalized by Theresa Berg (labber 
2013) from sketches by local artisan 
Miriam Cahuich.

Economic Security
Economic security means the com-
munity’s ability to cover their basic 
needs, such as food, education and 
health care. The work with El 20 
includes defining new income oppor-
tunities and advising on protection 
from income and expenditure risks 
arising from failure of crops due to 
adverse weather, or health emergen-
cies. Microinsurance could offer af-
fordable protection from these risks. 
The fieldwork has also produced 
information on new income opportu-
nities related to tourism. These will 
be developed with Rutopia, a tour-
ism company initiated by Mexican 
labbers.

Eco-hostel – La Casita –  
The Community House
An archetype of a sustainable house 
for El20 with traditional Mayan 
construction techniques becomes the 
first joint accomplishment of ALM 

and El 20. Building was finished in 
2015 with solar panels installed. 
The construction of the building was 
funded through crowdfunding plat-
form Transformadora Ciel.

The team of labbers for the 
Eco-hostel project were Juan Vértiz, 
Gabriel Calvillo, and Flynn Lewer, 
all Mexican labbers. Throughout the 
design process they were supervised 
by professional architects, designers 
and engineers. The actual imple-
mentation was skillfully made by a 
local construction expert Daniel and 
his team of local craftsmen.

ALM was initially a collaboration 
between Aalto University, Tecnológi-
co de Monterrey Campus Ciudad de 
México and Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México. The collabora-
tion started as a student initiative 
in 2012 by Claudia Garduño García, 
a master’s student at Aalto at the 
time. In 2015 ALM became part of 
the Sustainable Global Technologies 
programme at Aalto University. 
Claudia Garduño’s doctoral thesis 
“Design as Freedom” (Aalto ARTS 
2017) documents and discusses 
further ALM’s methodologies and 
philosophies behind the action.
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El 20 de Noviembre, Calakmul, Campeche, Mexico, photo Jan Ahlstedt
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TOMÀ BERLANDA

Tomà Berlanda is an architect and 
scholar with extensive international 
academic and professional experience. 
As of April 2015, he is Professor of  
Architecture and Director of the 
School of Architecture, Planning and 
Geomatics at the University of Cape 
Town. In this capacity he pursues his 
research interests focusing on the 
implications that can be drawn from 
a non-stereotypical reading of the 
African city and the practice of archi-
tecture in non-Western urban settings 
and landscapes. This follows upon his 
position as co-founder of asa studio in 
Kigali (2012–2014), where he led so-
cially engaged practice in an extensive 
design and build campaign to provide 
community based early childhood and 
health facilities across Rwanda. The 
award-winning work, recently rec-
ognised with the Curry Stone Social 
Design Impact Circle (2017), has been 
published widely, and included in the 
Afritecture: Building Social Change 
(2013) and the Africa: Architecture,  
Culture and identity (2015) exhibitions. 

Prior to UCT, he has held teaching 
positions at various other institutions, 
including Syracuse University (2009–
2010), Cornell University (2012) and the 
Kigali Institute of Science and Technol-
ogy (2011–2013). He holds a Diploma 
in architecture from the Accademia di 
architettura in Mendrisio, Swtizerland 
(2002) and a Ph.D in Architecture and 
Building design from the Politecnico 
di Torino, Italy (2009). He is the author 
of a number of articles and chapters in 
international publications, of “Architec-
tural Topograhies” (Routledge, 2014), 
and, together with K. H. Smith, of the 
forthcoming “Interpreting Kigali, Rwan-
da. Architectural Inquiries and Pros-
pects for a Developing African City” 
(University of Arkansas Press, 2018).

SAIJA HOLLMÉN 

Saija Hollmén is the Vice Dean for Art 
and Creative Practices at Aalto School 
of Arts, Design and Architecture. She 
is a co-founder of the interdisciplinary 
Aalto WiTLAB (Aalto World in Transi-
tion Research LAB), which focuses on 
global sustainability and humanitarian 
development. She is responsible of the 
Interplay of Cultures program, based 
at the Department of Architecture, 
dealing with architectural design and 
planning in cultures outside Europe. 

Hollmén is a co-founder of Hollmén 
Reuter Sandman Architects and Ukum-
bi NGO, which aims at providing archi-
tectural services for communities in 
need. Ukumbi has projects in several 
African countries, seeking to improve 
the lives of the less privileged. Their 
work has been widely exhibited, e.g, 
in the Venice Biennale in 2002, 2004 
and 2016. Ukumbi was also awarded 
the Finnish State Award for Art in 2009 
for its work for culturally sensitive and 
respectful architecture. 

 

HENNU KJISIK 

Hennu Kjisik, is an experienced ar-
chitect, who has worked extensively 
in Finland and abroad. In addition to 
running his own practice together with 
Trevor Harris, he has consulted for 
the World Bank, and judged sever-
al architectural competitions. He is 
professor emeritus of urban design at 
Oulu University. Kjisik received his PhD 
in 2009 for his dissertation “The Power 
of Architecture: Towards Better Hospi-
tal Buildings”, which was awarded the 
Oskari Vilamo prize for best disserta-
tion in the technical field.

Kjisik has also gained solid experience 
in development cooperation, including 
bilaterally and multilaterally funded 
health and education projects in Africa 
and Asia, through numerous short-term 
assignments with various international 
organisations.
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SARA LINDEMAN

Sara Lindeman (PhD Econ., MA Human 
Rights) is a researcher in the Aalto 
Sustainability in Business group, and 
the founder of Leapfrog Projects Ltd 
that supports systems change towards 
sustainability. Since 2014, Sara initiated 
and led the 5 year, interdisciplinary 
action research project New Global, 
that studies how to co-create sustain-
ability innovations serving low income 
populations in emerging markets such 
as East Africa. Her research interests 
include inclusive business, sustainabili-
ty innovations, well-being and business 
ethics, market creation processes and 
systems change, and Sara is a frequent 
lecturer on these topics. She has been 
teaching challenge-based learning in 
multidisciplinary teams since 2012.

MATLEENA MUHONEN 

Matleena Muhonen, M.Sc. (Landscape 
Arch.), is a Sustainable Global Tech-
nologies (SGT) Programme Coordi-
nator at the School of Engineering 
in Aalto University. She also teaches 
basics of landscape architecture at 
the Department of Architecture. She 
has furthered her studies in university 
pedagogy focusing on teaching mul-
ticultural and multidisciplinary groups. 
Matleena has more than ten years of 
experience in planning and organizing 
training and education in the subject 
areas of sustainable development, 
human settlements and community 
engagement. She has organized and 
facilitated several master’s level inter-
disciplinary student field trips in Kenya, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Mexico, Nepal and 
Cambodia. She has been in charge 
of the continuing education training 
courses on Sustainable Communities 
in South East Asia and East Africa in 
collaboration with UN-HABITAT, UNEP 
and Ministry for Foreign Affairs of 
Finland. She works in close contact 
with several Aalto University study and 
research programmes and networks 
such as Aalto Sustainability Hub, Aalto 
Global Impact and Aalto WiT (World in 
Transition) LAB.

TARU NISKANEN 

Taru Niskanen has worked extensively 
in architecture from land use planning 
to building design. She has been suc-
cessful in several architectural compe-
titions as a member of various teams. 
Her Master¹s thesis about Kenya and 
work in Ghana, Jordan, the Philip-
pines and Zanzibar have deepened 
Niskanen¹s interest in the challenges 
of rapid urbanization in the devel-
oping cities. In addition to working 
at Harris-Kjisik Architects, Niskanen 
teaches at Aalto University, School of 
Art, Architecture and Design. She is a 
phD candidate at Aalto University and 
her research topic is: Battle over Public 
Space: Case Studies of Walkability 
and Public Life in Tagbilaran, Zanzibar, 
Kumasi, New York and Helsinki.
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CHARLOTTE NYHOLM 

Charlotte Nyholm is an architect 
and urban planner who never tires 
of advocating for high quality public 
spaces and the importance of place 
attachment. In addition to working at 
Harris-Kjisik Architects, Nyholm has 
taught at Aalto University since 2014, 
where she was also one of the teach-
ers of Cities in Transition from 2015 to 
2017. She has worked professionally 
in Cambodia, Ecuador, the Philippines 
and Finland since graduating in 2011.

JUHANI PALLASMAA 

Architect, professor emeritus, has 
practiced architecture in collaboration 
with other architects, and in 1983–2012 
through his own office Juhani Pallas-
maa Architects. Held  positions, such 
as Rector of the Institute of Industrial 
Design, Helsinki (1970–1972), Director 
of the Museum of Finnish Architecture 
(1978–1983), and Professor and Dean 
of the School of Architecture, Helsinki 
University of Technology (1991–1979). 
Several visiting professorships in the 
USA (Yale University, Washington 
University in St. Louis, University of 
Virginia, University of Illinois, and The 
Catholic University in Washington, 
D.C.). Taught and lectured in numerous 
universities in Europe, North and South 
America, Africa, Asia and Australia. 
Member of the Pritzker Architecture 
Prize Jury 2008–2014.

Pallasmaa has published 60 books 
and 400 essays, and his writings have 
been translated into  35 languages. His 
best known books include: The Eyes of 
the Skin (1995 and 2012), The Think-
ing Hand (2012),The Embodied Image 
(2015), The Architecture of Image: 
existential space in cinema (2001).

Honorary member of SAFA, AIA and 
RIBA,  Academician of the Internation-
al Academy of Architecture. Several 
Finnish and international awards for 
architecture and writing and five Hon-
orary Doctorates in Finland, Estonia, 
Romania and USA.

HELENA SANDMAN 

Architect M.Sc. Helena Sandman is 
founding member of Ukumbi NGO 
providing architecture as a means of 
development and a partner in Hollmén 
Reuter Sandman Architects Ltd. Helena 
has been teaching multidisciplinary 
student teams in project-based slum 
upgrading since 2009. She is also a 
member of the New Global research 
group at Aalto University. Her focus 
is on user-centred empathic design 
where she uses architecture as an 
empowering tool striving for social 
sustainability. Her fields of study are 
affordable housing and maternity ward 
design in low-resource settings.
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VEIKKO VASKO 

Veikko Vasko is a retired architect 
living in Helsinki. He was teaching at 
IoC /WAP /CiC courses together with 
Hennu Kjisik for over 15 years partici-
pating in field trips in Senegal, Benin 
and Cambodia. Graduated at HUT in 
1967, he has worked e.g. in Paris at 
Candilis-Josic-Woods, for UNDP in the 
Caribbean and UNECE in Geneva. His 
work in international consultancy and 
cooperation projects has taken him to 
over 50 countries in three continents 
e.g. more that 80 times to Africa. He 
now wants to paint.

INARI VIRKKALA 

Inari Virkkala is a Finnish architect with 
a strong focus on social & ecological 
sustainability. She has a versatile work 
experience from the different fields of 
the built enviroment working for exam-
ple as the director of urban develop-
ment of the City of Kerava, with various 
building and urban planning projects 
at B&M Architects and with a commu-
nicative and social impact focus as 
an entrepreneur at Virkkala de Vocht 
Architects and Uusi Kaupunki (Nordic 
Works) Architecture collective. Virkkala 
has been teaching in the Interplay of 
Cultures (Cities in Transition) -course 
in 2011 and 2017. She was part of the 
Komitu team behind the realisation 
of the Kouk Khlenag Youth Center in 
Cambodia in 2014. Virkkala also served 
in the board of Architecture Sans Fron-
tières International during 2014–2018.

  137



138 

Photo Heidi Konttinen



  139



140 

Photo Veikko Vasko



  141



142 

Photo Veikko Vasko



  143



144 

In recent decades, many Western architectural schools have taken up the  
challenge to tackle global polarities and humanitarian crises. Educational  
programs raising awareness of the “south – north”, “developing – developed”, 
“poor – rich” dichotomies are all asking the same question: What is the role  
of architecture in the globalizing world?
 
Since 1993, the Department of Architecture at Aalto University has offered 
courses on development issues dealing with the reality of architecture, building 
design and urban planning outside Europe, with cultural understanding as  
the starting point.

The course, originally called Interplay of Cultures, was first developed and  
undertaken by architects Hennu Kjisik and Veikko Vasko, under Juhani  
Pallasmaa’s deanship. From the beginning, it has been about careful analysis 
and learning about local conditions, about communication with local stakehold-
ers and communities, and listening to the needs and aspirations of the local 
people. It has been more about pondering the values on which we base our  
profession, and the moralities we choose to follow in our practices – and what 
we can learn from ourselves, when venturing out to the unknown. It was, and 
still is, about mutual learning and respecting other ways of seeing the world.
 
In recent years the focus has moved from strictly architectural towards more 
interdisciplinary approaches, embracing disciplines from other Schools of Aalto 
University – namely from Aalto University’s Sustainable Global Technologies  
(SGT) Programme, where students in multidisciplinary teams carry out pro-
jects linked to global development challenges in collaboration with partners 
from academia, industries, government and civil society organizations and 
local communities.
 
The exhibition, first organized at the Museum of Finnish Architecture in 2018, 
and this catalogue discuss questioning and redefining the role of architecture 
in our societies and the globalizing world, where the challenges are too big to 
tackle with one disciplinary knowledge alone.
 




