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This thesis is an exploration dedicated to the legacy of modernity and the modern 
housing project, by looking at what has been considered its paradigmatic field of 
action1: high-rise housing estates of the post-war period. It questions the meaning(s) 
of this specific kind of building and its place in the urban fabric of ‘a first world city’: 
Brussels. 

The occasion for this reflection are five high rises and their announced 
demolition. A modernist trace in the center of Brussels: Site du Rempart des Moines 
Papenvest or “5blocs”/ “5blokken” in popular tongue2. The site contains 314 homes 
with approximately 800 tenants. A dense bundle, a city quarter raised above a plot 
of 1,4 hectares. Their deplorable material state give the image of a housing project 
at the end of its life. They recall a different time, a past intellectual and material 
culture. This reality presents urgent political questions. The future of the high-
rises has been subject of controversy but on June 30th 2016, the Brussels Region 
and the City of Brussels officially announce the demolition of the Papenvest site/ 
site du Rempart des Moines, and the reconstruction of a new project. In October 
2019, a technical committee selected the project of the architectural group Team 5+ 
together with MDW3. The urban planning permit will be applied for in 2020 and the 
works should start in 2022.

Departing from the occasion of this demolition, I invite the reader on a walk. 
Structurally the thesis is composed as a stroll with six stops. Every chapter presents 
a different ‘stop’ on the walk crossing personages, stories, moments in history, and 
accommodated meanings. Jumps back and forth in time will attempt to answer how 
the meaning of the modern social housing block changed. Different characters and 
actors that are encountered on the walk aim to present the diversity of narratives 
surrounding this kind of housing. This reflection starts from the presumption that 
the meanings of these buildings, their story, their changed status, and the evolution 
of ‘outside’ perceptions have a direct effect on the lives of residents. Concretely 
for the decision on their future (non-) existence in the city, the willingness to 
maintain, replace the buildings and through stigmatization of the area, including 
its inhabitants.

I aim to interrogate the intellectual categories by which housing estates 
are understood. This intention is based on the problem statement that the way 
these architectural objects are thought of by experts in public policy, design or the 
institutions that manages and maintain them, translates into gaps and frictions as 
experienced by people living inside these objects. From this aim therefore I theorize 
architecture as a social and embedded reality, by looking for the processes, static 
conditions or planning temporalities that do not fit ‘people in their housing’. The 
walk will constitute an assemblage of multiple vocalities, employed by different 
actors, stories of life and design processes highlighting different aspects of an 
architectural story. The blocks one the walk become a (more) tangible heritage of 
individual and collective memories, shaped by the perception of different actors. 

STOP I narrates the shift in the meaning ascribed to the architectural ‘objects’: post-
war housing estates from celebrated inventions to problem zones, in a literature 
review of the (architectural) discourse representing the modernist artefacts. It 
situates the dramatic image of the housing complex in a description of the local 
reaction(s) to the modernist transformation inflicted on the urban landscape in 
Brussels at the end of the 60s. It argues that the critiques to modernism when 
applied without ontological adaptions to ‘what architectural meaning is’, risks 
reenacting the destruction and impotence of inhabitants they initially responded to.

1 Andrea Migotto and Martino Tattara “High Rise – The transformation of post war large scale 
housing” (Seminar, Department of Architecture KU Leuven Research group, February 18, 2021) 
[online] URL: https://architectuur.kuleuven.be/departementarchitectuur/english/news/news-
items/seminar-high-rise
2 The term ‘5blocs’, blocks or 5 blocks will be used to refer to these high-rise towers throughout 
the thesis, because this is the way that was referred to them during interviews and encounters 
on site.
3 Bouwkroniek, “Team 5+ mag site Papenvest in Brussel renoveren”, bouwkroniek.be [online], URL: 
https://www.bouwkroniek.be/article/team-5-mag-site-papenvest-in-brussel-renoveren.30199

STOP II is an exercise of reflexivity that gives an insight in the processual nature 
of my fieldwork. It presents ethical objections to doing qualitative research in a 
stigmatized neighborhood and develops an understanding of the coping mechanisms 
with-, and the mechanisms of – the territorial stigma exercised on the lives of the 
residents from the outside. 
STOP III, follows the experience of a resident that moved from the housing project 
in Rempart the Moines to rue de la Roue in the Marolles. It understates the violence 
experienced in the relation with the housing company, and emphasizes how ‘the 
home’ and the quality of a home is a loaded space with a highly subjective and 
emotional dimension.
STOP VI describes a neighborhood where social relations are degrading (partly) due 
to the departure of inhabitants and social services. It points to the temporalities 
between the announced demolition and the actual constructions, from the experience 
of living in between these events. It argues for a mobilization of informal networks to 
be small resistance against the growing (feeling of) abandonment on site. Complaint 
is introduced as conceptual tool to understand the experience of relations with to 
the institutions ‘from above’. 
STOP V understates that despite ‘demolition, permits and a final set decision’ there 
are families that remain on the site for the coming 5 to 10 years, at times against their 
own will. It furthermore presents some of the central hardships faced by residents 
alongside the story of one family. It further develops the concept of complaint and 
the (socio)logical reactions to the various oppressive dynamics exercised over lives 
by different institutions.
STOP VI narrates to spatial conflicts that became surfaced through processes induced 
by a neighborhood regeneration contract. Its aims to sketch out the mismatch of 
languages in comprehending the urban environment across scales the of on the 
one hand institutional culture, and on the other hand micro territorial realities. It 
interrogates to what extend these tools become perverse. A ‘dérive’ [drift] at the end 
of this stop ‘opens op’ towards the districts of the Marolles, south of the Pentagon. In 
this stroll, the contextual reality of prospects for regeneration plans unfold as well 
as the similar power dynamics that are induced in their implementation.

Regarding the concrete artefacts of modernist production, I asked myself whether 
these buildings could speak. Searching for their voice, I came across many other 
voices hovering around them. In the process of this research I found myself collecting 
many kinds of information to interpret the artefacts, from many kinds of sources. 
I delved into the ways to grapple with them from different academic disciplines, 
and at times I felt lost. In other words, in the research process I felt lost between 
the languages and methods of different disciplines, and felt that I was consulting 
them – almost – in an opportunistic way. I was consulting maps, plans, descriptions, 
photos as well as ethnographic observations and interviews. 

This position mirrors my (intellectual) development thus far. I have 
a background in political philosophy with an understanding of some the 
epistemological debates in social sciences and humanities. I recently focused on the 
fields of urban design and architectural history, yet I have a profound commitment 
to amplify marginalized voices (of inhabitants) in doing research – directing me 
towards fieldwork and ethnographic methods. Hence, I found myself quite literally 
in-between disciplines. 
Merging the different objects and arguments into chapters I am aware that the end-
result presents a bit of a patchwork, that is at times ‘incoherent’ at first glance. This 
approach to research however does not have to be a weakness. It has been validated 
as “a scavenger methodology” that uses different methods to collect and produce 
information on subjects who have been deliberately or accidentally excluded4. 
The approach refuses disciplinary coherence and this proved to be valuable in the 
process of this research, for the way it allowed to combine stories and encounters to 
be read alongside analysis or descriptions of institutional practices.

4 Jack/ Judith Halberstam, “An introduction to female masculinity” In: Female Masculinity (US: 
Duke University Press, 1998), 13
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https://architectuur.kuleuven.be/departementarchitectuur/english/news/news-items/seminar-high-rise
https://www.bouwkroniek.be/article/team-5-mag-site-papenvest-in-brussel-renoveren.30199
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Concretely, the subsequent chapters are the product of a fieldwork conducted 
between December 2019 and June 2021. Initially, the research design attempted to 
use ethnographic inquiry to amplify the voices of inhabitants in face of the demolition 
(and reconstruction) of their neighborhood. Interviews and ethnographic inquiry, 
were used as tool to comprehend the social character of a neighborhood, taking 
small encounters as data. This methodological set-up evolved alongside barriers 
that had been posed, and new information that emerged. 

Nevertheless, lead this commitment to subjectivity to a ‘patchwork’ of 
different chapters. Every stop presents a specific locality, and takes an object as 
starting point for a reflection on a theoretical thematic. The notion of ‘object’ is 
deployed here in a way that does not always relate to a materiality objects, it could 
be a community, an interview or an e-mail5. The individual stories represent shared 
experienced. If I picked one subjective story of person, it is because she illustrates 
a multiplicity of experiences that I encountered. I chose to keep the testimonies in 
close proximity, you will find exerts from the interviews alongside the main text.

Often, I could not ‘fix’ all data in the frame of an interview. These could 
have been due to issues of consent, or contacts that I failed to meet again due to 
the rules enforced by the global pandemic. Very literally this could be an interview 
scheduled in March 15 that was postponed until ‘when the regulations would be 
more permissible’. When regulations allowed so the person in question had moved 
to a different neighborhood, and changed phone number. The barriers that emerged 
in this process are elaborated on further in STOP III. It formulates my positionality, 
epistemological foundations, and explains some of the dynamics behind certain 
choices that were made in the research process. 

An overall focus on narration, helped to regard which dominant rationalities, 
and their consequent storylines mobilize urban change. Telling stories is furthermore 
used as emancipatory tool for underrepresented voices in sociological models, or 
planning paradigms. It leaves space for the particularity of individual stories, and 
the constructed meaning of spatial identities. Here, I was inspired by a practice/ an 
open form of writing that gives voice not only to architects and policy makers but also 
to residents through a genre inspired by oral history and storytelling6. This effort 
cannot immediately be recognizable as a work in urban ethnography, architectural 
history or cultural studies yet I will use elements from these disciplines. In attempt 
to combine methods that might be at odds with each other, I hope to bring different 
information about the same objects to the forefront.

5 Jessie Lymn and Sam Lead, “What makes an object queer? Collecting and exhibiting LGBT 
stories in regional museums and archives”, Information research 22 no.4 (2017) [online]. URL: 
http://www.informationr.net/ir/22-4/rails/rails1616.html#hal98 
6 Esra Akcan, “Introduction”, In Open Architecture. Migration, Citizenship and the Urban 
Renewal of Berlin-Kreuzberg by IBA- 1984/87, (Basel: Birkhaüser), 36
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Fig. 2. Outline of chapters
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“I live with my family in one of the buildings of the ‘Brusselse haard/ 
Foyer Bruxellois’, which bears the number 135. Would it, given the fact 
that we are a group of buildings, on the place of the streets of ‘Old 
Brussels’ not be more romantic to give the residences names that evoke the 
city’s past, such as “residence Notre-dame”, “Residence du Rempart, et 
“residence du Grand Serment”, etc.”1 

- Tenant, Block 135

1 Foyer Bruxellois, 3000 Foyers Bruxellois, (Bruxelles: La Fonderie, Dossier 2., 1997), 51.

Fig.3 
Jacques Boseret, Raymond Stenier, Jacques 
VanderMeeren and Louis Van Hove «Presentation of 
Groupe structures by Groupe Structures», 1969, 
Groupe Structures, [photograph] CIVA Archives

Fig.4
“Implementation 
plan ‘Rempart 
des Moines’”, 
[photograph] 
Archives of the City 
of Brussels 

Fig.5
Foyer Bruxellois, 
Début du chantier 
“Rempart des Moines” 
[photograph]. La 
Fonderie, Dossier n. 
2, 1964.

STOP 1

Location:   Block 135
Object:    A letter to a new tenant addressed to the major.
Time:   1967

It is 1967, a resident of building 135 addresses the major with a demand. ‘135’ 
houses a first generation of tenants installed in apartments that apply to the 
new – minimum – standards for adequate comfort of the time. The 5-tower 
housing complex finished construction a year before. The group of low-cost 
dwellings rose above “the district of the factories”, a nickname referring to 
the numerous industries that had settled here. It once housed a dense 19th 
century network of alleys and worker dwellings as compact as certain areas of 
the Marolles1. The estate was the largest in a series of projects undertaken by 
the Foyer Bruxellois/ Brusselse Haard (FB/BH) in the framework of the ‘lutte 
contre les taudis’ [‘battle against the slums’]. The task to implement a plan on 
top of this plot was given to Architectural office Groupe Structures. 
 It is 1967, the architectural office is in their years of glory. Their 
“Manhattan plan” got officially approved. The Philips tower is in construction. 
In their own words: “these significant days …  man breaks away from the 
terrestrial attraction, when science analyses and masters the natural factors, 
when technicality delivers man from the material incident, the city, this powerful 
attraction sphere acquires a new dimension and a new destination… Upsetting 
the process of historical evolution, …, the accession of the poorer countries to 
modernity, the contribution of new techniques produce a transfiguration of new 
settlements’ …. ‘The Group’ endeavors to … endow the world of tomorrow with 
an efficient and harmonious frame of life”2.
 It is 1967, Aldo Rossi’s Architecture of the City manifests the discourse 
of a pioneering Italian movement ‘La tendenza’ [the trend]. The movement 
rejected utopia and the modernist distant, unrealistic dreams as they saw 
them and instead favored a political and critical architecture which questioned 
modern abstraction and idealism and advocated a return to historical forms3. 
The critique focuses on the city’s historical characteristics and contests the 
functionalist idea to regard objects in the urban fabric as detached entities.

The letter of the new tenant was selected in the commemorative book on the 
heritage of the FB/BH for the occasion of its 75st birthday, in 19974. This 
chapter will take the object of this letter and its commentary in the archives of 
the foyer as starting point for a reflection on what is suggested to be a collective 
urban trauma that grew in the aftermath of Modernization in Brussels. I will 
highlight some local trends that narrated the decline of post-war housing 
estates. In this discussion, an emphasis is placed on how meaning is ascribed 
to a building or a group of buildings.  

1 The Marolles is a working-class neighborhood in the southern part of the city center, 
located between the South station and the Central station. Collective mobilizations 
resisted large redevelopment plans for which parts of this neighborhood would be erased. 
This struggle has a strong legacy, amongst others in the discourse on Bruxellization. 
2 Jacques Boseret, Raymond Stenier, Jacques VanderMeeren and Louis Van Hove 
“Presentation of Groupe structures by Groupe Structures”, 1969, Groupe Structures, CIVA 
Archives
3 Centre Pompidou, “La tendenza: Italian Architecture 1965 – 1985”, Studio International 
[online] June 20, 2012, URL: https://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/la-tendenza-
italian-architecture-1965-1985
4 4 Foyer Bruxellois, 3000 Foyers Bruxellois, (Bruxelles: La Fonderie, Dossier 2., 1997), 51.
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The resident of building number 135 expressed a lack, a loss. Literally, there is 
the wish for a name that is less anonymous and more embedded in the history of 
Brussels. Referencing the names attached to this history should evoke the past. 
“Romantic”; the attention to the history of the city is an emotional reaction. It might 
testify a feeling of nostalgia for an old Brussel’s lost past. This sentiment is the basis 
of various critiques that would arise in this decade. Indeed, one of the reactions to 
the crisis of the modern city is one of returning to the qualities of the traditional, 
historical city. “Residence Notre-dame”, “Residence du Rempart’ and “Residence du 
Grand Serment”, are suggested to bring this ‘past’ into consciousness5. Such names 
thus neglect that what the building might stand for – a response to the future needs 
of the city – and, if you will, can tell something about how the architecture went 
down in history. 
 The considerable attention that was given to the letter during a subsequent 
board meeting of the housing company suggests that it gained relevance beyond the 
expression of an individual sentiment. An official commented: “In the folklore of old 
Brussels there is no lack of applicable names to consider, namely those of certain 
particular impasses that were demolished for new building groups”6. The discussion 
concerned the need to name other postwar building groups as well. “The post-war 
buildings are commonly called ‘complexes’. It will be more pleasant for the tenants 
to live in a building with a residential denomination. The suggestion is of particular 
interest for the, rue Haute, rue des Potiers, rue du Meiboon, de l’Ommegang et du 
Marais and the complex of Rempart des Moines”, continues the official. 
 There is a certain irony in the effort to consider giving modern buildings 
the name of that what it destroyed. “An attempt to give the quarter its lost soul 
back?” it is commented in the dossier7. The paradox presented here results from 
the observation that modern ideologies are future-oriented, and utopic despite a 
place’s past. The name of such a complex would more likely invoke a future vision 
instead of a reference to what was there before. ‘The lost soul of the quarter’ that 
is referred to, implies that the project destroyed something more complex than the 
accumulation of a few streets. 

Contemplating the meaning or the loss of meaning after modernization it is relevant 
to consider Aldo Rossi8. His reaction to modernism included a reflection on the way 
meaning is constructed in cities. This theory revolves around the concept of the 
urban artefact. Urban artefacts, like the city, are characterized by their own history. 
They are similar to a work of art in the sense that they are conditioned but they also 
condition. Their meaning is reiterative. The author, the architect imposes meaning 
but this meaning is conditioned by the interpretation of the dweller. Thus, urban 
artefacts, do not have a fixed meaning, “being a complicated entity that developed 
in both time and space”9. “L’âme de la cite” [The soul of the city], for Rossi, refers to 
the quality of urban artifacts10. The theory is positioned in opposition to models in 
urban design that delineate ‘the single street’ or a specific square as a logical entity 
that can be designed or understood in reference to itself. Rather, he says, “the whole 
is more important than the single parts”. Urban artefacts should be considered in 
its totality. That totality includes “the street system and urban topography down to 
the things that can be perceived in strolling up and down a street”11. 
 Rossi studied architecture as a creation that is not separate of the lives 
of citizens and the society that the architecture is situated in. With time the city 
grows, transforms itself and gains its own conscience and memory. The totality 
of streets and buildings compromises a collective memory, which is theorized as 
a physical memory of local dwellers. “All these experiences, their sum, constitute 
the city … our idea of the building, our most general memory of it as product of 

5 Foyer Bruxellois, 3000 Foyers Bruxellois, (Bruxelles: La Fonderie, Dossier 2., 1997), 51.
6 Foyer Bruxellois, “Meeting of the board of directors, June 8, 1967”, 3000 Foyers Bruxellois, 52
7 Foyer Bruxellois, 3000 Foyers Bruxellois, 51
8 Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City, (Cambridge, Massachutes: The MIT Press: 1989)
9 Aldo Rossi, “The structure of Urban Artefacts”, The Architecture of the city, 28 
10 Rossi, “The structure of Urban Artefacts”, 32
11 Rossi, “The structure of Urban Artefacts”, 35

(Loss of) meaning in the modern quarter

Fig. 6
Foyer Bruxellois, «Construction 
work for complex Rempart des 
Moines» photograph. La Fonderie, 
Dossier n. 2, 1964.

Fig. 7
Foyer Bruxellois, «the complex 
Rempart des Moines»  photograph. 
La Fonderie, Dossier n. 2, n.d.

the collective, and what relationship it affords us with this collective”12. As we will 
see, part of Brussel’s collective trauma is the feeling that this access to history and 
memory has been taken away, erased. ‘The lost soul’ was the whole that was erased 
for the constitution of a single parts, that bare reference only to itself.  

In his essay “On the value and meaning of urban utopia’s (1968)” Lucius Burckhardt, 
described the rise of what he calls “the utopic moment”.  A building came to fulfill 
its appointed task, by excluding secondary tasks. Functionalism brought this to 
an extreme with the way modernist buildings presented a “neat solution to the 
universal issue”. “As a child of modernist architecture, utopia ‘speaks’: Its forms 
announce the solution to the problem it has set out to solve”. The initial meaning of 
the modern housing complex can be understood in relation to its primary function: 
A solution to the housing crisis, an efficient way to construct mass housing, a way to 
clean up of a district or an evolution in way of life for the working-class population. 
Through provision of adequate housing a more modern and civilized society 
would be created. Moreover, did the home become a product of mass production. 
“Characterized by a spirit of permanent innovation, the design and construction of 
buildings was guided by the rule of the three ‘S’: simplification, standardization and 
specialization.” Built with prefabricated building parts, every aspect of the work 
was a maximum reduction of construction work on site, and an optimal return on 
investment13.

In “a critique of naïve functionalism” Rossi explains that function should not be 
included in the principal questions that arise in relation to an urban artifact14. 
Indeed, with critiques of functionalist ontologies came propositions of other ways to 
comprehend the urban environment, which placed more emphasis on context and 
experience. Burckhardt, developed a method of “Strollology”; a science of walking. It 
can be understood as a method in aesthetics that developed a notion of architecture 
and urbanism. A central aim of this method is to become aware of the conditions of 
perception of the environment as an instrument to challenge conventional modes 
of perception.15 “What is required here is intelligence that creates a dual message: 
information about the context as well as about the object in question”. Likewise, 
Rossi states that “there will always be a type of experience recognizable only to those 
who have walked through the particular building street or district.”16 Similarly his 
proposition involves a methodological one. To constitute the quality of space, we 
need to rely on a type of analysis that is much more profound than to regard just the 
psychological effects or interpretations of a place/space.
 These suggestions have been extended into the format of the thesis. Walking 
through the chapters, is a different way to regard the transformations ongoing with 
the argument that architecture is situated. The method of the walk is aimed to 
disentangle, deconstruct what lays behind this claim.

The symbolic reference of the letter extends itself 30 years to the date is was 
written. Notably, it was selected in the commemorative book on the heritage of 
the FB/BH. In this publication, the letter, is interpreted as “first prove” for the 
inherently problematic character of the estate, following the commentary of the 
archives17. The letter is used as illustration for the feeling of isolation that the 
residents experience. Judging from the text accompanying the archival object the 

12 Rossi, “The Structure of Urban Artefacts”, 28
13 Sven Sterken, “Architecture and the Logic of Productivity. Three Public Housing Projects 
by Groupe Structures in Brussels (1950‐1965).” Proceedings of the 1st European Architectural 
History Network Conference. Vol. 9 (2010), 4
14 Rossi, “The Structure of Urban Artefacts”, 46
15 Lucius Burckhardt, “On the Value and Meaning of Urban Utopias (1968)” in Lucius 
Burckhardt Writings Rethinking Man-made Environments, eds. Jesko Fezer and Martin Schmitz 
(Vienna: Springer, 2012), 25
16 Rossi, “The Structure of Urban Artefacts”, 33
17 Foyer Bruxellois, 3000 Foyers Bruxellois, 49-56.

A collective urban trauma
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towers had been considered a failure, a badly integrated island. The dossier testifies 
of various “problems”. The blocks were “an isolated island amidst an abandoned 
neighborhood” that would not succeed to “reanimate” the area. The complex is 
furthermore “problematic” for various other reasons; youth overpower the gardens, 
the playground and the building entrances, a space between two of the buildings 
became a “bandits lair” and vandalism furthermore necessitated the provision of 
a surveillance service, so the report states. The comments are notable for the way 
various problems are associated with the sentiment that is expressed by one of 
the first tenants. It suggests that the conditions for the decline had already been 
determined with the construction. As will be elaborated on in this chapter and the 
following chapters, the social problems associated with the modern high-rise housing 
project have become linked with its design and architecture. Between the year the 
letter was sent, and the time it was published, an almost 180-degree shift occurred 
in the way the housing estates are perceived by experts in the field of architecture 
and policy. In an effort is to unravel this shift it makes sense to consider the (local) 
critiques to modernism that arose in the decades afterwards.

The 1960s was ‘the utopian moment’ for the urban area of Brussels. In these years, 
the destruction of the old city justified for the needs of the society of the future, 
reached an extreme. ‘Bruxellization’ is the term given to this local play-out of 
modernism, which would deeply transform certain neighborhoods18. The concept 
encompasses a wide variety of phenomena ranging from the destruction of social 
structures, the demolition of architectural oeuvres, big infrastructural works, 
disconnecting neighborhoods, speculative abandonment, the transformation of 
urban zones completely destined to offices, or finally; “a cleansing of central districts, 
because they were considered unhealthy, followed by towers badly integrated in 
the urban fabric”. The latter description is the category that the post-war housing 
estates fit in19.
 The architectural office in charge of site Rempart des Moines, is a meaningful 
reference in this narrative. Group Structures was the largest architectural office 
at the end of the 1960. They have become infamous primarily as authors of the 
Manhattan Plan, typical of ‘Bruxellization’ in that it has gone down in history 
as a perfect counter-example2021. “The Groupe” became the authors of many such 
examples of Bruxellization that characterize this period”, states the presentation 
page of the CIIVA archives. Social housing blocks are listed alongside their office 
projects: “the blocks of social housing ‘rue des Potiers’ and ‘Rampart des Moines’, 
the ‘cité Modele du Heysel’, the ‘Manhattan center’, the towers 1 and 2 of the World 
Trade Center of Brussels, the ‘Centre de Communication Nord’ or else the Philips 
tower22. 
 Christian Desseroux describes the urban political context between 1955 
and 1979 as “the epitome of liberalism”; urban development in favor of promoters, 
the absence of constraints to development plans, a disregard for the city and its 
inhabitants, complicity of public authorities, proximity between politics and 
business and unrestrained speculation23. The consequence has been the demolition 
of major architectural works and entire urban ensembles. “For the first time, the 
thousand-year-old city, which has been transformed many times, is in danger of 
disappearing definitively under the effect of its modernization”24

18 Albert Martens, “Ten years of expropriations and evictions in the Brussels North Quarter 
(1965 – 1975): what are the legacies today?” Brussels Studies [Online], General collection, no 
29, Online since 05
October 2009, connection on 19 March 2020. URL: http://journals.openedition.org/brussels/694 
;DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/brussels.694
19 Chistian Dessouroux, “Bruxellization”, in Espaces partagés – Espaces disputés (Direction 
Etudes et Planification, CCN, 2008), 114 - 115
20 Martens, “Ten years of expropriations and evictions”, 12
21 Dessouroux, “Bruxellization”, 114
22 Groupe Structures, n.d, Cover information page, CIVA Archives
23 Dessouroux, “Bruxellization”, 114 - 115
24 Dessouroux, “Bruxellization”, 115

These forces were present in many first world cities, yet so uncontrollably, that 
its negative consequences are often considered a disease. In the book “Bruxelles 
est malade.. mais son Coeur bat » [“Brussels is sick but it’s heart beats”], Michel 
Michiels, refers to “Bruxellosis” as a tumor25. “The first symptoms, show a water 
deficiency that can lead to total dehydration”, he describes. The city, “the organism” 
eliminates its rich cells for the retention of poor cells. “Outbreaks of fever” that 
appear on random parts of “the body”, refer to towers and high-rises; “they can 
reach a height of 150 m”.  The chapter name ‘Towers” has as subtitle “onsets of 
fever”. Furthermore here described the “anarchic proliferation of monofunctional 
cells which asphyxiate the subject and give it a characteristic grey color”26. 
 The term “Bruxellization” is a container term that refers above anything else 
to a ‘bad’ that was invoked upon the urban environment mixed with a sensation of 
impotence of inhabitants in face of the imposed disruptions, of which they are either 
witnesses or victims27. Given the variety of phenomena that are included in the 
term, various complexities are reduced to the same trend. The following paragraphs 
will elaborate on some of the incoherencies in this discourse, in reference to the 
planning history of the housing estates in the heart of Brussels, and specifically the 
case of Rempart des Moines. 

First, the political economic forces that marked these years cannot all be ascribed 
to the ‘real estate anarchy’ that Bruxellization is said to be. Different kind of 
political ideological conflicts where at play influencing the transformation of the 
urban environment. Socialist and catholic housing policies respectively competed 
for their creation of housing policies in line with their conceptualizations of societal 
need. This polarized ideological debate on (public) housing in Belgium during the 
early 1950s can be reduced to socialists who favored state-controlled and collective 
housing in urban areas versus Christian- democratic subsidized private home 
ownership outside the bigger cities28. The Brunfaut Act 1949 of had established a 
National housing fund to finance infrastructure works for social housing estates 
at the expense of the state. This was the counter part of the Taeye Act 1948, which 
involved the granting of state premiums for the purchase of housing.
 Where the slum clearance act had set in motion a way to make land available, 
the Brunfaut Act enabled the funds for construction. The construction of the estates 
was strongly linked to the ideological beliefs of the socialist administrations and 
their agenda in local political contexts. Indeed, the ideas of Brunfaut (Architect 
and member of parliament) were tied with the ideas of the socialist party29. These 
ideas were essentially modernist for the way “progress” was said to lead to the 
solution of society’s ills and bring prosperity for everyone, exemplified too with the 
introductory quote of Groupe Structures.  The housing estates were an attempt 
to use architecture as active tool to design a framework able to accommodate and 
promote a ‘socialist’ idea of life, countering the merely financial approach foreseen 
by De Taeye act30. 

25 Michel Michiels, Bruxelles est malade … mais son cœur bat: chronique de la bruxellose, 
affection capitale (Bruxelles : Editions Le Livre, 1996), 7
26 Michiels, Bruxelles est malade … mais son cœur bat, 7
27 Dessouroux, “Bruxellization”, 114 - 115
28 Sven Sterken, “Architecture and the Logic of Productivity”, 3
29 “Brunfaut, Fernand”, A Dictionary of Architecture and Landscape Architecture, Encyclopedia.
com. [online] Accessed: 7 August, 2021. URL: https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/
dictionaries-thesauruses-pictures-and-press-releases/brunfaut-fernand
30 “Revisiting the Flemish Modern Project, Social Housing. International summer school”, KU 
Leuven, September 3 -13, 2019

Fig. 8 
Foyer Bruxellois, «The 
plot ‘Rempart des Moines’ 
completely demolished» 
photograph. La Fonderie, 
Dossier n. 2, 1963.

https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/dictionaries-thesauruses-pictures-and-press-releases/brunfaut-fernand
https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/dictionaries-thesauruses-pictures-and-press-releases/brunfaut-fernand
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The social housing towers not only come from a more complex political ideological 
discussion31, the process of which they are said to be a symptom presents a longer 
sequence of decisions. In much architectural discourse on Bruxellization, Rempart 
des Moines is considered an epitome of the quick demolition and reconstruction 
plans happened in the 60s32. Yet, the plot of land had already been partly ‘cleaned 
up’ in the first wave of clearances in 1934. The traffic artery ’rue du Grand Serment’ 
was in fact built in this preface of modernization to accommodate a new kind of 
circulation into the city center. The continuous extension of the road network should 
have followed yet plans had stagnated; residents moved out, schools closed and 
by the 1950s there were but a few paper and printing industries left in the area33. 
Only then did the city decide to revise its subdivision plan in 1955. Alarmed by the 
departure of its inhabitants it reserved a part for social construction. The 1953 Slum 
Clearance Act would accelerate this course of action34. Additional expropriations 
‘cleared’ a sufficient surface to establish several buildings in height. ‘Rue du Grand 
Serment’ unlike suggested in the tenant’s letter, was part of an urban plan that 
removed the narrower streets of ‘old Brussels’. 

As Martens notes, the struggles that arose in response to this kind of planning 
mind-set “gave rise to a new urban and civic ‘consciousness’”35. Rene Schoonbroodt, 
was involved in several such initiatives that pushed for the power inhabitants could 
exercise of their city “with the Atelier de Recherche et d’Action Urbaines (ARAU, 
an urban research and action association), Inter-Environnement Bruxelles (IEB, a 
federation of neighbourhood committees and associations), Archives d’Architecture 
Moderne (AAM, Modern Architecture Archives), Ecoles Urbaines:  (annual seminar 
etc)”36. Architectural and sociological arguments seem to have been entangled in the 
critique. In “the sociology of the social habitat” Schoonbroodt attempts to establish 
a general understanding of social housing estates37. In the first chapter titled “the 
general problematic”, the main argument formulates how the urban characteristics 
of these areas mark their discontinuity with their surroundings. This discontinuity 
has several components: The architectural homogeneity, the impression that they 
are ‘implanted’ in reference to the present built space often in an abandoned plot and 
in peripheral areas. The book then continues to list the compositions of households, 
and other quantitative conceptualizations of dispossession. 
 Consciously and unconsciously, the social problems that arrived in spaces 
of concentrated poverty, have become associated with the architectural qualities of 
the building and vice-versa. The architecture, the grey concrete, high-rise, big open 
spaces, invokes the reality of social problems associated with vice districts. These 
‘problems’ have become associated with the architecture and planning context as 
their cause. This is not an isolated trend, post-war housing estates have suffered 
a material and immaterial degradation, internationally38. Subsequent discourses 
manifest the change from ‘celebrated urban innovations’ between the 1930s 
and 1960s into ‘problem areas’ from the 1980s onwards. Editors of the research 
project RESTATE built upon the question whether the origins of the problems of 
housing estates are “internal to the estates”, or “spatial concentrations of more 
general problems of society”39. This either or, question illustrates the stigma that 
is presented on these areas both for their low architectural quality, as for becoming 
areas of concentration of minority groups. 
 The modernist trauma brought a change in planning consciousness. It 
is precisely this shift in local urban consciousness that is emphasized here. Not 
to devalue the critique altogether but to suggest how, applied un-carefully, this 
critique became a new narrative - albeit incoherent - that influences the urban 
transformation possible and the fate of the towers today. Michel Michiels concludes 
in his book how “Only at an advanced stage of the disease can reversibility be 
considered. (Prayer is recommended). No treatment has been formulated to date, 
and only reconstructive surgery has proven to be effective with “surprising” results. 
It should be noted that most medical congresses have highlighted Bruxellosis which, 

39 Dekker, Hall, Kempen and Tosics, “Restructuring large housing estates in European cities”, 1

From critique to demolition?
Fig.9 
A part of the plot had been 
cleared before the war. 
Foyer Bruxellois, «Crossing of 
the ‘rue du Char’ and ‘rue du 
vinaigre’ before demolition»
photograph. La Fonderie, 
Dossier n. 2, n.d.

despite its exotic character, has focused the attention of researchers worldwide.”40 
For the recovery of a disease, with towers classified as its symptoms, their terminal 
state easily becomes a fatality. Nostalgia for the soul of the old city, has transformed 
a critique on the functionalist buildings that merged with a territorial stigma. In 
other words, “people more or less think that what was built in the 1960s and 70s 
is rubbish. Therefore, there is a risk that we treat some areas, as if they are all 
rubbish; but you have something to take care of …”41  

Some of these nuances are important to debunk, precisely because negative images 
are both the result of and the cause for further decay42; they increase the internal 
problems and lower the reputation further. Indeed, an enduring reputation can 
damage a neighborhood’s regeneration prospect.43 The critique of modernism 
risks to further stigmatized social housing estates, in favor of their demolition. 
Ascribing the problems faced in these housing projects to an ideological planning 
deficit overshadow other processes that lead to the decline of and in the estates. 
What Katharine Bristol named “the Pruitt-Igoe Myth” evolves around the idea 
that the design and architectural principles of the International Style, were (solely) 
responsible for the failure of an entire estate, eventually leading to demolition44. 
This discourse first paints the estate as an epitome of modernisms, to subsequently 
connect the imputed design flaws with the towers deterioration. What this narrative 
does not account for is how both construction and demolition of these estates were 
subject of profoundly political and economic tendencies. Indeed, behind maintenance 
lie politics. Cross national comparison, point to the key role played by a range of 
actors and institutions in producing and maintaining stigmatized images. 
 These observations can be extended to the Belgian context. Housing 
policy became a profoundly political subject in the postwar years. The role of 
Belgian politicians and officials in housing companies in the production of the 
stigma around housing estates has been researched in-depth by Pascal de Decker 
and Isabel Pannecoucke. “It was started in the early 1990s by staff members of 
local social housing companies, it passed through the union of the social housing 
companies, the umbrella organizations of the sector, and parliament, reaching its 
greatest momentum so far in early 2002”45 The results of the solidifying discourse 
and stigma, were numerous. For high-rise housing estates, the overall sentiment 
became to just get rid of it. 
 If modernism was critiqued for its tabula rasa planning strategies, then 
‘reversibility’ of modernist housing estates, should not be considered a simple 
question of erasure either. Despite used in opposition to modernist ideas some of 
the local critiques to Bruxellization deploy a quite modernist ontology. This can 
reproduce the impotence and victimization of inhabitants and users vis- a vis large 
renovation plans, so characteristic of the kind of planning that was meant to be 
‘countered’.  

In How Buildings Learn Stewart Brand emphasizes that every building tells a 
story, if we let their past flourish rather than discard it46. Indeed, when we deal 
with buildings we deal with decisions made a long time ago. Trying to understand 
buildings, in time, they betray us. Because, they do not account for time.  Almost no 

40 Michiels, Bruxelles est malade … mais son cœur bat
41 Heidi Svenningsen Kajita, “Re-planning: Tabula Non-rasa Strategies for post was Modernist 
Housing Estates”, Conference Proceedings, Architecture in the Fourth dimension. Boston 
MA :USA, Novembre 15 -17, 2011
42 Frank Wassenberg, “Large social housing estates: From stigma to demolition?”, Journal of 
Housing and the Built Environment 19 (2004), 223 - 232
43 Annette Hastings, “Stigma and social housing estates: Beyond pathological explanations”, 
Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 19 (2004), 233 - 254
44 Katherine Bristol, “The Pruitt- Igoe Myth”, Journal of Architectural Education 44 no.3, (1991), 
163 – 171, DOI: 10.1080/10464883.1991.11102687
45 Pascal de Decker and Isabelle Pannecoucke, “The creation of the incapable social tenant in 
Flanders, Belgium. An appraisal”, Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 19 no. 3 (2004), 
293, URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41107266
46 Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn. What Happens After They’re Built? (New York: Peguin 
Books, 1994)
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building adapts well, this is a problem of design yes, but more than that: “They’re 
designed not to adapt; also budgeted and financed not to adapt, constructed not to, 
administered not to, maintained not to, regulated and taxed not to, even remodeled 
not to. But all buildings (except monuments) adapt anyway however poorly, because 
de usages in and around them are changing constantly”47 
 If Rossi’s suggestion to reflect on the question of meaning of an urban object 
or set of objects is followed, even the building that has gone down in history as ‘ugly’ 
or set into existence without reference to the past, might have gained meaning 
over time according to his theory. These meanings then, cannot just be neglected or 
erased as an unwanted child of the modernist utopia. A critique on modernism is 
essentially also a critique on the practice of not really being able to project into the 
future. Rethinking how a plan can react to that, means rethinking ‘what happens’ in 
processes of urban transformation which relates to who gets to speak and who gets 
to talk. A reflection on time and the possibility to project in the future demands also 
a redefinition of the actors involved48. The subsequent chapters therefore extend 
the theme of these critiques to a its format by seeing the post-war housing estates 
also as tangible heritage with individual and collective memories, shaped by the 
perception of different actors. The microhistories of the neighborhoods -  based on 
the experience of inhabitants or embedded actors -, can be used to come towards 
broader ways to understand the architecture.

47 Brand, How Buildings Learn, 28- 29
48 Gaia Caramellino, “Living together: writing the story of post-war Italian housing estates”, 
lecture, Seminar High Rise, the transformation of post-war large-scale housing, Department of 
Architecture, KU Leuven, February 18, 2021

Fig.10 Slum clearance act 53 [photograph]. Electra Catsoulis “Erfenis van de harde stadsvernieuwing 
na WWII” Masterproef, Universiteit Gent, Bijlage 1, 122



18 19

STOP 2

Location:   Block 4
Object:    Neglected interviews
Time:   2019 - 2020

“What’s the object of this investigation?” the woman asked, eyeing him 
suspiciously.
“Simply to get at the truth,” he answered.
“Do you propose to do anything after you get the facts?” she inquired.
“We simply collect the facts,” he replied. “Others may use them as they will.”
“Then you are trying only to get the facts and not to better things,” she said.
“yes,” he answered.
“Humph,” she replied and then refused to tell him anything”.

This quote is an exert from Saidiya Hartman’s book Wayward Lives Beautiful 
Experiments1. It hints at the impossibility to collect objective facts as a 
researching subject, along with a skepticism voiced by the dispossessed that 
research will have any impact to better their conditions, more so than it would 
better the position of the researcher, or reproduce the status quo. This chapter 
takes the neglected interviews as objects of analysis as well as my own biases, 
because “if you do not appreciate the force of what you’re leaving out, you are 
not fully in command of what you’re doing”2

1 Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Riotous 
Black Girls, Troublesome Woman and Queer Radicals (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2019), 100
2 Phyllis Rose, Writing on Women: Essays in a Renaissance. (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University
Press, 1985), 77. Quoted in: Sonya Dwyer and Jennifer Buckle “The Space Between: 
On Being and Insider-Outsider in Qualitative Research” 2009 International Journal of 
Qualitative Methods.

Fig, 11 Pluche Nypels, 
“The Architect and the 
Marsh Crocodiles”, 
[photograph], February 
14, 2020
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My first encounters were met with suspicion and distance. People express being tired 
of architecture students passing by taking pictures, journalists asking questions, or 
artists wishing to be inspired. Their questions have become a burden, their presence 
a reminder that for some people their daily experience is something to report about. 
Social workers, express openly not wanting to bother inhabitants any more than 
they have already been. They made me aware how outside attention was, for the 
people in the blocks, a part of the production of stigma and division. There is a 
shared sentiment that people’s tragedy is being used, without return. Being a white, 
higher educated student, with a curiosity and interest for what was happening that 
was strongly informed by the views and attention given by other outsiders, a barrier 
emerged that became almost impossible to cross. Rather than forcing my way 
through, I decided to observe and notice the boundary that was put in between me 
and the lives in the blocks, and regard it as a ‘social fact’ that contained information. 
This chapter, alongside a description of some of these encounters, develops a 
theoretical understanding of the mechanisms of stigmatization. It attempts to place 
the position of the researcher or the ‘engaged outsider’ in this dynamic. The chapter 
formulates my positionality in the fieldwork and introduces other ‘outsider’ actors 
and their accommodating discourse on the story of the buildings. Doing so, I give 
insight into the working method and the exercise of reflexivity that went alongside 
the collection of data, through my research logbook. Furthermore, it will underscore 
limitations and barriers that emerged in the research process and the adaptation in 
data collection that went with these emerging (ethical) barriers. The reflections aim 
to account for the processual nature of the fieldwork and should come to reveal some 
epistemological, and methodological premises as well as my character and beliefs3.
 Since, the story of a building is generally connected with its author, and the 
narration underlying the design process. That narration generally revolves around 
the mission of the architect, the building program or function, the context of the site 
and its place in history. A primary objective of this research was the introduction of 
neglected voices into this architectural story. For this reason, I wanted to amplify 
the voices of inhabitants, and specifically woman who reside in the housing estates. 

This intention - to give voice to people that are ignored or objects of distorted 
conceptions - can nevertheless become a potential source of domination. Because, in 
representing someone, a person is reduced to an object and submerged in a network 
of representations and perceptions4. Grappling with the various discourses around 
a stigmatized neighborhood, there is a risk to participate in ‘othering’, understood 
as “the process of attaching moral codes of inferiority to difference”5. In this way, 
alienation and social distance can be further manifested through the research 
practice.
 In their research that engages with woman in poverty, Michal Krumer-Nevo 
and Mirit Sidi, identified several modes of writing that have the potential to resists 
‘othering’, which revolve around the pursuance of multivocality and reflexivity. In 
short, they can be summarized as (1) narrative, (2) dialogue and (3) reflexivity. 
First, narrative, aims to centralize an actor’s subjectivity, displaying their goals and 
intentions. In my search for the voices of inhabitants, I was confronted with many 
other voices that had something to say about their lives; the politician, the social 
worker, the neighborhood animator, the street corner worker, the journalist, the 
photographer or the theatre director. In this chapter, some of the narratives of what 
I call ‘outsiders’ are highlighted. Dialogue - understood as a literary form expressing 
a variety of voices - will be used to illustrate how the interpretations of these actors, 
align or conflict. Reflexivity, is a writing mode which adds the author’s own feelings 
and experiences to the text. The interstitial use of excerpts from my field notes, is 
an attempt to position myself as an interviewer/ researcher inside the text. 

3 Michael Humphreys,”Getting personal: Reflexivity and auto ethnographic vignettes.” Qualitative 
inquiry 11 no.6 (2005): 840-860.
4 Michal Krumer-Nevo and Mirit Sidi “Writing against othering”, Qualitative Inquiry 18 no.4 
(2012): 299- 309, DOI: 10.1177/1077800411433546
5 Michael Pickering, Stereotyping: the politics of representation (Palgrave, 2001)
 Quotes in: Krumer-Nevo and Sidi “writing against othering”, 300.

Neglected interviews

“Nothing against you miss, but I am sick of all these students and journalists 
coming here, I’m fine here, this is my home.” A white Belgian elderly woman 
at the foot of 22, as we are waiting for the consultation. It seemed like they 
were more than half an hour late. Then we realized it was in the hallway on 
the other side. It was not communicated very well. The consultation seemed 
ridiculous (to me), there were two employees of LB/BH, telling inhabitants 
how they really wanted their opinion on what kind of plants they would want 
to see in the public garden of the future project, what kind of activities they 
would want to see on the site etc. It was completely focused on very specific 
details, that would be decided in the future and did not concern the present. 
A set of post-its presented the different answers. It seemed these employees 
had pre-supposed answers in their head, and were trying to get them out of 
the inhabitants, “Oh you want activities for kids, gardens, benches? Great 
idea!” The architectural plans of the new design were hanging there. There 
were hardly any inhabitants that passed by, or seemed interested. I left the 
consultation confused and doubtful.6 

At the encounter, I was confronted with my own expectations. Part of me was 
attracted to the sensation that there was a dramatic story to tell. This expectation 
was informed by articles of Raf Custers7, amongst others, and news items on the 
demolition and state of the building. I imagined people to be outraged and relieved 
that there was a student with an interest in what they had to endure. I hoped to find 
inhabitants willing to talk about their experience in the housing complex and their 
expectations for the years ahead, and that there was something I could do to uplift 
their perspectives. When I found a few people superficially talking about the future 
project, I was confused. I came with the idea that there was a political scandal on-
going here. Yet the impression was given that everything was fine. 

The woman at the foot of block 22 expressed a negative sentiment of being analyzed 
and looked at. She assures that, for her, there is no problem related to the place she 
inhabits. This is her home and she is fine. She somehow rejects the views of those 
who question her with the impression that it must be horrible to live there. She is 
bothered by their attention.

The elderly people possess of a different view of the neighborhood than 
“the one that is currently conveyed”, expresses a neighborhood study8. A research 
for which the fieldwork was done in 1999 investigated the subjective experience 
among a sample of social tenants in Flanders. An  important conclusion of this effort 
was that there is no overall livability problem in the social rental sector. “These 
positive conclusions contrast with the popular image of the social rental sector as 
problematic”. Both studies refer to the dreadful image of social housing as being 
‘common sense’.  The image that is projected on social housing from the exterior 
does not cohere to the subjective experience of (all) people inside of it. Particularly 
amongst the elderly this image is different, which illustrates how, over the course 
of their lifetime, the general image of social housing strongly degenerated. At the 
beginning of the 90s, housing allocation was embedded in a political favoritism, and 
the image of social rental housing was completely different9. “The image creating 
the notion of the incapable tenant living in ghettos is a story of the 1990s”10. The 
production of that image of “dreadful enclosures full of crime, vandalism, noise and 

6 Field Notes, Consultation for inhabitants, Brussels, Grand serment 20/22, November 13, 2019 
7 Raf Custers, “Met Brusselse Papenvest verdwijnt hele sociale woonwijk”, Apache.be, August 
8, 2017, https://www.apache.be/gastbijdragen/2017/08/08/met-brusselse-papenvest-verdwijnt-
hele-sociale-woonwijk/ 
8 Mercier Yannick, Inès Vandermeersch. Diagnostic Partagé: Centre Communautaire Rempart 
des Moines. (October 22, 2013), 61
9 Pascal de Decker and Isabelle Pannecoucke, “The creation of the incapable social tenant in 
Flanders, Belgium. An appraisal”, Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 19 no. 3 (2004): 
293 – 309, URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41107266
10 de Decker and Pannecoucke, “The creation of the incapable social tenant“, 294.

Fig.12 and Fig. 13 
Photo’s taken during 
inhabitant consultation. 
Example images of objects 
in public space and post-
its written by employees 
of the LB/WB.



22 23

waste”11 had generated an interaction between insiders and outsiders of the housing 
over the course of two decades before the official plans to demolish arrived. I would 
learn about these prior interactions, partly, by the way residents interacted (or did 
not want to interact) with me. 

“But why do you want to know all of that? There are so many artists and 
journalists coming I am until here.” her hands pointing to above her head.  
They are like ‘necrophages’. When I ask her what she means, she explains 
me these are insects and organisms, who lives at the expense of corpses 
and feeds on dead organisms. It’s true, these people eat from their tragedy. 
I eat from their tragedy. The moving was horrible for P., I – just like other 
journalists – would just take these stories to write an article and move 
on? “How is it going to change anything for us, for the inhabitants that 
got evicted already or are getting evicted.” She asked me. I wonder, if I 
sustain with this project, my intention for the right of these inhabitants to 
be treated with dignity12.

Since the public announcement of the demolition in 2016, there has been a lot more 
attention for the building group and the people inside of it. For instance, Raf started 
to work on the case in January 2017. His involvement was initially a research for 
the creation of a musical theater piece by the ‘Brecht-Eisler’ choir. The theatre piece, 
titled “Melancholy of the 5 blocks. Why do they not revolt?”, aimed to sketch an 
evocation of the different perceptions of inhabitants, in face of the demolition; shock, 
concern and desires. In a three-year engagement, the group of choir singers tried 
to probe the state of mind of the residents. This was done through questionnaires, 
going on site and talking to people. They based the texts of the theater piece around 
these conversations. 
 A melancholy invoked in face of urban transformation might be a reaction 
to volatility, the feeling that something will be lost, a nostalgia or regret. The idea 
that we are witnessing the announced death of something provokes this sentiment. 
I too found myself romanticizing about the infinite amount of memories and stories 
to collect, before the housing estate would be effaced from the urban fabric. Just 
like this pinch of romanticism, the question of resistance is more easily posed from 
a stable position outside the impact urban transformation has on daily life. In the 
last scene of the theatre piece the sound of a concrete mixer overtakes the voices 
of choir singers that express their complaint and sorrow, the melancholy of the 
end; the demolition13. Yet, for residents that are in the process of moving, who have 
already moved, and live in a different neighborhood, will unlikely witness the scene 
of demolition in this way. 
 Raf too observed the cold attitude towards him and the barriers that had 
been posed. “What we heard a lot was: ‘Ah another one…’”14.  Particularly since the 
announced demolition, more politically charged discourse started to engage with 
the story on the future of the buildings. The problematic nature of this attention is 
articulated by inhabitants as people that have worked in the neighborhood before 
the case got politicized. “They suddenly come up with an ideological explanation 
for what is happening there. But those become part of the whole circus actually, 
eh, with their political statements. They make a spectacle. You then hear at these 
meetings that there is actually no one who wants to participate. Hardly anyone 
came to see the spectacle too,” comments Thomas Devos, a street-corner worker 

11 de Decker and Pannecoucke, “The creation of the incapable social tenant“, 294.
12 Field notes, Personal conversation between P. and author, Brussels, Forum, February 14, 
2020 
13 Brussels Brecht Eislerkoor, Melancholie aan de Vijf Blokken (Waarom Revolteren ze niet?), 
text Sybille Cornet, composition Kaat Dewindt, direction Vital Schraenen, conductor Lieve 
Franssen, sound editing Alejandro Elias, dramaturgy & research Raf Custers, Kaaitheater, 
January 10, 2020
14 Raf Custers, Interview by author, Brussels, February 18, 2020

 
“The melancholy, from 
the inhabitants, 
turned out to be less 
one of sadness or 
sorrow, but mainly 
one of change. People 
had to get themselves 
together, they have 
a very practical 
problem, and were out 
of luck, but they 
know also that they 
must be careful to 
get their rights… 
It [the melancholy] 
became this turn-
around. The turning 
point is that life 
goes on…  Tomorrow I 
have to go on with 
my life. This is 
still very much an 
individual matter, 
so there is little 
collective resistance 
… the melancholy 
reflects … in part 
… the awareness 
that we have to be 
careful, we must not 
be too visible to 
the housing company, 
we would rather be 
invisible”.1

“Yes, you see people 
that, you know, 
follow a specific 
ideology, and then 
analyze what is 
happening there 
very much from that 
ideology. But you 
also have to admit 
that nothing had 
been done with these 
towers for 50 years. 
At some point, it is 
over.”2

1 Raf Custers, Interview 
by author, Brussels, 
February 18, 2020
2 Thomas Devos, 
Interview by author, 
Brussels, February 28, 
2020

Engaged outsiders

that worked and lived in the neighborhood for more than 10 years15. “Street corner 
workers come in contact with very diverse challenges”, he explains to me that he 
has worked too long in this field to adhere to ideological explanations. His down to 
earth attitude made me understand that he had seen many different sides of ‘the 
story’. 
The outsider makes the spectacle. The outsiders who makes a theater out of the 
lived reality of the people, become themselves the circus. They become participant 
in a circus of media attention and debate. When it comes to ideology, or a relation 
to activism, Raf ’s engagement with the story indeed comes from a strong conviction 
that the decision to demolish and redevelop the complex is connected to a larger 
development plan of the center, and that a few key figures have been decisive in 
this course of action. Driven by this “suspicion” he delved into a dossier about the 
pre-study on demolition or renovation. This research amounted to several articles 
and 4 lectures on the political decision-making process in the years leading up to 
the demolition.
 Understandably, from the position of the journalist, when barriers are posed 
to what can be known there is more reason to find out what rests behind them. With 
this attitude Raf managed to uncover some of the processes behind the decision 
to demolish. “Beliris, an envelope of the state started to have a big influence on 
this dossier, together with the City of Brussels, and I think that the current mayor 
Phillipe Close played an important role”. In this pre-history, political will has been 
decisive.16. Some barriers that have been crossed in this effort might have been 
posed to protect the integrity of inhabitants, rather than a political agenda.
 Raf is aware of the gossip circulating around his involvement in the 
neighborhood. He relates it partly to the position and attitude of the Labor Party.  
People came to associate him with this. “This new assistant [of the PCS] has a big 
problem with outsiders, and a big problem with the labor party17. He relates some of 
the closed attitudes to a conflict of interest. The role of the PCS office, for instance, 
has changed since a change in employees according to him. He suggests that their 
task descriptions have changed. They are less open and more ‘used’ for the goals 
of the housing company. Learning about these dynamics, I had to ask myself, if 
there was indeed something that was needed to come to the surface, an experience 
was unvoiced, or neglected. Or if there were valid reasons, in the interest of the 
inhabitants themselves, for which these barriers to access had been posed. 

Interviewer: “You told me, it might not be the best moment to go and inter
view inhabitants.” 
Cynthia: “No, because inhabitants are tired. Since I work here they say that 
the blocks will be demolished, so it has been years. So, people have not been 
taken seriously. And every time there are students, many people, who come 
to ask questions to people, ask them how they see things. Really, and it has 
been really, on a daily basis, and the last years it’s really without a stop. And 
so, every time we tell them, well but you will have a retour, because there 
was a photographer, we would give them the article. And finally, there has 
never been this ‘retour’ and people feel a bit like in a cage. Me, I can call it, 
like we are a zoo. Come look what is going on behind the cage, like animals. 
Because even sometimes we see groups of people that pass, and there is 
someone that explains what is going on in the blocks. And we tell ourselves, 
it is really … 
*pause before continuing*
We have seen groups that are from a wealthier milieu, we can see it from the 

15 Thomas Devos, Interview by author, Brussels, February 28, 2020
16 Amongst others how the limited financial capacity of the LB/BW led to the inclusion of the 
City of Brussels Land Agency in the renovation plan. When the Regional Agency stepped in 
with funds, the core of the project changed from a renovation file on urban transformation with 
an addition of middle-class housing and parking spaces. ‘The City of Brussel’s insistence on 
‘more social mix’ and ‘a new dynamic of urban renewal’ led to a project with 210 social and 
140 middle class housing units, a loss of 104 social housing units for the area. See further: Raf 
Custers “Brussel – Van renoveren naar slopen. De Papenvest, Speelbal van de Politiek”. Apache.
be [online] March 6, 2019.
17 Raf Custers, Interview with author, Brussels, February 18, 2020

Rachida: “Ooh that is 
one of them …Oh well, 
I don’t know if it 
is someone from the 
Labor party, but they 
have their choir. It 
is a man who came 
in the neighborhood 
and asked a lot of 
questions about the 
demolition of blocks, 
and so… they did a 
choir. They wanted 
to make a piece 
about everything 
that happens in the 
building, so they 
were also looking for 
testimonies of people 
and all… what was 
complicated was that 
they were very …. We, 
we, found them very… 
intrusive like that. 
It was difficult. We 
felt sometimes really 
too much”. 
 
Interviewer: “in 
the private life of 
people you mean?”
 
Rachida: “Yes, and 
really, too much too 
much, asking and all, 
harassing. For me it  
was at the edge of 
harassment, really”.3 

“I have to say, when 
we started there, 
Riet Dhont of the 
Labour Party started 
giving Dutch lessons 
there, at PCS. Every 
Friday she was there 
with a Dutch class. 
There is a lot to 
be said about this, 
but this is how she 
built up most of her 
acquaintances, and a 
politically active 
core there. This has 
angered some people  
and mainly the PCS”4 

3 Rachida, Unpublished 
interview shared upon 
request, Archives BBOT/
BNA, Brussels, 2020
4 Raf Custers, Interview 
with author, Brussels, 
February 18, 2020
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way they are dressed, and all. Who walk around here in the blocs, and we show 
them the windows, and all. And it’s really … I think it is a serious problem”.  
Interviewer: “It’s a safari, or what?”18

Cynthia: Yes, and it’s disgusting in the end. Because in the end the people, 
they feel at home.”

The comparison with a zoo, and a safari, testify to the dehumanizing nature of 
the encounters between outsiders and inhabitants. The silences in this quote could 
furthermore point to the class hierarchies that are imposed through them. To 
understand the structural violence of these situations it is relevant to consider Loïc 
Wacquant’s theorization of “territorial stigma”19.
 In a cross-national comparison of contemporary forms of urban marginality, 
he aimed to debunk what he called a “worried and confused public debate” in amongst 
others France and Belgium “about the presumed formation of immigrants ‘ghettos’ 
in degraded working class districts harbouring large housing estates destined for 
low-income families”20. The intellectual importation of American theories on urban 
poverty to European cities, resulted in a (mis)identification of new forms of poverty 
in Europe with the black American ghetto.
 He proposes ethnographic inquiry as methodological tool for the theoretical 
rupture, of this “Americanization of European poverty”21. Instead, he relates what 
happens in European cities to two interwoven trends: (1) the emergence of new 
forms of socio-economic marginality with a distinctly ethnic component that feed 
op processes of spatial segregation, and (2) the spread of racializing ideologies with 
a simultaneous increase in persistent unemployment22. The development of a new 
European racism has linkages with immigration and the economic transition in de-
industrializing cities.23 The “powerful territorial stigma attached to residence in the 
bounded and segregated spaces” forms the single most evident similarity between 
neighborhoods at the bottom of the spatial hierarchy across continents24. Indeed, 
what is referred to as “surface similarities” between these areas can be largely 
understood as coping mechanisms with this stigma in the lived experience of the 
residents. In dealing with stigma, residents echo the outside perceptions imposed 
on their estates through a sequence of binary oppositions “cité/city, us/them, inside/
outside, closed/open, low/high, dark/bright, savage/civilized”.25 
 The production of this territorial stigma went alongside a “moral panic” 
which increasingly prioritized the housing estates as a threat or a problem, gaining 
the attention of journalists and public officials. Alongside the association of these 
neighborhoods with ‘the ghetto’, went the production of an ‘urban pathology’: The idea 
that there is something inherently wrong with these areas, including its residents. 
Likewise, in a Belgian context the concentration of vulnerable people, the poor, and 
migrants, became the cause of all bad in the mental imagery. As if an inherent bad 
is in these people that makes them incapable. De Decker and Pannecoucke also use 
the vocabulary of “marginalization and ghettoization of high-rise housing estates in 
Belgium” as “buzz”. 

Ultimately, the growing attention from outsiders is a direct link with the production 
of territorial stigma. This link is voiced in a conversation with R., when she explains 
me about the presence of journalists and architecture students. R. first expressed 
how the attention for the people in the blocks is rather superficial yet a constant 

18 Cynthia, Unpublished interview shared upon request, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
19 Loïc Wacquant “Stigma and division. From the Core of Chicago to the Margins of Paris” In: 
Urban Outcasts. A Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality, (Cambridge, UK: Polity 
Press, 2008), 163 - 197
20 Wacquant “stigma and division”, 164
21 Wacquant “Stigma and division”, 165
22 Wacquant “Stigma and division”, 163
23 Wacquant “Stigma and division”, 162
24 Wacquant “Stigma and division”, 169
25 Wacquant “Stigma and division”, 173

R: “There are 
people who come, 
who ask questions, 
and all. Sometimes 
we are tired with 
... Sometimes we 
see people who are 
there, who come and 
take pictures of the 
towers, students and 
all. Well, we... we 
are here. What can we 
do?” 
 
Mae: “What do you 
think about this, 
this attention?”
 
R.: “It’s not 
attention, sometimes 
they come out of 
curiosity ... for 
themselves ... 
what comes are 
the architecture 
students, it’s for 
their work. Or other 
people who come who 
we do not know ... 
eh? Because on the 
site it’s open, so 
anyone can come at 
any time, at any 
moment. Take pictures 
and all that.”
 
Mae: “So, you don’t 
like it too much?”
 
R.: “I don’t like it 
too much, because ... 
it’s not a matter of 
‘liking’ we became 
like ... an attention 
... it’s attention, 
there it’s curiosity, 
eh? Because ... I, 
once, and I remember, 
I was in a cab ...”5

Riet “can mister take 
a picture of you, you 
are in a good spot 
there.”

5 R., Interview by author, 
Brussels, February 26, 
2020

Territorial stigma

intrusion of people that come there to make something for themselves about the 
other. She then goes on to talk about an interaction that shows how people look down 
on you, because of where you live. This explanation suggests that the attention and 
curiosity from the exterior - from students or journalists -  is likewise degenerating.

A taxi-driver dropped R. off , said: “Ma’am you live here!? Ooh this tower 
here ma’am ... it *shocked sound* ... it’s old it’s old ... I would not live here 
anymore.”
R. responds: “Sir, nobody should be expected to do the impossible. I do not 
have the great means to go and rent in the private market”. 
Taxi-driver: “But you live here, ma’am?! It’s dated... the old towers” 
R: “But what can we do sir? You see? It’s easy to criticize, these are old 
towers, we talk ‘we’re going to demolish, we’re going to demolish!’ But to 
demolish, it is necessary to go and find the funds…”

Daily interactions of this kind form the core of the experience of stigma. To avoid 
the humiliation of this kind of situation, Wacquant explains, some people of the 
Parisian periphery go as far as walking to the nearest station to take a cab. In this 
possibility to move away from stigma an essential difference between the black 
ghetto and the cités is portrayed, which can shed light on the lived experience in 
‘5blocs’ as well. 

For residents of the banlieue, it suffices to hide their address to be able to 
pass in the ‘broader of society’. Residents of these neighborhoods can thus move 
out of the territory of stigma and use simple techniques of impression sentiments 
to relieve the mark, albeit temporarily. This ‘dual awareness’ is not granted to 
residents of the American Black belt. ‘The ghetto’ is not merely, a spatial entity or a 
segregation of poor families, but a specifically racial formation designed to contain a 
specific category: black Americans. The segregation and its color line, have become 
part of the order of things in the American imagery. Residents in these areas face 
a succession of oppressive regimes which makes ‘the ghetto’ more desolate and 
confining. Paradoxically, the experiential burden of territorial stigma, is more 
heavily experienced in the suburbs of Paris, than it is in America’s dark ghetto, 
because it is mainly a territorial stigma that residents endure. 

The coping mechanisms or residents in the Parisian periphery, can shed 
light on the experience of tenants of housing estates in the center of Brussels. This 
is because they share some of the material characteristics that produce the divide, 
the discourse of ‘moral panic’ which emerged rather synchronically, as well as 
demographic similarities: “the French banlieue is a territorial entity containing a 
mixed, multiethnic population.”26 Indeed, R., a black woman taking a cab, was only 
confronted with the stigma the moment they arrived at her place of residence. The 
shocked attitude of the taxi-driver exhibits that her skin-color did not necessarily 
associated her with the neighborhood. 

R., confirms the image of the outside on her inside her home: “You live in 
the towers, so it’s the old buildings, it gives the image of the precarious people. You 
see, for example, the driver can’t live in a place like this. That’s already a way to 
show, if someone lives here, he has no means. It’s a negative point, it’s a bad image. 
Somehow... but... I don’t care, because, even if they are old towers, I live in them. If 
someone comes to my place, it’s clean and accessible.”27

The fact that the properties of the LB/BW are situated in the center of 
Brussels disturbs some of the comparative characteristics. The geographical location 
of the estate is in spatial proximity to the center’s general infrastructure, thus there 
is no real separateness of their institutions or infrastructures. Yet, the contrast of 
the estate with its surroundings is also more accentuated for these reasons. The 
dilapidated state of their properties, the monotonous, functionalist aesthetic, and 
the concentration of dispossessed households, are in fact more strongly underscored 
in spatial opposition to the Dansaert street with high class designer shops catering 
to the wealthy consumer. This spatial proximity to a high-class life increases the 

26 Wacquant “Stigma and Division”, 181
27 R., Interview by author, Brussels, February 26, 2020
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‘dual awareness’.
 

The ‘engaged outsiders’ - be they attracted to a political scandal, forced evictions, the 
state of the building, the diversity of people, the question to renovate or demolish 
- are in fact participants in this continuous, dehumanizing attention for people 
residing in the towers. As much as I tried, perhaps so did this research participate 
in the reduction of their lives to the problems in the estate, and the subsequent 
inferiority, ascribed to their ‘otherness’.

I first met Riet in her apartment for an interview. The general feeling I 
get from her is that she is running around, involved in many things at the 
same time. She seems very involved with the situation at the ‘5blocs’, which 
she describes as dramatic. People are feeling hopeless and unheard. “It 
is very, very bad” she says, “it is unbelievable”. There is this pity in her 
voice, I don’t know how to explain, it reminds me of white people talking 
about the ‘hunger in Africa’28. After 20 min, she needs to rush for another 
appointment, she invites me to come with her on the site. I was told we were 
expected by Saloua. In front of the sport hall, we meet Ivan, a photographer. 
Instead of going straight to the person who was expecting us, we went in and 
out of different towers. Ivan was making pictures. Riet kept saying, “look 
how horrible to have to survive here”. I was only informed about one fixed 
appointment beforehand with Soulia, and got more uncomfortable as the 
visit went on. They were trying to enter many apartments, unannounced, 
knocking on the doors. The photographer would take pictures of people, 
some of them in vulnerable positions to then quickly leave. “I want to make 
some kind of personal archive about how the people live in these blocks”, he 
explained me, “before they will be demolished”. Sometimes I would linger 
around in the hallway as they entered an apartment. I felt embarrassed 
to be associated with Riet as one of her white friends rushing in and out of 
their homes, we were intrusive. Sometimes the photographer would make it 
seem as if he wanted to document the mold on the walls of the apartment, 
but instead captured the inhabitants themselves on the photo too. Once, 
we entered an apartment where the son of an acquaintance of Riet was 
sitting. He was alone without his mother. He had a mental disability and 
the photographer shot a picture of him too. I felt that they were taking 
advantage of vulnerabilities29. 

Michal Krumer-Nevo, introduces ‘the stomachache’ as a metaphor and literal 
response to the impact of a story or an encounter. She described the practice of 
reflecting on her own bodily experience as both a vehicle for recognition, and a 
political experience of a gap in power relationships30. Indeed, I learned about the 
disturbing nature of the situation I was part of, on my way home, through my 
stomach.  After this encounter and the several encounters I had that day with Riet 
and the photographer, I suddenly understood the repulsive feelings, the silences, the 
rolling eyes. I understood them clearly from the feeling in my stomach. Looking back 
at the photos that the photographer made that day, I am very conflicted about the 
consent. Some recordings, I made during the encounter, testify to the ‘pushy’ nature 
of the interactions. Listening to the recording of the pictures taken of a woman in 
a hallway, I clearly feel what I felt then, that this woman is not ok with her photo 
being taken in this way. The incredible discomfort made me wary to find myself in 
such a situation again. I decided I would never approach people spontaneously in 
this way and I would not go with any ‘activist’ or ‘journalist’ to the site that would 
do so. I concluded in my logbook after I got home: “I’d rather not talk to inhabitants 

28 This was hard for me to include because it is a rather unfiltered comment. Yet, I left it in 
because it exposes a subjective experience, an intense personal reaction towards my research 
as does it describe the nature of the interaction.
29 Field notes, visit with Riet and Ivan, Brussels, March 3, 2020
30 Krumer-Nevo and Sidi “writing against othering”, 307

 
Woman “Ehm… I don’t 
know.”
 
Riet No really, you 
are very beautiful.
  
Woman: It’s not a 
question of beauty, 
it is just.
  
Riet: But it is 
personal, it is not 
to put somewhere. 
Because we do a 
reportage, how ... 
Photographer: an 
archive in fact.   
Riet: How people 
survive in these 
blocks..
 
Woman: but don’t put  
it on television … or 
Riet: no, no, no, no. 
Photographer: you 
want to put a bit 
of lipstick or 
something?
 
Woman: oh, make up. 
Oh, no.

Photographer: stay 
like that, stay like 
that, stay like that. 
*He starts taking 
photos*
Riet: it is beautiful 
you are very 
beautiful. 

Woman: right now I’m 
old...

*Flashes*

Woman: “Oh... mister” 
*makes him known it 
is a bit much*  

“Riet: But its good, 
its good. it’s like a 
memory of the blocks, 
because, before 
we will demolish 
everything… “

Woman: But seriously, 
you will put people 
in the shit…

Riet: I will come 
back to you. 
Woman: Yes, I am on 
the 7th floor6

6 Transcript of recording, 
visit with Riet and Ivan, 
Brussels, March 3, 2020

Pity towers

anymore, than to participate in an extra burden that is associated with stigma. 
Going on some kind of safari in the blocks in search of the most miserable situation 
to capture”.

These interactions could be understood as mechanisms by which a position of 
symbolic power is both imposed and masked. Bourdieu’s understanding of social 
space, invites to consider both objective social structures “social reality” as the 
mental imaginaries thoughts perceptions that characterize these structures.
 In a neighborhood like ‘5blocs’ the social structures that categorize the 
spatial division and devaluation are inscribed in its physical state of dilapidation. It 
is manifested by a separateness and inferiority of its institutions, the social housing 
company for instance. It relates to resources like spending/ consuming capacities 
of residents but also to cultural capital. Social structures can be viewed as a 
distribution of resources that express themselves as relations of power in a social 
space. Social hierarchies and inequalities are maintained less by physical force than 
by forms of symbolic domination. A white student wanting to collect stories about 
‘life in the blocks’ activates a relation of power and image of the social world that 
subdues the other. This symbolic power operates alongside classifications of race 
and class and subsequent superiority in cultural capital. 

Through this relational model of social relations, we can come to understand 
the difference between literal spatial proximity (in the sense of social contact) and 
social proximity. Contact or interaction between individuals who are socially distant 
is common and indeed part of the process whereby social distance is enacted. 
Understanding this difference undermines the peculiar logic behind the rhetoric of 
‘social mix’ as well. Moreover, does it articulates the symbolic violence of everyday 
interactions with students, artists and journalists. 

These interactions are particularly problematic when the social distance 
between themselves and the others is denied31. “‘Strategies of condescension’ refer 
to social interaction where a person or group, with greater power, minimize power 
disparities between themselves and people who occupy relatively subordinate 
positions within a given social space.”32 Such a strategy, works well if those who 
have greater access to symbolic capital recognize the disparity between them and 
others. This symbolic recognition does not take away the social distance but rather 
justifies them taking profit of it, through their work for instance. From the side 
of inhabitants, to neglect engaging in such an interaction can be understood as a 
strategy to adapt their position in the relation of power. To keep silent in such a 
dynamic is, in fact, a way as to distort the symbolic domination from a subordinate 
position. 

The discomfort and the neglected interviews, made me reconsider how to amplify 
marginalized voices, without participating in a degenerating attention. These 
barriers emerged from an ethical objection, and were furthermore solidified when 
the COVID-19 pandemic enforced a global lockdown, and severe restrictions on any 
kind of social contact. 
 These new conditions inspired me to turn to other kinds of sources. I 
used the information collected by other artists or collective projects as a source of 
information. BBOT-BNA shared with me an archive of interviews collected in 2019, 
which I used as qualitative data. Youngsters in the blocks directed and acted in a 
collective documentary, produced by the animators of JES, that exhibits some of 
the central facets of their lifeworld33. These kinds of sources became ‘objects’ with 
information to be interpreted with care. Furthermore, restrictions directed me 
towards archives. I consulted the Archives of the City of Brussels and CIVA, feeling 

31Suruchi Thapar-Bjorkert, Lotta Samelius and Gurchathen Sanghera. “Exploring Symbolic 
Violence in the Everyday: Misrecognition, Condescension, Consent and Complicity”. Feminist 
Review. 112. (2016), 144-162. DOI: 10.1057/fr.2015.53.
32 Thapar-Bjorkert, Samelius and Samelius, “Exploring Symbolic Violence in the Everyday”, 153
33 “5 Blocs / 5 Blokken”, 20:33, Vimeo video, Beam and Straathoekwerk JES, 2013, URL: 
https://vimeo.com/77603522

Moving around barriers
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the ways the buildings are represented and discussed in plans, images and texts. 
Interpreting secondary sources, it became important not to take with them the kind 
of interpretation that built upon common stigmatized classifications. 

The author of the introductory quote, Saidiya Hartman, has invented an immersive 
narration that counteracts common depictions of black urban life from the ghetto. 
Her attention to subjectivity, gives voice to the thoughts and desires of her characters. 
“It is a narrative written from nowhere, from the nowhere of the ghetto and the 
nowhere of utopia”34, she explains in a reflection on her methodology. She developed 
the writing methodology of “critical fabulation”, which combines historical archival 
research with critical theory and fictional narrative. Her interpretation of secondary 
sources into a reflection on the lived experience of the people that are described, 
inspired me to make sense of the gaps and silences in my fieldwork. It is a creative 
critical thinking, faced with limitations to what can be known, be it due to the 
authority of a source, or barriers posed alongside classifications of race and class. 
 The limitations in access to inhabitants made me depend more on the voices 
of experts in proximity; people that have been working on the site for multiple years. 
It also placed more emphasis on the few contacts that I managed to nourish over the 
year. I built a long-term relation of an ethnographic nature, with R. and I became a 
volunteer in the after-school homework class of Aicha and her collective ‘Les Mams 
de l’Espoire’ [Moms of Hope].
 These kinds of engagements made me visit the site on a regular basis in 
a different role than those of a distant “researcher”. I became a friend, a tutor, or 
someone running an errand. “It feels weird to track these kinds of interactions, as if 
they are part of a research”, I noted in my logbook. Yet, these were not false intentions 
or a double agenda and I tried to communicate clearly whether I could take note of 
a specific story or situation. In fact, there are multiple kinds of relationships that 
might enter qualitative research. Therefore, it is important to not hide behind the 
mask of professional distancing. These relational effects of research can be honored 
as consequences of acting genuinely and can transform how an area is felt and 
understood35. It seems that engaging in research from a feminist perspective also 
means not intentionally drawing boundaries between those doing the research and 
those being researched. 

34 Hartman, Wayward Lives, xiii
35 Sonya Dwyer and Jennifer Buckle “The Space Between: On Being and Insider-Outsider in 
Qualitative Research” International Journal of Qualitative Methods 8 no.1, (2009): 54 - 63 URL: 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0

Fig. 14 Drawing based on statements aboout spatial opposition and urban change.



30 31

Fig. 15
Anonymous Reporter, Autobiographic comic. Photo of a notebook, February 
14, 2020. « Ce n’était que le début. Apres 10 mois. Ils disent que si 
tu déménage pas de suite tu es rasée du foyer *Dring* J’ai pas. C’est 
le Gaz. Coupe électricité si pas nouveau contrat Electrabel.»
déménagement ? »

[« It was only the start. After 10 months. THey say if you don’t move 
straight away you will be erased from the ‘Foyer’ *Dring* I don’t. It 
is the gas. Electricity cut, if you don’t have a new contract with 
Electrabel. Moving?»]

Fig.16
Anonymous Reporter, Autobiographic comic. 
Photo of a notebook, February 14, 2020. 
« Noel Happy new year. Oui mais celui-
ci? Tu as déjà soo mutch. Pour nous c’est 
catastrophe 1919 ? déménagement? »

[«Christmas. Happy new Year. Yes, but 
that one? You already have so much. For 
us it is a catastrophe»]

STOP 3

Location:   Block 55
Object:    Autobiographic comic strip, Anonymous Reporter
Time:   December 2020

It is the winter of 2020, and her block is emptied. Objects falling out of their 
storage, boxes stashed on top of each other, in different shapes, falling. It was 
only the start. Stuff piled up around her, she cannot recognize her apartment, 
or look at the view over the city that she loves so much. She was lucky to have 
her place on the last floor of the block, unlucky that it is now one of the first 
to be emptied. Yes, she is not unaware of the state of the buildings, it has not 
been easy here for her neither, the heating, warm water, the windows, but in 
the end of the day it is her home. In midst of chaos, there is a threat hanging 
above her head. They said if you don’t move right now, you will be erased from 
the foyer. After more than 30 years living on the site, a part of her thought 
she would die there. Merry Christmas! The irony. No space for presents or 
celebrations, I need to get rid of stuff, I already have way too much she tells 
herself. Part of her is happy her companion, her black cat, is not physically 
there anymore in this catastrophe. She recalls the times she would carry him 
around on her shoulder. A relation between a human and an animal, that was 
so special, almost symbiotic. He is still with her, in spirit. She is alone now. The 
moving is catastrophic, it is horrible. ‘I am too old for this’. At the age of 84 it 
is not the same as when she was 39 and travel to all the deserts of the world, 
keeping travel diaries as self-defined “anonymous reporter”. Now, “anonymous 
reporter” documents the moving process. The irony. It is not the same either to 
have to move with your whole life packed up in boxes. They scare her. To lose a 
home is not the same anymore. Her spine suffers from the moving. The stress 
leaves her little time to say goodbye. She has many memories here. Her work 
collected over the years in different places. She is scared not to be able to make 
it. It is too much to move all of this, I might as well throw it all away. She might 
as well throw all her stuff away. It feels as if it is her life she is throwing away. 
The pressure. It was like the time they showed her the new apartment in ‘la 
Roue’, and she was forced to sign a contract on the spot. “there are many people 
on the waiting list, do you want it or not?” otherwise they would …*dring* 
The electricity, there is a letter. Electricity cut if no contract Electrabel. Her 
mouth falls open. Shocked. Administrative stuff. Empty blanks in-between the 
storyline, no time to write down. She goes to Forum to ask about the letter and 
the electricity. They will know what to do.1

1 A fictional narration of the comic. The statements in italic are literally translated from the 
object, the interpretation is informed by a long conversation with the artist of the comic in 
Brussels, February 14 and interviews with social workers and another resident accessed 
through the Archives of BBOT/BNA. 
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The graphic imagery communicates the immensity of the task at hand, which is 
combined with a threat: If you don’t do this straight away you will be removed from 
the soial housing company ‘Logement Bruxellois, Brusselse Woning’ (LB/BW)2. To 
be erased from the register of the housing company, means to lose her chance for 
housing, her livelihood. This threat is hanging above her, while she is trying to sort 
through her stuff to be able move. The anonymous reporter lives alone. She is 84 
years old. “… born in Liége in 1936 moved to Brussels in the 1960’s, after having 
followed an artistic training. She pursues a very diverse artistic career”3, it is noted 
on her business card. She lived on the site for 30 years together with her black cat, 
who remains a character in her autobiographic comics, they lived many things here. 

The anonymous reporter represents a categorical group on the site. They 
are elderly people who lived most of their life in the estate. Numerous variations 
cross through them, yet a substantial part are first generation guest workers from 
Italian and Spanish descent. Others, like the anonymous reporter, are some of the 
few white Belgians in the estate. Some of them have chosen their accommodation 
on the site, and have lived there since. Many are widows, or alone. A diagnosis, 
based on the input the associative tissue in and around the site, states that despite 
the precarious social situations and numerous often urgent needs, these elderlies 
possess of a different image of the neighborhood than the one currently conveyed4. 
The rhetoric of stigma and the idea of living in a degraded neighborhood is less 
central. 

To lose a home, is not an easy process, particularly for these elderly. There 
is not the same mental or physical flexibility. Some are extremely rooted in the site 
and asking them to move is like asking them to de-root, two social workers from 
Forum testify. It must be understood that it concerns people that told themselves 
they would stay on the site until the very end, many of them are between 70 and 90 
years old explain Cynthia and Rachida. Social workers with a big investment in the 
neighborhood, have a privileged perspective on the mental effects of the uncertainty 
of the resident’s livelihood. It is not that they cannot move, or that it does not affect 
them, the condition of the apartment, the heating, the electricity, the elevator, the 
mold, on the contrary. “I think we let that happen, but in the end, it is not what 
people see, it is their home in the end”5. 

Cynthia, has worked in Forum for 11 years, her work is specifically tailored 
to this group. Despite problems of isolation, she describes the diverse connections 
between the inhabitants with admiration. She appreciates the familiar feeling, 
it is like a little village or a family. Everybody speaks to each other and it does 
not matter where you are form. Rachida, who has been working at Forum for 5 
years, likewise describes a familiar dynamic between the more isolated elderly and 
families that are active in the neighborhood. She does not take her responsibility 
lightly: “I tell myself, we are really the first and their primary contact point, we 
need to receive them with sunlight and empathy and to really listen to them, not 
just to make it seem that you listen, and act correspondingly on the terrain”.6 As a 
social worker in this position, an honest engagement with the lives of the residents 
grows naturally over the years.  They are invested in the neighborhood, there is an 
emotional attachment, and an investment in the personal lives and stories of the 
residents that pass by their local daily, for instance the anonymous reporter. 

In this situation, there are additional threats. There is a lot of fear used. “We 
have people that have been told, if you are not gone by the end of the month …. And 
these are officials huh? Working for the ‘Logement’ … if you are not gone by the end 

2 This term refers to a public real-estate company that offers social housing for rent. The term 
will be used throughout this thesis. It does not pertain to private but to ‘public service property 
companies’. See: “Société du Logement de la Region Bruxelles – Capitale”, Be.Brussels [online], 
n.d. URL :https://be.brussels/about-the-region/regional-bodies/societe-du-logement-de-la-region-
de-bruxelles-capitale-slrb  
3 Business card, Handed to author, February 14, 2020
4 Categorical profiles are described, based on the input form the associative tissue in and around 
the site that work with different groups in the form of an open questionnaire, See: Yannick Mercier, 
Inès Vandermeersch, “VIII.2.3. Personnes âgées”, In Centre communautaire Rempart des Moines 
Diagnostic partage. (Asbl Bravvo, 2013), 61.
5 Cynthia, Unpublished interview shared upon request, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
6 Rachida, Unpublished interview shared upon request, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020

 
“She is a woman with 
an incredible story, 
she draws, she has 
visited all deserts 
of the world, who 
did cartography, 
photography, crazy 
stuff. And now she 
is scared not the 
be able to do her 
moving, scared that 
she will not manage 
with her illness. 
She threw away, 
threw away, threw 
away, treasures, 
you know in little 
bags. Throwing away. 
And we had her in 
tears, because it is 
her life that she 
is throwing away 
there.”1

 

1 Rachida, Archives 
BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 
2020

of this month you will no longer be registered with the housing administration”7. 
Her sentence is interrupted to affirm that it is officials working for the social 
housing company that are threatening the residents. To make sure it is understood 
that it is not disinformation or an emotional overreaction, but the housing company 
that communicated this to them. It is suggested that the incitement of fear is used 
deliberately. The owner of the housing in is threatening with the very livelihood of 
its residents to make sure there are no delays in the moving process. These threats 
are communicated by a letter, by an official. “It is announced in a very violent way. 
And they address to these people, they profit in fact, because these people don’t have 
that many people surrounding them, we put pressure on them, they are treated 
without much respect that is clear, and they are scared in fact.” 
 The fear leads her to throw away. It is not just stuff that is being thrown 
away, it is an access to memories, a link to the past. A home is not just a material 
reality, as it is an emotional one. As much as it is place to lay your body to rest, it is 
a sense of stability and trust. You become anchored in the apartment over the years. 
Despite its conditions, the stigma on the blocks and the state of the apartments, the 
material degradation is in the end not what everyone sees on the inside. “in the end 
it is their home, their life, they have lived their whole life here. There are people 
that have chosen their accommodation here. In the 5blocs. So is has been more than 
40 years that they have lived here. So, for them, it is their life that they leave behind 
here… And for them it is very complicated.”8 This is their home and they planned 
to stay here until the very end. A home has become a life. Leaving a home behind 
is leaving a life behind. To move in this condition, is very complicated. For some of 
these profiles the process turns out traumatic.

The demolition of the housing blocks has been something that was talked 
about for years, many years, a decade. Continuous threats without clarity do 
not encourage to take them as an immediate urgency. When the sudden news is 
communicated by a letter, it is experienced as violent. The communication ignites 
panic, and fear. A letter can have physical effects.

“I have a woman, who had an attack because she received a letter. She 
received a letter that she had to leave, and she had a panic attack. We 
needed to break her window, and remove her from her apartment to the 
hospital. She was hospitalized. She needed to stay 2 months or maybe one 
month and a half in the hospital. And after the revalidations, she had the 
info, that it is in fact her building that will be demolished, on the first floor, 
and that she needs to leave the building.” 9

When announced, that people need to leave their house. The housing company does 
not consider the individual barriers that people might face. There are bodily and 
mental barriers to the process of moving. There is a lack of follow up and a lack of 
clear instructions. “They are not really taking their responsibilities”10. The lack of 
clarity is part of the reason why levels of stress among residents have increased, 
in some cases alarmingly. Now, the situation has become more concrete, but the 
subsequent rush and lack of follow-up comes as a shock. 

‘The alarm bells, alarming’; both social workers refer to the situation with 
this terminology. An alarm refers to an urgency, a threat. It calls to something to 
pay attention to, to not forget. Their proximity to residents makes them aware 
of personal indicators that are easily forgotten by standard procedures. The 
authority of the housing company is assumed an obstacle for comprehension. The 
formal approach towards tenants leaves little space for dialogue. In dealing with 
this institution, residents come to understand that, when it concerns their needs, 
patience is required, for there are no means and no time to respond to them. “We 
are busy with this and you are not”.  Yet, when the institution communicates a 
demand, it is immediate, there is no time. In the worst cases the alarms call to 
life- threatening situations. There is a lot of disinformation. People know now that 
the first two towers will be emptied. Some people absolutely need to empty their 
apartment in the following year. There are elderly people that have fallen into a 

7 Rachida, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
8 Cynthia, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
9 Rachida, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
10 Rachida, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020

“there are many 
examples, many 
examples. They (LB/
BW) don’t take into 
account the situation 
that people are in. 
They don’t take into 
account the state 
of their health. 
People don’t take 
into account, the 
alarm bells, that 
these are people 
we need to take 
steps to give them 
clear information, 
they need to have 
structure who 
supports them, who 
tells them, well 
‘voila’ this is 
the state of the 
building, you need to 
go to this service 
to activate your 
electricity, activate 
your everything you 
need, internet … all 
of that is not clear 
in fact.”

“It has been 10 years 
that people are in 
uncertainty, many 
meetings. But they 
are empty cocoons, 
they say, yes we will 
demolish but we don’t 
know when… so it has 
been 10 years that 
people live in this 
anxiety, they live 
day by day”2 

2 Rachida, Archives 
BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 
2020

Displacement
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terrible depression11. ”There are people that tell us they will throw themselves out 
of the window, we receive messages like that every day”. Social workers take over, 
out of necessity, trying to fill in the gaps the institution have maintained. “Well … 
and all these people they come to Forum. And, me and my colleague, we really put 
in place a structure that follows up on them, even if this is not directly our role, 
administrative stuff, but well we do it, because it is humane to do.”12 
 A letter, in this way becomes a source of threat, it can have physical 
reactions on the body which flows over to the agenda and task description of the 
social worker to weave a way through ‘administrative stuff ’. The letters confront 
confusing information, it is unclear, there is a fog, details merge into a cloud. The 
moving considers a confrontation with material ‘stuff ’ and administrative’ stuff ’. 
The alarm concerns the way the moving impacts the residents specifically. “People 
who are normally stable and fall into a depression”, it calls to Rachida enormously. 
It made her fear for herself too, “this situation tells you that you have to make sure 
everything is well organized when you are still young and stable, if not ‘anything can 
happen’”. She continuous to insist on the fact the moving is extremely destabilizing. 
Everything is taken away around people, people are no longer on their feet. 

The protagonist in this chapter is one of the residents that has been rehoused in a 
new housing project called ‘la Roue’, situated in the Marolles and designed by Pierre 
Blondel. In attempt to keep a few residents from the same block together in the new 
project, the social workers tried to give the same preferences in in the selection of 
houses available for several residents explains Rachida. In this way they tried to 
regroup people that know each other already, of the seniors. There are relatively 
close to the old site. The placement of several people in the same project, allowed 
them to maintain a fragment of the relational network they were embedded in. The 
social workers try to follow up on them, and making them acquainted with their 
new surroundings and rhythms. These elderly have already moved into a new place, 
but express difficultly in adapting to the changed surroundings. Despite the formal 
improvements in the quality of their living space something is lost.

11 Rachida, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
12 Rachida, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020

“It’s terrible, these 
stories”

“At the same time, we 
cannot do everything”

“I think they have 
luck to have us here, 
you know”

“For some people, 
yes”

“For the people 
that come daily, 
in this period of 
abrupt transition, 
which is like you 
said something very 
violent.”

“Psychologically, 
it’s violence”

“It’s frustrations 
that manifest, its 
lives… even for young 
families it is not 
evident… there needs 
to be some kind of 
follow up.”3

3 Dialogue between 
interviewer, Rachida and 
a regular at Forum. BNA 
BBOT Archives 2020.

‘It has been 10 days and you don’t write anything down anymore’. ‘Today St. Pierre’. Outside of her new (double-
glazing) window, she watches the rain. Big drops smash down on her new balcony. She can still see far. A view is 
a view. ‘Do you hear me?’ ‘Right, st. Pierre, the Hospital. Yes’. Her back problems worsened during the moving. 
The elevator did not work, so she had to carry her affairs up the stairs. You don’t write anymore? I’m making 
business cards. They gave her a vest to support her spine. There is still no working elevator. She has to walk up 
and down. ‘La Roue is a huge complex, whose door you can’t open from the topfloor’. *Dring* ’Oh no’ but going down 
the stairs ‘16 x 11= 176 ‘ouf’. ’Don’t take your vest off!’. ‘You have to be ready to go down the 176 steps and 
back up again.’ ‘you ready for the 5bloc theater play of Ralf?’ She saw some of the regulars from Forum there, not 
a lot of people. For her, it was great. The last scene of the show brought her in tears. The melancholy of the 
5blocs, it relates to the last weeks. She thanks Raf, who became her friend. Well done. Great show. Formidable. 
Back with a bang! 137. She counts the stairs ‘Attends !’ ‘ouf’. she falls. 

Fig.17 and fig. 18 Photo’s of notebook. 
February 14, 2020.

Fig. 19 Drawing/ text based on audiofile of the testimony of Vicenta. BNA BBOT Archives 2020
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----- Message transféré -----
De : R
À : «direction@lbw.brussels» <direction@lbw.brussels>
Envoyé : lun., févr. 1, 2021 à 13:40
Objet : Décès d un habitant au 135 Rempart des Moines 

«Dear Director

Shocked by the sad news that I have just learned at noon; 
I respectfully come to your authority to express my concern 
for the people living alone on the Rempart des Moines site.
The current conditions caused by the Covid do not favor
 relationships and social contacts. Isolation is likely to 
become a way of life in the long run.
The deceased lived alone and was found dead after two weeks, 
two weeks Mr. Director! In order to avoid similar cases 
in the future, could you, Mr. Director, consider my letter 
as a distress, a call for a more humane life on the Site.
I thank you for your special attention and 
thank you already for the practical solutions you will find.

Yours respectfully, Mr. Director.

R.
Delegate for the residents of Remparts des Moines»

----- Message transféré -----
De : R
À : «direction@lbw.brussels» <direction@lbw.brussels>
Envoyé : lun., mars 1, 2021 à 8:38
Objet : Décès  d un habitant au 135 Rempart des Moines

«Mr. Director

Please allow me to come back to you because my 
letter of February 1, whose subject is mentioned in 
the margin, has remained without follow-up.
From your silence, may I draw some conclusions 
from my point of view. 

Respectfully to you.
R.
Delegate Remparts des Moines»1

 

1  E-mail(s) from R. to the director of the housing company‘LB/BW’

STOP 4

Location:   Block 12
Object:    E-mail(s) from R. to the director of the housing   
     company ‘Logment Bruxellois / Brusselse Woning’
Time:   February 2021

It is winter 2021, the city of Brussels endures the second wave of a global pandemic. 
The housing blocks of Site du Rempart des Moines are being emptied. It is a year 
before the announced start of the demolition of the first two towers. A resident of 
site Rempart des Moines expresses a grievance. When she heard of a man that 
died alone in his apartment in her neighborhood, after two weeks with no-one 
there to notice, she was confronted with a sense of responsibility, empathy, and 
urge to prevent this from happening again. “Consider my letter a distress, a call 
for a more humane life on the Site”. The grievance transformed into a complaint, 
addressed to the direction of the social housing company “Logement Bruxellois, 
Brusselse Woning” (LB/BW). “Shocked by this sad news I turn myself, to your 
authority, to let you know about my concern for the people that are living alone on 
this site”. Maybe she can relate to the conditions the person was in while he died: 
An elderly person living alone. R. is 66 years old and has lived in one of the single 
apartments on the site for 15 years.
The email was not responded to by the director of the housing company. Maybe 
there was nothing in his task description he could have done. He might consider 
it someone else’s problem, or a personal issue. It has not been taken seriously. 
From his unresponsiveness, we might conclude that is rather easy to file an 
e-mail of this kind away as non-important. “From your silence, may I draw some 
conclusions from my point of view”, in the words of R.  

In this chapter, the object of this e-mail is treated as if is it was an archival 
piece that contains information about a broader and complex situation. Tracing 
encounters with its author, it is argued that the mail testifies to the evolution of 
a crisis, the precise nature of which is described and illustrated alongside exerts 
from interviews. First, the character of R. is introduced as protagonist in the 
context of this story and the working out of its events. The introduction of other 
characters and spaces, form the background to that story. Their narratives are 
nevertheless introduced to be able to display the goals and intentions of these 
actors, and sketch a more comprehensive idea of the neighborhood. Theoretically, 
a conceptualization of gossip and complaint are set forth to understand the 
production and degradation of social structures, and the relation to the institution 
of the housing company. These themes will unfold further in chapters 3, 4 and 
6. Finally, it is proposed that ways of passing intimate information can be 
considered a form of small resistance in a neighborhood where social relations are 
deteriorating. 
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R. lives in block 12, not one of the blocks that will be demolished first. 
In the phasing of the demolition, her tower the third one in the row, will 
remain habited until the first two towers are demolished and new housing 
is constructed on the northern site of the parcel1.  More than half of the 
apartments of the first two blocks are vacant, a capacity of close to 200 
inhabitants, approximately. Of the first two blocks, residents were obliged 
to be rehoused. The residents in the block of R. were told they can chose for 
themselves whether to move or not. Yet, vacant apartments in her block are 
not given to new tenants, further reducing the amount of occupied housing 
units. A social service that had a space assigned in the tower moved out as 
well. The remaining inhabitants of tour 12 have the possibility to be rehoused 
on the site so the information sessions have prospected. She went to every 
single one of these info sessions, organized in the sports hall. She does not 
have her mind set on moving either. She is invested in the neighborhood. R. 
knows many people. She is someone with a sense of community and care. It 
is not without reason that she is called ‘le maman du quartier’ [mother of the 
neighborhood]. She confirms, “yes that is what I am”. She explains to me that 
it is in her character to care. she likes to be of service to others. It is also her 
way to express faith and love2. 

Her engagement extends from the people in her  neighborhood to the 
associative tissue of Brussels more generally. Over the course of her 30 years 
in Brussels she acquired a comprehensive understanding of the complexities 
of Belgian bureaucracy, both through her own experience as an immigrant 
and through her involvement with many different community organizations. 
R. was born and raised in Kinshasa, Congo and came to Belgium in her 
thirties.  Even though she is no longer working for a specific organization, 
she remains involved. She follows up on meetings and information sources 
to be of service when she can help. After 15 years in the neighborhood she 
describes it as a little village. “Because people communicate and know each 
other” she tells  me. “Me I come from Africa, and that’s how it is, in a village 
you know each other, you talk to each other”3.

When I met her in January 2021 the confinement has been particularly 
difficult. She spent a lot of time with her prayers alone4. When I ask her 
further about this hardship she responds with fierce relativism that “the 
confinement is difficult for everyone… me I live alone, eh? It is difficult for 
me. Yes, now we can meet to take a walk, but I live alone. But me, I have 
organized myself not to feel completely isolated”. By the time she had written 
the email, it had been more than a year being in and out of lockdown. R. did 
not refrain from taking on some of her old routines.

… her phone rings, it is her neighbor, she wanted to speak to him 
to meet the new animator working for the PCS (Project for Social 
Cohesion). It has been two years since he moved to Brussels and he 
is looking for contacts in general, and more contact with the people 
of the blocks. She passes her phone to the PCS worker, they speak in 
an African language together. 

When I walk around with R., she looks at the people in the 
surroundings, most of them she knows. She knows the guys that 
hang around next to the sports hall, she knows the woman that needs 
help to carry her cat litter upstairs - (there are problems with the 
elevator again),  she has seen many children grow up on the site. “For 
instance him”. Two younger guys pass by, “hi, how is your family? 
Send them greetings”. She tells them to put their masks on in      a 
better way, and that she has applied for a project for the funding of 

1 Brussels Parliament, “Integral report of interpellations and questions”, Commission for 
Housing, Session 2019- 2020, no. 55, January 23, 2020.
2 Field notes, Personal conversation between R. and author, Brussels, March 16, 2021
3 R., Interview by author, Brussels, February 26, 2020
4 Field notes, Personal conversation between R. and author, Brussels, January 22, 2020

‘Maman du quartier’ [mother of the neighborhood]

“The demolition will take 
place in four phases. The 
first phase, two residential 
towers will be demolished, 
103 social housing units and 
62 middle - income houses 
will be built. In the second 
phase, one residential tower 
will be demolished and 58 
social housing units will 
be built The third phase, 
another residential tower 
will be demolished and the 
sports hall will be erected. 
The fourth phase includes 
the demolition of a tower 
and of the current sports 
hall, the construction of 
49 social housing units 
and 78 housing units for 
middle-income”2

 

 
“In Brussels there are 
many people in distress, 
in difficulty, related to 
housing, health. The ones 
that just arrived here, who 
don’t have their ‘carte de 
sejour’, people who have a 
problem, and who don’t know 
where to go to look for what, 
luckily there are a lot of 
different associations.”3 

 
“I pay attention to others 
and I tell myself when I 
can help someone, by giving 
them information I try to 
do it, that’s why I still 
follow a lot of information 
on different subjects. … 
Yesterday I accompanied a 
mother who had her ‘carte 
de sejour’ taken away. 
The orange card. She is 
sick, and she is demanding 
regularization. She asked 
a lot for regularization, 
her dossier is waiting, but 
while waiting there is no 
revenue. I was with her … 
she has been here almost 10 
years.”4

  

2 Ben Hamou, “Integral report of 
interpellations”
3 R., Interview by author, 
Brussels, February 26, 2020
4 R., Interview by author

a neighborhood intervention, something about cleaning the public space, 
and some elements in it. She tells the boys she will keep them updated, 
and expects them to participate if it happens. They nod , smile and move 
on. 

On the way back she tells stories of times that she helped some kids out. 
Once, there was a little girl running past her, “he ho, stop”, she said and 
stopped the girl. The girl said she was running away from a man that was 
following her. “Do you know where you live?” asked Regine. Yes, the girl 
knew that. “Okay don’t worry you are in good hands”. She accompanied the 
girl to her house. On the way, a man came and asked them if everything 
was okay, that he could help if needed, that he knew the family of the 
little girl. R. got angry at him. “We don’t need you at all!” She explained, 
she was just angry at man in general, and she told him that he was not 
welcome at all because he was a man. She said it just came out of her like 
that, because she felt upset. I told her it probably had been a good reaction 
and that the girl must have felt safe with her. We smiled. I am starting to 
understand why they call her the ‘maman du quartier’.5

She is not only of service to people inside the towers. When you speak to other 
‘outsiders’ that want to have information on what is happening they will most 
likely have crossed R. She is someone who speaks up about the issues of inhabitants 
and, despite continuous requests, makes time to answer questions of researchers, 
students, artists or others. It is for this position in the neighborhood - she is a 
listening ear, and she is informed about the recent developments - that R. has 
a special view on the relations in the neighborhood and the different kinds of 
problems people face.

In the lecture “Gossip and Complaint: Expertly ways of (re-)producing the social 
in housing”, Heidi Svenningsen Kajita explains her practice based research 
approach that deals with use and uselessness, in architecture6. Uselessness is 
produced in high rise social housing estates alongside their status that went from 
being praised to stigmatized. Housing estates and people in their housing, have 
come to be associated as something idle and un-useful, an obstacle to progress. 
An obstacle; to those for who these environments are objects to be dealt with; 
to those who maintain these environments, draw these environments, or plan 
these environments, their buildings are somehow entities to be managed, secured, 
re-drawn or get rid of.  Kajita addresses herself to experts in architecture and 
urbanism when she states the problem that “our entire professional system is 
geared to think and know about objects rather than to know about residents”7. 
Instead, the technical and administrative apparatus, and the processes that do 
not necessarily fit “people in their housing” should become a more central concern.8 

This issue was similarly raised by Else Rochette, in a political interpellation 
on the demolition/reconstruction of site du Rempart Des Moines on January 23, 
2020. Rochette voices stories of residents about their substandard dwellings from 
25 years ago, and calls on their inclusion in thinking about them as victims: “It 
is outrageous that this has dragged on for so long. Residents are the primary 
victims.”9 She points to the lack of care for inhabitants in this context. Namely, 
the short notice by which the forced re-housing procedures are introduced and 
technical and practical problems: No transference of energy contracts and (elderly) 

5 Field notes, Personal conversation between R. and author, January 22, 2021, PCS Office.
6 Heidi Svenningsen Kajita “Gossip and Complaint: Expertly ways of (re-)producing the social 
in housing”, lecture, Seminar High Rise, the transformation of post-war large-scale housing, 
Department of Architecture, KU Leuven, February 18, 2021
7 Kajita, “Gossip and Complaint”
8 Kajita,  “Gossip and Complaint”
9 Brussels Parliament, Integral report of interpellations and questions, Commission for Housing, 
Session 2019- 2020, no. 55, January 23, 2020, 24 - 28

Complaint and the Useless

“Communication with 
residents has been 
particularly poor in 
recent years. This 
was reported to me by 
the Project for Social 
Cohesion (PSC), the 
local service center 
Forum and the residents 
themselves… I want to 
emphasize that such 
a project is very 
often about bricks and 
permits, but it is often 
forgotten that people 
live there. They are the 
most vulnerable people 
in the region. A lot of 
attention should go into 
this”.5 

5 Rochette, “Integral report 
of interpellations”
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residents that had to move their belongings up via the emergency exit because the 
elevators were out of use. Moreover, she interrogates with numerous questions that 
circulate amongst people that remain to live in their housing the coming years. 

Nawal Ben Hamou - the Secretary of State of the Brussels-Capital Region, 
responsible for Housing and Equal Opportunities - admitted not to be able to answer 
to the specificity of her questions10, which proves the relevance of the problem 
statement described above. This institutional mismatch starts at the organizational 
level of the housing company. The importance of maintenance and communication 
with inhabitants should become part of the construction of social housing to prevent 
this kind of situation to happen again, suggests Rochette.  Indeed, there seems to be 
a core problem in the way these estates are understood and organized, that needs 
transformation. These problems might stand in relation, to an understanding of 
architecture more general.  

Building upon a definition of architecture as social relations can help to understand 
new promises that architecture holds, from the relations and realities on the ground. 
Letting me guide by R., can be a way to contest the expert’s eye as to know what 
is happening11. Svenningsen’s suggestion to speculate on the promise of the idle 
and be guided by the useless, might at the same time challenge a more simplified 
way to understand the stigma of social housing. In this framework she introduces 
‘gossip’ as the circulation of intimate information, through which social order is 
maintained, those who gossip having less access to conventional knowledge12.

Sara Ahmed’s conceptualization of complaint is used to shed light on the 
experience of the relation with the institution of a housing company. The experience 
of that relation became an undeniable thematic in my engagement with inhabitants 
of the LB/BW as well. Ahmed’s, ethnographic effort regards the experience of 
complaint procedures in universities to shed light on the specificities of institutional 
violence. ‘Changing the order’ she listens to the various stories and testimonies 
behind a complaint13. Kajita applies her method to a different institution. Following 
official complaints, she traces the information these kinds of documents contain 
through encounters with residents of social housing estates14. 

R. is a good personification of how these two concepts function because 
of her strong embeddedness in the neighborhood, to begin with. She goes out for 
walks, chats with the people around her and in these ways information passes 
by - and through her. She is someone that maintains social relations that people 
rely on. Notably, she was one of the first people informed about the death in the 
neighborhood. In addition, she carries a positive persistence in her commitment to 
better the conditions on site, she goes to all information sessions, and in this case 
makes an effort to reach out to the authority of the housing company, in a formal 
expression of concern. 

R.’s e-mail expresses a complaint that does not have a clear demand. It is 
presented here to illustrate what Ahmed came to understand as being the nature of 
a complaint. Conducting interviews, she noted how a complaint is often a grievance, 
a distress. Sometimes complaints are messy, or long. About the interviews that 
contextualize a complaint she says: “Over time I came to think of the spoken words 
less as an interview and more as testimony.”15 A testimony can be what is required to 
identify an injustice, a harm or a wrong. Ahmed follows the conception of Shoshana 
Felman who describes “the process of testimony” as “bearing witness to a crisis or 
trauma”.16 Treating these accounts as a testimony enables to uncover what they 

10 Brussels Parliament, Integral report of interpellations and questions, Commission for Housing, 
Session 2019- 2020, no. 55, January 23, 2020, 36
11 Heidi svenningsen katiija “Gossip and Complaint”
12 Heidi svenningsen katiija “Gossip and Complaint”
13 Sara Ahmed, “Closing the door, Complaint as diversity work” (Lecture, Kaaitheater, Brussels, 
February 18, 2020), https://www.kaaitheater.be/en/articles/video-sara-ahmed-closing-the-door
14 Katiija “Gossip and Complaint”
15 Sara Ahmed, “Complaint as Testimony”, Feministkilljoys [online], December 7, 2020, URL: 
https://feministkilljoys.com/2020/12/07/complaint-as-testimony/
16 Shoshana Felman, Testimony, crises of witnessing in literature, psychoanalysis and history, 
(New York: Taylor & Francis, 1992), 3, quoted in: Ahmed, “Complaint as Testimony” 

might reveal, and to bear witness to that experience. They bring out something that  
is usually hidden given that complaints are made confidential17.
Conducting interviews with tenants of the LB/BW on their living conditions, indeed 
feels like bearing witness to a crisis. The situation is characteristic of a crisis in 
the sense that it concerns a perpetuation. These are permanent conditions who 
slowly degrade to the point that they are almost taken for granted. This situation 
is now news. Since the announced demolition, various media articles call attention 
to unhealthy apartments, inhabitants must live in. The apartments are humid, 
there is no isolation, the elevators are out of order, the heating is not working 
properly and the common areas are not maintained1819. The dilapidated state of 
the buildings are well known with the housing company. Thomas, a street corner 
worker in the neighborhood recalls a time when he was supposed to meet the head 
of the social rental service. “Foyer Bruxellois, when they were still called that way 
because there was a merger or something?... they were on the eighth floor, under 
the roof”. Suddenly he said, ‘yes, we can’t have meetings in my office because the 
roof of my office has collapsed due to humidity’.”20 In fact, the state of the building 
takes a central role in the argument to demolish the complex, in press statements 
or political debates. Contrastingly, residents feel abandoned and unheard, in their 
efforts to call attention to the conditions they must live in. It was often mentioned 
in interviews or informal conversations how it is incorrect or difficult to accept, but 
that it is at the same time normal.

The crisis of living conditions is related to a material and a social reality. The 
uncertainty about the demolition has been un-going since more than a decade. The 
deplorable conditions of the apartments have reached a permanence. When then, 
do the living conditions that undermine the resident’s dignity reach the level of an 
outcry. When does continuous suffering reach the status of an event, the subject of 
an email? R’s complaint seems primarily concerned with the social manifestations 
of the crisis. “Current conditions caused by the Covid do not favor relationships 
and social contacts … Isolation is likely to become a way of life in the long run”. 
The primary experience that we bear witness to is one of isolation. Evidently, social 
relations, the social order maintained through gossip and encounters is under 
threat. The ‘current conditions’ that threaten the social relations may not only 
be contextual to the pandemic. It is a permanent issue we are working around, 
confirms Rachida, a social worker at Forum in November 2020: “It’s horrible, it’s 
horrible, it’s horrible”21. She repeats the word horrible to communicate the severity 
of the problem. Isolation is a common issue, certainly for the elderly that are living 
alone.  

In light of the announced demolition, the first two blocks are being emptied, 
People are leaving the site, and so are the associations that work directly on the 
site. Forum was situated in one of the first blocks to be demolished. The social 
center, and meeting place particularly for elderly on site, performs functions 
related to administrative services, accompaniment, inscriptions, a meal, and 
atmosphere. As of January 2020, they have a new location in the neighborhood 
‘Aneessens’. Facilities like Forum were important firstly for the way they enable 
a network of social relations that people rely on, explains Rachida: “There are a 
lot of difficulties that are hidden, and elderly people are not like young people, 
they don’t easily find structures for help.” ... Forum is … a social structure, 
a place that enables the creation of social relations. Social relations that can 
remain to help when we are closed, because we are only open during the day.”22  

17 Ahmed, “Complaint as Testimony”
18 “Bruxelles: Les logements de ‘cinq blocs’ tombent en ruine“, La Capitale, January 2, 2019,  
URL : https://lacapitale.sudinfo.be/327669/article/2019-01-02/bruxelles-les-logements-des-cinq-
blocs-tombent-en-ruine
19 “Ville de Bruxelles: des conditions de vie difficiles dans les logements sociaux“,  BX1, January 
03, 2019, URL : https://bx1.be/news/ville-de-bruxelles-conditions-de-vie-difficiles-logements-
sociaux-cinq-blocs/
20 Thomas Devos, Interview by author, Brussels, February 28, 2020
21 Rachida, Unpublished interview shared upon request, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020
22 Rachida, Archives BBOT/BNA, Brussels, 2020

Bearing witness to a crisis

 
“Oh, another one 
of those harrowing 
stories: An old man 
who lived on the 
eighth and at one 
point his window 
was broken, because 
of the wind. It is 
single glazing you 
know. The technical 
department didn’t 
come and fix it, and 
for weeks he sat with 
cardboard against 
his window. A street 
worker then had to 
go and kick the 
technical department 
in the teeth. He 
received a phone 
call:  

 
“We  aren’t going to 
do the work after 
all”. “What? 
Why not?” 
“Yes, the person died 
last week”.  

 
So, during the last 
few months of his 
life his greatest 
concern was still 
his window, which he 
couldn’t get fixed. 
So, the management 
of it was very, very 
inefficient”.6

 

6 Thomas Devos, 
Interview by author, 
Brussels, February 28, 
2020

https://lacapitale.sudinfo.be/327669/article/2019-01-02/bruxelles-les-logements-des-cinq-blocs-tombent-en-ruine
https://lacapitale.sudinfo.be/327669/article/2019-01-02/bruxelles-les-logements-des-cinq-blocs-tombent-en-ruine
https://bx1.be/news/ville-de-bruxelles-conditions-de-vie-difficiles-logements-sociaux-cinq-blocs/
https://bx1.be/news/ville-de-bruxelles-conditions-de-vie-difficiles-logements-sociaux-cinq-blocs/
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R. describes the places she frequents, and the community organizations that 
circulates around the site. “I love this neighborhood… I love this neighborhood, 
because there are local services. First of all, there are the associations on the terrain, 
like Forum which takes care of the seniors.” She says that for Forum, it is every day. 
It is a reason to come down from her apartment on the 8th floor: “I go down for the 
meal, for the ambiance also … to speak. I spend moments there that allow me to 
avoid loneliness. When I go down, I speak to other inhabitants, and voila, it’s like a 
little village!”  … “Me I live alone on this site, and there are quite a few people who 
frequent the Forum who are alone, and get some human contact there.”23

The small efforts of passing  on intimate information, are gestures of care, or support, 
or warnings that people come to depend on. These are networks that are made up 
of relations. These networks hold lives together. When the networks are fragile, the 
lives are too. The conditions have been degrading as people leave the neighborhood, 
R. tells me in January 2020. “The atmosphere changed, a lot. It is a constraint 
but we don’t know what else to do. The atmosphere changed with the people who 
leave, because these are people with whom we had ties, who we knew, with whom 
we had relations and all that. But they are gone, it’s a void. Even the Forum, the 
bureau, it changed. It is a void.”24 It is sad, it is a lack, a void. She had friends that 
she would eat with daily, and now only occasionally, when they both visit the new 
location of Forum at the same time. R.’s e-mail testifies, in a way, to this on-going 
crisis as well. Isolation is a key issue since years, the structures meant to guarantee 
are weakening due to the announced demolition and the emptying of the first two 
blocks. The void that is created by this departure of people and associations from 
the neighborhood, was already present. The pandemic more so than creating this 
emergency, made visible the already present inequalities and vulnerabilities. 

Places like Forum, were vital not only for the circulation of gossip, but also for 
concerns and complaints. “Complaints can lead you to recognize what is shared. 
Similar complaints point to similar problems, when you share a problem, you realize 
the scale of that problem”25. Concerns have been growing over the past years. The 
living conditions in the apartment remains often deplorable, and the LB/BW has 
no ear. The answer remains that nothing will be done because the buildings will be 
demolished. Social workers are forced to add administrative tasks to their routines, 
due to the difficult relation of residents with the housing company. Cynthia describes 
mediating the relation with the LB/BW as one of her primary tasks in responding 
to inhabitants needs. “Receiving people, animation, help writing, reading, writing 
letters. Help with the link to the ‘Logement Bruxellois’, which is a big task in the 
end. Because we notice that the communication between the two is not going that 
well.” 

R.’s effort to still reach out to the housing company is courageous for some, 
and naïve for others. A ‘waste of energy’. Reaching out is a big effort, often without a 
return. Ahmed theorizes complaints within institutions as work people are obliged 
to do because they are not accommodated in that institution. While making a 
complaint you are often made to feel unimportant. “To do this work it feels like 
you are a little bird scratching away at something”26. You are not really having any 
effect. The little bird is a metaphor for doing work where “all your energy is going 
into”27. An activity that matters a lot, to you. It matters to who you are, to what you 
can do, and who you can be. By the inaction from the institution you are made tofeel 
small. “Your work does not seem to leave a trace the more you try”28. You seem to be 
taken as something unimportant. The smaller your complaint becomes the smaller 
you become. “Buried complaints” are part of the relation to complaint procedures 
explains Ahmed29. Often complaints get filed away. Those who have been filed away, 

23 R., Interview by author, Brussels, February 26, 2020
24 R., Interview by author, Brussels, February 26, 2020
25  Ahmed, “Closing the door”
26 Ahmed, “Closing the door”
27 Ahmed, “Closing the door”
28 Ahmed, “Closing the door”
29 Sara Ahmed “Complaint Collectives”, Feministkilljoys [online] July 31, 2020. URL: https://

People know very well 
that the ‘Logement’ 
it’s like a wall, 
talking to a wall. You 
cannot do anything. 
You want to do a 
petition? ‘Allez’ do 
a petition. You want 
to go to justice? 
‘Allez’ go into 
justice. They will 
just tell you: “If you 
don’t like it m’aam, 
if you don’t like it 
mister, then leave to 

the private market!”7  

7 Ahmed, Interview 
by Author, Brussels, 
November 8, 2020

she argues have been buried. Those who complain can end up feeling they have been 
filed away. This explains the ‘fatalism’ on the side of residents. Indeed, someone 
might burry a complaint themselves because it is too exhausting to keep making it. 
The sentence in the second correspondence of R. points to the fact her e-mail has 
been filed away. “The subject has been listed in the margin and has not been acted 
upon’’.  When your experience transformed into a complaint is filed away in the 
margins, someone can feel as if they themselves are filed away in the margins. In 
this case as if a life is filed away in the margins. 

A week after the first email was sent R. calls me in distress, “Another one! We found 
another one! Another case of a corps. Here, just below me in my block! Please also 
participate and use your intellect to think about what we could possibly do about 
this”. Together with another inhabitant, R. has made little flyers. Several other 
people help with the mobilization of a collective commemoration. Little papers are 
passed like gossip     . 

R. meets her neighbor in the hallway of block 12, when we are about to go 
and have a walk on Sunday. “Oh, please can you get this envelope from my 
mailbox”, she asks me. There were two brown letters in the mailbox, one 
for Regine and one for Aicha. In the envelopes are several prints of little 
letters.  “Please take this.” She gives a paper to the woman, and explains 
what happened. Outside, she calls out two younger guys “please give this to 
you mother and give her the greetings from maman R. And bring a flower!”. 
“If you can”, she adds. The boys nod and smile and walk on. On our walk the 
papers are slid into letter boxes here and there30.

Aicha and Riet helped to distribute the little papers. Both are figures that do not live 
in the housing, but are active in the creation of its informal networks. It is likewise 
through the informal passing of intimate information that I got to understand the 
position of these actors, and how I was introduced to them. Aicha, has lived in the 
neighborhood most of her life, and has set up an association in the neighborhood 
that focuses on the position of woman. Her collective started to organize activities 
specifically, to create a reason for women to come out of their house, meet people, 
and share their lives. They recently set up an afterschool homework class, in the 
vacant space at the foot of block 12. Riet helps them to find tutors that speak Dutch. 
Gossip circulates about Riet. She is a politician for the labor party, and very active in 
the area. Yet, some find her engagement with the neighborhood too much entangled 
with her activities as a politician. Others associate her with - or even blame her for 
- the sudden at times sensational attention that is given to the neighborhood after 
the official announcement of demolition. 

R. knows about these mixed feelings, but she shreds her shoulders. “You can say 
what you want about the fact that she is a politician, but in the end nothing is 
happening in this neighborhood, she is the only one taking action”. Riet continues 
to insists on the fact that despite demolition of the site, people are still living there, 
and probably will for the coming 10 years31. She is someone that renders complaints 
that are often experienced in isolation more collective and tries to bring attention to 
them in the city council. She works around three main problematics that residents 
voice: “We are actually working on three pillars. On the one hand, the rehousing of 
the residents of the two blocks that will first be demolished by 2022, secondly, the 
living conditions in the blocks themselves in terms of single-glazing, humidity, a 
lot of humidity, a lot yes, houses declared uninhabitable... so, the maintenance of 
those blocks. And then you have a third pillar, which is the rent and the price of 
the charges that the people have to pay, who actually live there in uninhabitable 

feministkilljoys.com/2020/07/31/complaint-collectives/
30 Field notes, Personal conversation between R. and author, Brussels, Rempart des Moines 
Block 12, March 3, 2021
31 Riet, Interview by author, Brussels, March 5, 2020

 
“Dear Neighbors

 
“We are in distress. 
Two people, tenants 
of block 135 and block 
12 were found dead, 
dead for several days, 
in their apartment. 
These neighbors lived 
alone, isolated. We 
are very shocked by 
this. We invite you 
to participate in a 
commemoration this 
Wednesday, March 10th 
at 5pm in front of 
the entrance of block 
12, for a moment 
of recollection, 
of homage to find 
ourselves together. 
We also want to see 
how to avoid people 
having to leave us 
in loneliness and 
distress. We ask you, 
if possible, to bring 
a flower, a candle, a 
drawing. We thank you 
for your presence and 
your participation. 
The inhabitants and 
neighbors of the site 
of the five blocks of 
the LB/BW “.8

8 Letter given to author 
by R., Brussels, March 3, 
2021

A refusal of abandonement
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lodgings.” These three pillars, (1) the moving out (2) the living conditions and 
(3) the charges that one pays, are the main issues that came forth in interviews 
and conversation on the site. They are the core of the difficult relationship that is 
experienced with the LB/BW which will elaborated on in the following chapters. 
Riet manages to know about the individual issues in the different blocks precisely 
because she talks to inhabitants, listens to what they say about other inhabitants 
and then traces the stories and people behind them. Through gossip she became 
increasingly informed about structural problems residents face.

Coming back to the initial complaint, this story illustrates how R.’s effort did not 
stop with a formal complaint in the two emails. When left unanswered informal 
networks are mobilized to pay witness to the grievance, and reclaim an agency and 
a collective experience. Inhabitants gathered to pay their respects to the two people 
that died alone. Two older inhabitants said something. A youngster read out a poem. 
They lit candles and walked from block 12 to block 135. In the passing of little 
letters, people tried to create awareness about the issue of isolation. These efforts 
illustrate the rejection of the conditions as inevitable and an investment to recover 
and strengthen the neighborhood relations for these situations not to reproduce 
themselves. 

Just like a complaint can express grievance over an event, it can come to 
testify to a context or a condition that is continuous. The complaint embodies a 
refusal. Indeed, as they are testifying to a continuous context, Kajita notes how 
“a complaint is not simply an outcome of a no, it requires a continuation of the 
saying no. Complaint processes perform in circular ways, but to be submitted in 
bureaucratic dossier they are reduced to an instant.”32 R.’s complaint is a continuous 
saying no, that you will come to understand when you observe her connection to the 
neighborhood. It is a no, to the degradation of the environment. It is also a way to 
signal, I am still here. We are still here. People are leaving yet I am staying. I am 
not going anywhere and we need you to care about the living conditions on this site 
for the sake of the present. It is a refusal to accept the status quo as inevitable. A 
refusal to the (feeling of) abandonment growing on site.

32 Heidi Svenningsen Kajita, “Gossip and Complaint”

“Moi, je bouge pas!” [Me, I don’t move!]
We enter her building together after 
R. passed by the homework school, when 
we finished. I show her, that I always 
have to scroll through several “vacant” 
names, before I can ring at her apartment. 
“Yes, people are leaving. They are trying 
to manipulate people to scare them. Me 
I’m not going anywhere. Do you feel the 
attitude by which I am saying this?. Me, 
I don’t move. I will fight for it if it’s 
necessary. You will be with me right? Me, 
I am not going anywhere!”9  

9 Personal conversation between R. and author, 
May 3, 2021, Block 12, Rempart des Moines

Fig.20 The homework school of collective ‘the moms of hope’ 
occupies an empty service local at the foot of block 12 two 
evenings per week. [photograph], June 2021

Fig. 21 Drawing based on encounters with R. inspired by method/ style 
Jan Rothuizen



46 47

Fig. 22 LB/BW, Form for  to hand in a ‘transfer request’  for tenants of the ‘LB/BW’ that have occupied an appartment 
for minimum two years, 2021. 

STOP 5

Location:   Block 20
Object:    Interview Fatima
Time:   September 2021

Fatima feels stuck in her house. She lives in one of the 3-room apartment, in the 
4th tower. She would like to move but she is waiting for a replacement. Around 
20 years ago they moved with her family from Namur to Brussels for the work 
of her husband. She would not mind living in a suburban area with green spaces 
around. The inner city is dirty and dense for her taste, but she learned that this 
is not “for people like her”. “I asked a lot for other neighborhoods as well, but 
they never proposed anything to me”. She refused two other placements in the 
Marolles; site Haute and Querelles. She remembers these visits clearly: “I really 
could not accept there”. She was forced to accept the third proposal or else she 
would have been taken out of the waiting lists, meaning another round of 6 – 10 
years until a new opportunity. She did not like it that much, the common spaces 
are dirty, the hall and all the doors were in these dark green colors. But well, after 
having done a bit of painting and renovating their apartment, it was fine. At the 
time, it was fine. They had three children, and the apartment has 3 rooms. Yet, it 
has been years in the apartment and the family expanded. 

Today they are more stuck than ever; 5 children and 2 parents confined in 
a 3-bedroom apartment, the violence. They are forced to spend the whole day in 
the house on top of each other. It is simply not possible. The other day she watched 
advertisements that encourage people to stay at home: “Stay safe”. The people on 
the screen enjoyed a barbeque and trampoline in their backyard. They make her 
laugh. No one came to look at the life in these towers when they made these rules. 
If they would know, they would be more careful to hand out fines for “unnecessary 
displacement”. Her son needs to leave the house every day, just a bit. It is simply 
not possible. “Unnecessary: 225 euro! Can you believe it?” They would also be 
more modest with the amount if they would have seen their energy bills. It is 
simply not possible. She even watched his dress code but it did not help. There is 
no way to leave house with a cap or a bag these days. She has seen them push the 
kids against the wall. They come with dogs lately and they come every day. 

Normally, when the kids would be at school, she and her husband spend 
most of the day at home, with two people it is quieter but colder. The costs for 
electricity weigh too heavy to use the heating. Only in the shower or when her 
children need to study in the bedroom, she heats a little bit. It would leave straight 
through the windows anyway. She wants to move but she waits. And she knows 
that she will wait a long time, until the dust and noise from the construction site 
will blow through the apartment because of those damned steel frames that don’t 
close properly, she will still be here. She knows it. There are too many families 
like her. She heard about the other woman, alone with 5 children on the top-floor 
of the second tower (55). She is the last one left on that side, they said. They 
cannot even find a replacement for her. And in it is in their interest to move her, 
for the demolition. She doesn’t’ have proof, but there is this feeling this growing 
feeling, there is more than not caring about us “it is in all of it, the fact that they 
have put us all here”1. 

1Text based on conversation with Fatima, interview by author, Brussels, September 16, 2020

Fig. 23. Block 20.  
[photograph] Google Maps
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The experience of living in density, confined to residence in specific neighborhoods 
contributes to feelings of estrangement that will be developed in this chapter. This 
story represents first how problems arise from technocratic understandings of the 
built environment, and the ambition to create static and adequate living conditions. 
High-rise housing estates exemplify what Burckhardt calls “Technological utopia’s” 
the most direct fabrication of modernism2. These are generally capsule dwellings, 
descendants of what came into consciousness as the “minimum dwelling” in the 
1930s3. The technology of these dwellings is not utopian in and of itself. Yet, the 
way in which they are meant to respond to and participate in the designs of future 
lifestyles, - and the notion that modern society puts a considerable amount of 
economic resources into this belief, is utopic. Technological utopias have in this 
way evolved to take account of social processes4. This approach undermines “issues 
of resistance inherent in the built environment, and inevitably arising over time”5. 
 The considerations of production economies and standardized techniques 
set conditions for use and environment, and so too for standardized conditions for 
the average family size. In ‘Rempart des Moines’ a 3-room apartment is the biggest 
unit in the complex. Fatima’s family does not fit these categorizations. In fact, it is 
not hard to come across a family in the situation of Fatima. There are hardly any 
big social housing units. In the selection list of complexes of the LB/BW there are in 
total merely 26 houses with 5 rooms. “At the time these houses were built, a 3-child 
family was already very big”6. Fatima points to the fact that the standardized family 
unit of the ideal type ‘modern family’ does not correspond to the social reality of 
today. Many families need more space. 
 Several social processes have led to a change in family structures occupying 
the housing estates that the present offer of apartment units does not fit. Fatima 
is a descendant of the first big wave of migration to Belgian at the beginning in 
the 1960s –recruited within the framework of bilateral agreements, to grow onto 
a considerate segment of the population in the 90s7. Economic transition in a 
post-fordist political economic context and the strengthening of housing allocation 
procedures in favor of those most in need, changed the demographic occupation of 
social housing estates8. These dynamics essentially (also) led to a growing number 
of families with 4 or more children that over occupy small flats in social housing 
estates, often with a migration background from outside of the European Union9. 

2 Lucius Burckhardt, “On the Value and Meaning of Urban Utopias (1968)” in Lucius Burckhardt 
Writings Rethinking Man-made Environments, eds. Jesko Fezer and Martin Schmitz (Vienna: 
Springer, 2012), 66
3 The title of the second CIAM in Frankfurt/Main in 1929 was “Die Wohnung für das 
Existenzminimum” [Minimum Existence Housing].
4 Burckhard, “On the Value and Meaning of Urban Utopias (1968)”, 66
5 Heidi Svenningsen Katija, “Re-planning: Tabula Non-Rasa Strategies for Postwar Modernist 
Housing Estates. Proceedings”, paper presented at Architecture in the Fourth Dimension, Ball 
State University, Boston, November 15, 2011, 54. URL: http://open-building.org/conference2011/
web_documents/A4D_Proceedings_web.pdf 
6 Fatima, Interview by author, Brussels, September 16, 2020
7 In Belgium, the first waves of immigration from outside Europe came from Maghreb, Morocco 
in particular. This population group started to grow considerately in the 1990s. See: Bruno 
Schoumaker and Quentin Schoonvaere , “L’immigration subsaharienne en Belgique depuis les 
années 1990. Approche démographique”, in Présences subsahariennes en Belgique: un état des 
lieux, ed. Jacinthe Mazzocchetti (Louvain-la-Neuve: Academia-H, 2012)
8 Pascal De Decker and Isabelle Pannecoucke “The creation of the incapable social tenant in 
Flanders, Belgium. An appraisal” Journal of Housing and the Built Environment, 19,3 (2004): 
292- 309. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41107266
9 The former working class neighborhoods that make up and surround the city center are 
mainly inhabited by migrants or people from a migrant background outside the European Union. 
See: Jacinthe Mazzocchetti “Feelings of injustice and conspiracy theory. Representations 
of adolescents from an African migrant background (Morocco and sub-Saharan Africa) in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods of Brussels”, Brussels Studies [Online], General collection, 
no 63, Online since 26 November 2012. http://journals.openedition.org/brussels/1123. DOI: 
10.4000/brussels.1123

Density and confinement
To ask for a replacement, there is a procedure. A form needs to be filed out, and 
handed it to the office of the LB/BW. They have to accept the legitimacy of the 
demand, assess the possibility for replacement and will inform you about the 
decision. This communication goes primarily by letters and takes time. In some 
cases, residents go to the office to clarify the situation. “How does that go? Well, 
listen, I *pfff… * I go on site. I asked to see the president, multiple times. We did a 
written demand, or well … he did for me a request for ‘spatial derogation’. I waited 
for the letter, who was negative… so, it was refused”10. 

Procedures can become “non-performatives” in the sense that they can be a way as 
to appear to address a problem, according to Ahmed. They are non-performative in 
the sense that they are set in place for a specific issue, but once that issue is raised 
there is no way the procedure can handle the issue at hand. The procedure takes 
time, yet there does not seem to be a solution provided through it. The procedure 
does not allow for flexibility neither. For instance, Fatima would be happy with an 
apartment with one room more. “At least… at least one room more. For instance, 
A 4 room. But ehm… *sighs* they tell me I need to be given a 5 room, and so they 
cannot give me a 4-room apartment. It is too small…”11. The allocation rules dictate 
that a demand for a housing unit needs to be adapted at the composition of the 
household. A 4 room-apartment could not be made available for the composition of 
the family of Fatima, because this would involve an over-occupation of the flat12. 
The fact that this household is currently over-occupying a 3-room apartment 
with a household of 7 members, is not accounted for directly. The demand Fatima 
speaks about, a demand for spatial derogation, may exceptionally be accepted for 
over-occupation of a – in this case 4-room- flat13. This demand has to be turned in 
separately, but processing speed is slow: “Well, yes when we go to the office, to the 
‘Logement’. They tell me always, well, yes you need to wait, you need to wait. They 
have nothing to tell me. They say, oh well miss, we don’t know how to help you. Go 
and rent in the private market. But well, how do you want me to go and rent in the 
private market!?”

Officials of the housing company tell you, that because you are not accommodated 
well in their housing, you better go and rent in the private market. The individual 
raising the issue if made to feel, as if it is their fault for raising the issue. They are 
made to feel as if they are a burden.14 This kind of interaction can queer your relation 
to an institution. When you enter a procedure for a specific problem, the process is 
unclear; it is not clear why the procedure is set in place and in what way they are 
meant to deal with the problem at hand. Consequently, you are blamed for not 
fitting the procedure, the format, and you are suggested to just leave. The waiting 
times in these procedures fail to respond to temporalities of a family dynamic, and 
the changes in a family structure over time. 

“By the time they will give us something else, I think some of my children 
will already be married… *laughs* Because there is one of 18 years old, 
and one of 19. And I tell them, when I go to the ‘Foyer’, I tell them. Listen, 
when you will finally give me an apartment with 5 rooms, I will no longer 
need it! It’s that. I will never have the apartment with 5 rooms that I could 
have had, that I would have needed, when my children were still young, no. 
I don’t think, I will ever have. I think we will still be here for the coming 5 
-7 years, but in 5 or 7 years where will my children be?”

10 Fatima, Interview by author, Brussels, September 16, 2020
11 Fatima, Interview by author, Brussels, September 16, 2020
12 Brussels Parliament, Integral report of interpellations and questions, Commission for Housing, 
Session 2005- 2006, no. 94, July 13, 2006, 1 - 5
13 SLRB, “Qu’est-ce qu’une demande de dérogation? Qui prend la décision finale?” slrb-bghm 
[online], n.d. URL: https://slrb-bghm.brussels/fr/faq/quest-ce-quune-demande-de-derogation-qui-
prend-la-decision-finale
14 Sara Ahmed, “Closing the door, Complaint as diversity work” (Lecture, Kaaitheater, Brussels, 
February 18, 2020) [online]. URL:  https://www.kaaitheater.be/en/articles/video-sara-ahmed-
closing-the-door

Procedures as non-performatives

http://open-building.org/conference2011/web_documents/A4D_Proceedings_web.pdf
http://open-building.org/conference2011/web_documents/A4D_Proceedings_web.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41107266
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In the relation to institutions, there is a general sense of abandonment combined 
with a sense of being deliberately put in a (financially) distressing situation. One 
way this neglect is experienced is through the deteriorating states of the material 
spaces. Fatima speaks about the state of the apartment and the common spaces 
in the building, the demolition of the towers next to her, and the construction site 
she will be living in, the possible noise and dust. She speaks about the wish for 
relocation and a need to know when they will start the construction. There is a need 
for clarity. Yet the reply remains consistently; “ma’am we cannot help you, you need 
to wait”. 
 In this context, there are rent raises and very high costs for the energy 
consumption. The financial stress that is created by the addition of different fees 
and charges, is a considerate part of the distress. “…every year there is a revision 
of the rents. And ehm… every year it gets raised. Sometimes we don’t really know 
why, sometimes they make mistakes also”. For instance, this time, they made a 
mistake in the size of her household, they said she had 3 children, but there are 5. 
“so I have to go again to them”. It concerns a raise of 45 euro. “Bahh, 425, normally 
it was 380, and I don’t understand why. I need to go to them, but it’s closed…”
 Rent revision leave hardly any space to get by. “we are in ‘chômage’15, so 
from the moment you gain a little bit more from the ‘chômage’ … and well they 
raise in fact (the rent). So… we cannot gain just a little bit more, and stay like that”. 
Fatima needs to enter need another procedure, now to prove that she might not 
deserve the rent raise. To contest the rent raise, she needs to understand how they 
calculated it. To know that, she needs to go to the office, which is closed for health 
considerations. It might be the mistake in the size of her household. Ironically, she 
is in another procedure where the household is too big to find another social housing 
apartment. This illustrates the fog of the different complaints and their procedures 
to address them. 
 Following Ahmed, entering complaint procedures is not linear, it is as a 
fog, a mesh16. You enter them, but it is unclear why and how to get out of them. 
It is tiring. To be heard means to make a formal complaint, which means you 
use the formal procedures set in place17. There are characteristics in the common 
experiences of filing complaints. Often these kinds of complaints are atomized in the 
sense that people do not recognize they are having similar problems and making 
similar complaints. Riet works around the rent raises, politicizing the issue. There 
is something to say for the practice of voicing the distress of different inhabitants 
as a collective problem. She is busy running around the site, collecting different 
testimonies. 

15 ‘Chômage’ means unemployment here it refers to a monthly unemployment aid she receives.
16 Ahmed, “Closing the door”, Ibid. 
17 Ahmed, “Closing the door”, Ibid.

Riet speaks about her interpellation at the municipal 
council. she was asking for a reduction of the 
charges that people pay for the electricity. They 
say they do not take collective complaints.  

Fatima; Yes, we pay a lot, but we are always cold 
the window is broken, the heat leaves on all sides, 
and still at the end of the year we have to pay 
more. 

Riet asks her how much she pays,

Fatima; Provision the consummation it is 142euro. 
And I had 200 more.

...

Fatima:... on top of what I just mentioned, I pay 60 
euro for Engie every month on top of the charges. 
Really. If I show you now, what is left on my 
account. Really 8 euro, at the end of the month. 
With all the factures that we must pay, there rests 
nothing at all for us at the end of the month, and 
when I say nothing its, nothing! Noting is nothing! 
We only have ‘chomage’. And we try to make payment 
plans for everything, but … I have factures, that 
I cannot pay. It is not possible. Really, it is 
really, really, difficult. Even if the rent it little 
because I mean that is not a big rent, but for us… 

Riet: yes, but when you count everything!

Fatima: right, with five children, food, school, 
clothes. It is difficult. But about that they don’t 
give a damn. And on top of that we are cold. Because 
we never turn the heating on when my children are at 
school. And still I need to pay 200 euro extra. We 
don’t understand in fact.

...

Riet: … but what are we going to do?!

Fatima: But I don’t know? I was a lot of times at 
their place (LB/BW). To explain them. But They don’t 
care. They don’t care. They don’t care. So it makes 
you hopeless. To me they tell me, miss you are going 
to be there, for at least 6 more years, at least. 
In the middle of a construction site. Because if 
they are going to demolish there *points* we will be 
still be there *points*. In the noise, in the dust…

Riet: It is because of that, that we say “you need 
to do something”.

Fatima: Yes, but that doesn’t change1.

1 Conversation between Fatima and Riet, Brussels, 
September 16, 2020

Fig. 24 and Fig. 25 Ivan van der Putte, Photo’s of 
window frame and mold, Rempart des Moines, Block 4.
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The outraged outsider tries to motivate her for a mobilization.  She does not see the 
use to protest. “Yet, as these problems persisted, they created a feeling of isolation 
and fatalism among many inhabitants”18, describes a neighborhoods study. Due to 
the various problems in the neighborhood that they have spoken up about over 
the years without reaction. This diagnosis lists the question of housing amongst 
the primary hardships of residents of the Logement Bruxellois. The most recurring 
complaints relate to security and the state of the apartment: The window frames 
that do not close properly and the single glazing, bad isolation the costs for energy 
consumption, the elevators that do not work, and the general state of the common 
spaces19. These problematics have been put forward many times by the inhabitants, 
states the report. 

Indeed, Fatima came to understand that it won’t change anything to speak up. 
This realization has not been without putting in effort as illustrated with her visits 
to the housing company. Yet, there is a growing feeling, a suspicion in response to 
the violence experienced from above. She speaks about the police control towards 
the youngsters, and a general feeling that they want to ‘get rid of ’ the present 
population. These issues add up and contribute to a mesh of injustices that lead 
to her alienation. The production of this feeling relates to changing - and often 
contradictory - relations with different public officials and agencies. The fatalism 
might be interpreted as “a (socio)logical response” to the “structural violence 
unleashed upon them by a set of mutually reinforcing economic and sociopolitical 
changes”20. 
 The awareness of segregation and stigma, is clear. It is “‘5blocs’ like we say. 
It’s like a bit of a stain, on the landscape. It seems to me they want to take all of that 
away”. The name of the complex is experienced as an insult21. “*sighs* I don’t know 
how to explain that, it’s in all of it, the fact that we have all been put there, me I tell 
you, I don’t really know a lot of Belgian people, who are in this housing. I don’t know 
very many. Yes, I know some elderly people but despite that … no. 
 Jacinthe Mazzocchetti studied the feelings of alienation in former working-
class neighborhoods that make up and surround the city center. Together they form 
an area of poverty, as the result of a process of aggregation and segregation22. The 
confinement of immigrants and their descendants to certain neighborhoods via 
the housing market as well as discrimination encountered at school and on the job 
market, influences feelings of fatalism and conspiracy23.

Among the institutions that make their imprint on the climate of ‘problem’ 
neighborhoods, special attention must be paid to the police. There is a persistent 
control on the movement and presence of young bodies in public space. Mothers of 
boys from north African and African descent fear the treatment of their kids once 
they leave the home. In attempt to minimize the visual ques, by which her son could 
be ‘randomly selected’ Fatima controls the way he is dressed when he leaves the 
house. 

18 Yannick Mercier, Inès Vandermeersch, Diagnostic Partagé: Centre Communautaire Rempart 
des Moines. (October 22, 2013), 11
19 Yannick Mercier, Inès Vandermeersch “Centre Communautaire Rempart des Moines 
Diagnostique partagé”, Octobre 23, 2013, 46 
20 Loïc Wacquant “The Return of the Repressed. Riots, Race and Dualization in Three 
Advanced Societies” In: Urban Outcasts. A Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality, 24
21 Similar to how the name of the complex “Quatre-Mille” in pheriperal Paris is considered an 
insult or a shame. See: Loïc Wacquant “Stigma and division. From the Core of Chicago to the 
Margins of Paris” In: Urban Outcasts. A Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality, 172
22 Pascale Mistiaen, Henk Meert, and Christian Kesteloot, “Polarisation socio-spatiale et 
stratégies de survie dans deux quartiers bruxellois”, Espace Populations Sociétés 13.3 (1995) : 
277-290.
23 Mazzocchetti “Feelings of injustice and conspiracy theory”

 
It’s more the fact 
that they have put us 
all here, in these 
houses, condensed.  
And voila …  it’s 
the neighborhood … 
the ‘5blocs’ … Well 
… we feel, still we 
feel. Yes we feel 
like we are the 
population *laughs* 
who is foreign. That 
is felt. … Yes, so I 
think they want to 
disperse of all of 

that. Clearly.”2

2 Fatima, Interview 
by author, Brussels, 
September 16, 2020

“Oui systematique, tous les temps, c’est tous les jours, tous les 
jours” [yes, systematically, all the time, it’s everyday, everyday]

(Socio)logical reactions

  
There is a strong element of humiliation in the experience of encounters with the 
police that is voiced. Once, Fatima’s son was asked to leave the OK supermarket 
next to their house by a police officer. He had to leave behind his full bag of groceries 
to follow the officer outside. After he had to identify himself for a ‘random’ check, he 
could go back inside to continue his shopping. He and his friend were to only one’s 
selected for this maneuver. Fatima denounces the fact that this was done in front of 
everybody, implying he committed a crime like stealing.

What is concerning is the number of stories of this kind that circulate in the 
neighborhood. It a dynamic that has become common sense, but in some periods 
the policing becomes particularly oppressive and humiliating. Lately24 has almost 
become a daily routine it seems to control the boys hanging around next to the sport 
hall. “They push them against the wall, sometimes they make them sit down on the 
floor, hands behind your back, they put them handcuffs quickly, there are the dogs 
that smell, them yes, and in front of everybody”25.Police officers indeed explain to 
have received a mandate to enforce constant identity checks in the neighborhood, 
explains one of them when I interrogate them on a neighborhood patrol with Riet. 
It is for the numerous problems that are said to be there, notably the existence of a 
‘bende’ [gang]. 
 The ‘gang’ label has been conceptualized as a discursive instrument to 
legitimize the over-policing of black people and ethnic minorities. The term is 
increasingly brought forth as the explanation of a range of crime related “moral 
panics” 26. This discourse emerged synchronically with the discourse of “ghettoization” 
of housing estates in France and Belgium2728. According to Patrick Williams, 
when this term is deployed, is must be understood as indicative of an expanding 
policing apparatus that labels particular individuals, groups and communities as 
problematic, to justify intervention and control29. He pleas that the “contemporary 
explanations for the gang are inadequate when considered outside of the structural 
context, social reality and continuity of racism(s).”30

A key facet of the policing activities of these “police-gang units” is the 
development of a database with personal data and demographics of people identified 
as gang-concerned. These databases act as self-fulfilling prophecies; increasingly 
identifying youngsters, and their friends and brothers as ‘potential gang member’ to 
further assist the police intelligence that can then inform policing and enforcement 
activity.

The experience of humiliation or even predation is important for their effects in 
identity construction and relation to the outside world, in the former working-class 
neighborhoods. “Through humiliating identity checks … young people must face 
encounters with the police on a permanent basis31.

Indeed, these checks contribute to the feeling that there is a constant 
predation on foreign bodies in a neighborhood that has become or should become 
less foreign, whiter and more “chique”32. The encounters echo the racist acts, kids 
and their parents perceive in school or the employment sector and they nourish a 
gradual awareness of a supposed exteriority to the Belgian society. This feeling of 

24 The specific period referred to here is between March 2020 until the time of interview in 
September 2020. 
25 Fatima, Interview by author, Brussels, September 16, 2020
26 Patrick Williams “Criminalizing the Other: challenging the race-gang nexus”, Race& Class 56 
no. 3 (2015), 18- 35
27 Wacquant, “Ghetto, Banlieue, Favela, etcaetera”, In: Urban Outcasts. A Comparative 
Sociology of Advanced Marginality 3 - 6
28 de Decker and Pannecoucke, “the creation of the incapable social tenant”, 292 - 294
29 Hannah Smithson, Rob Ralphs, and Patrick Williams, “Used and abused: the problematic 
usage of gang terminology in the United Kingdom and its implications for ethnic minority youth”, 
British Journal of Criminology, 53 no. 1 (2013), 113−28; and Patrick Williams, “The police, gangs 
and racism”, Centre for Crime and Justice Studies (2014) URL: http://www.crimeandjustice.org.
uk/resources/police-gangs-and-racism
30 Williams “Criminalizing the Other: challenging the race-gang nexus”, 19
31 Mazzocchetti, “Feelings of injustice and conspiracy”, 5
32 Fatima, Interview by author, Brussels, September 16, 2020

“the other day I 
heard disputes… there 
were 6 policemen and 
they encircle one 
youngster that was 
here. Who was sitting 
in front of his door… 
or what. They asked 
him for his papers. 
The youngster asked; 
“Why? What did I 
do?” And they told 
him; “Well it’s an 
identity check, it’s 
the major of the city 
of Brussels that 
tells us to control, 
all the … well … the 
youngsters that are 
present on the site, 
you know, Rempart des 
Moines”. And the more 
there are of these 
controls … well, it’s 
surveillance.”3 

3 Fatima, Interview 
by author, Brussels, 
September 16, 
2020 

http://www.crimeandjustice
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Six policemen are patrolling the 
neighborhood. I follow them along 
with Riet to see what they are going 
to do. A little later they stop two 
young boys, One of marrocan origin, 
one black boy. One is put against the 
wall. In the end he has to show his 
homework, the other his Mobib card4. 

...

Riet: “Can I ask you why do you do 
that? I’m from the city council, and I 
also attend the police council”. 

...

Mae: So you guys get the instructions 
to do random checks here, to check on 
the young people? 
Officer: “Yes. Around the five blocks 
specifically. Yes.”
Mae: “And who do you guys pick out?”
Officer: “Yes those are people who look 
a certain way.” 
Mae: “Yes, because when I walk here 
I’m never just picked out”. 
Officer: Yes, ma’am but fact is, there 
is a gang here. We know who they are. 
We know who a lot of them are. And 
the chances are slim that a ehm ... a 
woman, I don’t know how old you are ... 
is among them”. 5

4 A card to use public transport in Brussels.
5 Field notes, Brussels, Rempart des Moines, 
November 16, 2020

fig. 26 photo of police intervention, Rempart des 
Moines, November 16, 2020

fig. 27 photo of police intervention, Rempart des 
Moines, February 27, 2021

[«the little ones always have a dream but it’s hard to 
achieve I’m going to tell you about the youngsters who are 
stealing in the neighborhood,
The security is nowhere, the state can’t do anything about 
it, They are always in trouble, they prepare their machine 
guns to beat us all in silence.

In the neighborhood we find people who guide us to the 
right path. Because nowadays there are no more reference 
points, all the blocks are in trouble. 

No need for rage in our genes, we manage without hate, 
the police comes to our house, without telling us what’s 
going on.
While we have problems, even more serious than theirs. 
We are fed up with racists, but the justice system does 
nothing.
As we say at home, the police are everywhere, but justice 
is nowhere to be found.

Too many old people complain because the young people are 
making too much noise 
but anyway when we listen to them they always backing 
down»]

«les petits ont toujours un reve mais difficile à réaliser,  
Je vais vous parlez des petits jeunes qui raquettent dans 
le quartier, 
la sécurité est nulle part, l’état ne peut rien y faire  
ils sont toujours en galère, ils préparent leur 
mitraillettes pour tous nous buter en chmet  
 
Dans le quartier on trouve des gens qui nous guide vers le 
bon chemin. Car de nos jour il n’y a plus de repères, tout 
les blocs sont en galère  
 
Pas besoin de rage dans nos gênes, on se débrouille sans 
la haine,  
la police débarque chez nous, sans nous dire ce qui se 
passe. 
Alors qu’on a des ennui, même plus grave que leurs 
enmerdes.  
On en a marre des racistes, mais la justice ne fait rien 
comme on dit chez nous, la police est partout, mais la 
justice est nul part 
 
Trop personnes âgées se plaignent car les jeunes font trop 
de boucan  
mais tout façon quand on les écoutent ils ralent tout le 
temps»6 

6 Lyrics drom documentary ‘5Blocs/5Blokken’

Fig.28 - 31. Stills from documentary ‘5Blocs/5Blokken’, 20:33, Vimeo video, Beam and Straathoekwerk JES, 2013, 
URL: https://vimeo.com/77603522
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“When I think back on all this history, on these twenty years 
of adventures, I say to myself that the management of these 
five blocks of the Rempart, in those years, was more like a 
western than an urban policy. On the side of the cowboys, 
the Foyer Bruxellois and the administration of the City of 
Brussels, some honest cowboys of course, but above all, 
strong ideas, omnipresent racism, its blameless marshals 
and its alcoholic judges, its cynical and corrupt sheriffs, 
in the right way and God with us, its colonels sounding the 
cavalry for a yes or a no. They didn’t say openly, like 
General Custer: a good Indian is a dead Indian, but they 
thought very loudly: a good pauper is a pauper in Ganshoren. 
And corruption, everywhere.”1 

1 Pierre Blondel, Oral history/ written testimony, January 11, 2019

Fig. 32 ERU-DDP/ Christian Duchâteau, Document Neighborhood contract 
‘Rempart des Moines’, 1997, La Fonderie La Fonderie, Dossier n. 2, 67

STOP 6

Location:   Sport Hall
Object:    Oral History Pierre Blondel
Time:   1995 - 2005

The sport hall came to live in 2000. The oral history of Pierre Blondel narrates 
a conflictual pre-history. This chapter will narrate two conflicts over space, 
provoked by a neighborhood contract. They represent the power dynamics induced 
(or simply surfaced) by an urban renovation program. The conflicts operate in 
different dimensions: One relates to the institutional culture of the time and 
another to the spatial logics of ‘micro cultures’ and their territories. 

Fig. 33 Sport hall, 2003. URL: https://quartiers.brussels/1/q/9
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It is 1995 when Pierre Blondel engages with the building group from his own 
initiative. For a young architect at the start of his career, motivated to work in the 
public sector without membership to a political party, the odds were against him. 
He roamed around abandoned wastelands managed by the public sector, to then 
propose projects to their management that they did not ask for. In the western 
part of the Pentagon, the poorest sector of the city center, a redevelopment plan 
would activate the area around the streets Rempart des Moines, Notre-Dame du 
Sommeil and Grand Serment. Projects of this kind, originated from a law passed 
in 1980 in the region of Brussels. At the time the richer population had left the city 
and the municipalities home to former industries were at the verge of bankruptcy. 
In some of the dispossessed geographical locations you could find public spaces of 
half uninhabited streets that were simply no longer maintained, fenced off as ‘no 
go zone’. The 19 municipalities all have their own a tax base, from which public 
infrastructure, schools, services maintenance etc. are funded. Faced with the 
incredible disparity in resources between neighborhoods, a law was passed that 
allowed the six poorest municipalities to submit a file to receive grants. This way 
neighborhoods could receive the means to work on the requalification of public 
space, construction of social housing or local facilities; in a program referred to as 
‘contract for neighborhood renovation’. 

At the meeting, held in a large poorly heated school yard, crudely lit with neon 
lights, a dozen spectators and local actors reacted. Many of them deplored that 
nothing had been done for the towers of the Foyer, despite their pitiful state. This 
specific neighborhood contract was going to be developed around the site of the 
“barres du rempart”, [“rempart bars”], as they were referred to by professionals at 
the presentation. There was no plan for the blocks and its direct surroundings but 
the rest of the neighborhood would be redesigned, the streets and sidewalks redone, 
perhaps with a gym as well, but it was not yet clear where. “It is as if a wall of 
shame would visually protect the renovated neighborhood from a canker”. He felt 
there was something do be protected in this area that the institutional dynamics 
were trying to get rid of. He began to think about renovation of the high-rises and 
the remaining space around them.

The idea was not to demolish but renovate, to protect the social character of the 
neighborhood. A tabula non-rasa method through a work of sewing1: small buildings 
would punctually form a new built area that would re-define the open spaces. By 
“crossing” the old blocks, they would provide new living units responding to the 
‘lacks’ of the present offer: additional bedrooms, new bathrooms, a living room, a 
terrace. The residents of half of an existing tower would be rehoused in a unit of 32 
flats; the space freed up, would then be renovated to start on another ‘half-tower’, 
and so on. The social advantage of such an operation is that the residents are not 
displaced to other neighborhoods.
The direction of the housing company did not appreciate the work. A well-prepared 
presentation plan, was quickly waved aside by a drunk director. Besides several 
attempts the door was kept closed. It was not appreciated that someone came to 
stick his nose in their affairs, they had other ways of going around these things and 
other kinds of plans. Pierre quickly made his name with this direction as someone 
to keep out2.

His testimony narrates the administrative culture of the time from the position of 
an architect in a conflictual play between interests, actors and legal frameworks. 
The direction of the housing company, at the time, was more concerned with political 
favors and development plans or housing policies in view with the leading political 
economic elite. Real estate actors have been involved and the testimony hints at 
the corruption that was present. Site Rempart des Moines, was too central with too 
much financial potential for a renovation with a social character. Correspondences 
in the Archives of Brussels about symbolic amounts of money and construction and 

1 Tabula non rasa is term coined by coined by Location, Vassel and Droit, to describe a spatial 
strategy to (re-)development of high-rise housing estates that is relational and contextual to 
present material and non-material parameters.
2 Text based on oral history written by Pierre Blondel, January 11, 2019 and: Interview by 
author, Brussels, November 4, 2020 

Cowboys and Sherrifs

 
“If I am refused 
their door, I will 
enter through the 
window … I will be 
the vacuum cleaner 
salesman, the 
Jeovah’s witness of 
architecture!”.2

...

“When everything was 
drawn, intentions, 
plans, cross-
sections, details 
of the renovated 
dwellings, there was 
still one obstacle: 
meeting someone at 
the Foyer Bruxellois, 
the apathetic owner.”
 

...

“The affair turned 
out to be short: Mr. 
President, in a pasty 
voice, announced 
that he hated these 
blocks, that the 
best thing would be 
to demolish them, or 
to sell them to the 
private sector to 
build something else 
in the suburbs, and 
that he would study 
the case with the 
people concerned.”

2 Pierre Blondel, Oral 
history/ written testimony, 
January 11, 2019

transference of land support this claim. Indeed, in 2008 - not much after construction 
of Sport hall -  the ‘Foyer Bruxellois/ Brusselse Haard’ changed its name and its 
direction ‘Logemen Bruxellois/ Brusselse Woning’. The new administration found 
an administrative mess and a financial turmoil and re-considered a thorough 
renovation based on the concept of Blondel3. 

3 For more information see: Raf Custers “Brussel – Van renoveren naar slopen. De Papenvest, 
Speelbal van de Politiek”. Apache.be [online] March 6, 2019.

The reasons to 
maintain rampart des 
Moines is for social 
reasons or urbanistic 
ones not for  
patrimonial reasons. 
Architecturally 
speaking, it is not 
interesting   

“The (original)
urban plan was 
probably drawn in 
two hours, and the 
housing plan took 
an afternoon. Four 
types of apartments, 
studio, one-bedroom, 
two-bedroom, three-
bedroom, repeated 
eighty times. Whether 
you live on the edge 
of the site or in the 
center, on the ground 
floor or on the upper 
floors, on the north 
side of the block or 
on the south side, it 
is the same”3

“Dear friend, it’s 
very nice your little 
drawings, yes it is, 
and I know about 
them, I’m -wink- in 
the game. He took out 
of a small document 
holder a business 
card: Gaétan Van der 
F. engraved in golden 
letters and on the 
back the logo of« 
Plubel’Immo S.A.»: 
My dear, a little 
realism, see where 
we are, finally! Ten 
minutes from the 
Grand Place, five 
from the Saint Géry 
square, at this 
moment the place 
to be. The Antoine 
Dansaert street is 
being renovated, our 
Flemish friends are 
pulling out all the 
stops, these people 
are creative and they 
have a lot of money, 
which doesn’t spoil 
anything. At this 
rate, in five years, 
this is where it’s 
at! He was trembling 
with excitement. And 

3 Interview by author, 
Brussels, November 4, 
2020

Fig.34 ‘Coupe’  Renovation 
Pierre Blondel, [photograph] 
Archives of the ity of 
Brussels 

Fig.35 ‘Adaptaton of Plan’  
Renovation Pierre Blondel, 
[photograph] Archives of the 
City of Brussels 

Fig.36 Proposal of sale of 
‘Rempart des Moines’ to 
developer, [photo] Archives 
of the city of Brussels  

Fig. 37 Pierre Blondel, Model 
renovation plan 
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The Royal Decree on service contracts, passed in 1996. The mechanics of this law, 
with one set in action in 1980 changed the conditions in the web of the administrative 
habits, which enabled the creation of the sport hall in its current form. It obliged 
administrations to bring in competition when they called on external services. Before 
this date architecture jobs were largely distributed according to personal affiliation 
or political alliances. The choice of architect for a public project would be made by 
the person in charge of the file, who could pick a family member or someone from 
an affiliated political party with a minimal justification. For the larger projects, 
multiple political tendencies needed to be present in the architectural designs, so 
no-one would be dissatisfied. For social housing, membership of the socialist party 
was an unwritten prerequisite. The law on neighborhood contracts teamed up with 
the one on service contracts. Competition would allow for designs to be selected 
based on their ‘quality’ assessed by an independent jury. Pierre Blondel was invited 
by a public official. 
 
Although the neighborhood contract imagined a construction of a sport hall, the land 
was not from the city of Brussels but of the Foyer. He proposed an exchange between 
these two actors in his design. A square of 1000m3 would be handed over to the city 
of Bruxelles, in exchange for a strip of land of 3 meters by 300 meters alongside rue 
Rempart des Moines. The narrowed street and extra space surrounding the towers 
would at the same time diminish speeding in the neighborhood, as it was a first step 
in his plan for the renovation of the towers. This proposal in combination with the 
architectural design of the sport hall won the competition.

A second spatial conflict emerged from this exchange of land. It seemed the Foyer 
Bruxellois was not the only one who had claimed ownership over the square of 
1000m2. In fact, on the place of the sport hall used to be a basketball field. The 
logics behind this second conflict, would become clear during the construction. 
Youngsters closely followed the construction site clinging to the fence. At night, 
messages on the fences of the construction site, vandalism and tags emerged to voice 
their discontent. The threats were not without reaction. The contractor brought in 
a subcontractor wo advised a special impact-resistant layer to protect the windows. 
A sample was examined on site but it had to be put to test elsewhere. Under the 
eyes of the youngsters this voluntary violence could have been inspiration or an 
amusement they were not willing to grant to them. In search for a more discrete 
place the two contractors and the architect went to another construction site not far 
from there to test the resilience of the material to stones. After the first stone, the 
test-window broke. The sample was abandoned and the construction went on with 
hope for the best. 

These expressions of anger can be understood as the symbolic fight over the 
space. Matthias de Backer’s ethnography of Brussels ‘drari’ street culture focuses 
on affective and class-related phenomena internal to practices of territory building. 
“Microcultures” are defined as “flows of meaning managed by small groups of people 
that meet on an everyday basis”.4 These are combinations of personalities, the 
locations they make their own and the events they share, providing “a unifying 
set of experiences”.  It locates “resistance” in everyday “routine transgressions”5, 
including dress-codes and tags. Young people’s primary intention is not necessarily 
challenging the dominant culture, as it is to carve out a niche for themselves, 
precisely because they are (symbolically and literally) denied access to many other 
spaces. 
There are a diversity of microcultures, that form larger and smaller interacting 
units. Territoriality is a big aspect of this dynamic; a phenomenon of enhanced 
attachment to place that comes hand in hand with a limited mobility in the urban 
region, overall. For instance, Bilal would never go and have a drink in Dansaert 

4 Mathias de Backer, “Class, Style and Territory in the Drari Microcultures of Brussels”, 
Societies 9, no. 64 (2019), 3
5 Alastair Bonnet, “The transgressive geographies of daily life. Transgressions J. Urban 
Explorer 2 no. 3 (1996), 29.

“On pettra tou, signé: Serial Killa” [We’ll break it all, signed: Serial Killa]

Fig. 38 Basket ball Field, Rempart 
des Moines [potograph], Archives 
of the City of Brussels 

street or St. Catherine, only a few meters away from his house, because he does 
not feel comfortable there6. “Yes, these kids come here. They tell me it’s the only 
place in the neighborhood where they feel welcome” said Rachida Aziz owner of 
‘leSpace’ a former activist culture house in a small street perpendicular to the 
Dansaert street7. She confirms that the spatial logics of exclusion are much more 
a question of cultural capital, than financial considerations, or (literal) distance. 
Indeed, “repeated experiences with exclusion and racism produces an attachment to 
the area where they are “among themselves”8. The (sociologist’s and police officers’) 
ques for these “interacting units” are young men (north) African or Middle Eastern 
descent, who spend much time outside in their home neighborhoods, confined by a 
lack of resources and social and cultural capital. 

That places have to be claimed and appropriated implies that these places 
will be defended, physically or symbolically. Indeed, the basketball field was a 
‘micro-territory’ occupied by the youth. They did not appreciate the destruction of 
their space. For them the betterment of their neighborhood, was at the cost of their 
space. This can be interpreted quite literally, as indeed they were told they would 
have to show their credentials, form teams, and registrations numbers to enter the 
new sport hall. The kind of regulations the world outside their space was regulated 
by.

The investment in the public spaces and infrastructures also underscored 
more strongly underscores the (willing) disinvestment in the spaces they inhabit 
themselves. These forces are combined with a general feeling that “there is no 
room for ‘them’ in Brussels, in Belgium, or in Europe, outside the space which 
they create for themselves in the few rundown and ever so familiar streets in their 
neighborhood.”9 Acts of violence and vandalism, may be interpreted as a reaction 
to the symbolic violence they endure10. That the discontent for the construction of 
a sport hall – destined for youngsters and kids from the neighborhood – comes as a 
surprise, displays the different languages that are spoken by officials working in the 
public sector. The relevance of conflicts of this kind lays in the fact that these are not 
incidents, but rather patterns that we can see reproduced to this day.

6 de Backer, “Class, Style and Territory in the Drari Microcultures of Brussels”, 8
7 Field Notes, Personal conversation with author, Brussels, February 10, 2020
8 de Backer, “Class, Style and Territory in the Drari Microcultures of Brussels”, 8
9 Jacinthe Mazzocchetti “Feelings of injustice and conspiracy theory. Representations of 
adolescents from an African migrant background (Morocco and sub-Saharan Africa) in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods of Brussels”, Brussels Studies [Online], General collection, no 
63, (2012), 3. DOI: 10.4000/brussels.1123
10 Wacquant, “Stigma and Division”

“Yet as soon as 
the first glass 
panels were placed 
on the frames, as 
soon as the company 
had deserted the 
construction site 
and the small vans 
from Dherte had taken 
the road back to the 
hill country, bang! 
There arrived the 
first projectiles: 
Empty Coke cans, 
apple cores and 
garbage were still 
acceptable, but soon 
gravel and stones 
were thrown”.6

6 Pierre Blondel, Oral 
history/ written testimony, 
January 11, 2019 
 

Fig. 39 and Fig 40 Stills from documentary ‘5Blocs/5Blokken’, 20:33, Vimeo video, Beam and Straathoekwerk JES, 
2013, URL: https://vimeo.com/77603522

[There is all kinds of things.] [Like a broken window...]

that’s good, this 
site here is a gold 
mine”4 
“You understand that 
in the neighborhood 
contract, there is a 
sports hall planned, 
and with the new law 
we are obliged to 
do a competition. 
Since you know the 
site well, I decided 
that you could 
participate”5.

4 Pierre Blondel, Oral 
history/ written testimony, 
January 11, 2019 
5 Pierre Blondel, Oral 
history/ written testimony, 
January 11, 2019 

Conflict over land
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As we walk towards the south of the pentagon, we pass by various of such micro 
territories, that can be located alongside the placements of housing estates and 
accommodating sport fields11 The investment of neighborhood contracts moves 
south, as we advance south, in years towards the present. And with them, the 
conflictual dynamics of these tools for regeneration. The investment in the public 
space and infrastructure around a housing estate, without prospects for renovation 
of the estates itself, has increased the distrust towards them from the side of 
inhabitants, explains Wendy and animator employed by one of these contracts. In 
the Marolles several neighborhood contracts were responsible for big investments 
in public spaces. Akin, several microterritories divide the neighborhood in sub-
neighborhoods in these very same areas based on the placement of housing estates 
and accomodating sport fields. Alongside pride, there is a confinement to their 
sub-neighborhood and a limited social mobility12. Conversely, the contracts are 
implemented there because of the housing estates and lack of cultural and sports 
facilities for the people living there. Yet, from the side of the people inside the 
housing, the neighborhood contracts are at times interpreted as a threat. There is 
the idea that it may be to ‘improve’ the neighborhood, but it not for the needs of the 
people living inside of the complex, expresses Hans, an official working for the city of 
Brussels for the renovation around ‘Brigitinnes’13. “In the years that I was working 
there was the fact that there no emergency exit in order. People seriously had the 
feeling that a fire could start here, and no-one cared about them” explains Wendy14. 
Asking people in such situation to participate for the construction in public spaces 
(voluntarily) is not that evident and it has even been considered as a provocation. 

11 These territories are described by street corner worker and sport animators in the areas, or 
see: Mazzochetti, “Feelings of injustice and conspiracy theory, 2 
12 Mazzocchetti “Feelings of injustice and conspiracy theory”, 2
13 Hans Eelens, Interview by author, November 19, 2020
14 Wendy, Interview by author, March 27, 2021

“Between the blocks, 
next to the entrance 
of the sports hall” 
at one point all the 
young people were 
there.

a little further on 
you had the bench in 
Senne Street, where 
Senne Street widens a 
little … 

If you pass that 
bench, well then you 
suddenly come to 
Anneessens. That is a 
completely different 
neighborhood … 
someone who is not 
from the neighborhood 
can walk through 
there and think 
this is the same 
neighborhood. But 
no, this is a 
different district, 
it is a different 
town, there are 
different networks 
and different 
mentalities. These 
are clear boundaries” 
1

“’la Brige’, 
‘la Querelles’, 
‘Montserrat’, ‘le 
Radimarolles’, 
you have this in 
the  neighborhood 
of the Marolles, 
around the school 
for instance, ‘les 
vieux blocs’ [‘the 
old blocs’] - these 
red apartment blocks 
just above ‘place 
Jeu de Balles’. So 
yes, inside the area 
of the Marolles, 
you have sub-
neighborhoods, where 
there is a lot of 
pride also.”2 

 

 

1 Thomas Devos, 
Interview by author, 
Brussels, February 28, 
2020
2 Wendy Interview by 
author, March 27, 2021

Dérive [Drift]

Rempart des Moines 
1995 - 2005 
Contrat de Quartier

Region 4 488 313,47€
Brussels 5 269 082,82€
Total 9 757 396,29€

Taneurs 2000 - 2004  
Contrat de Quartier 
Region 5 471 037,35€
Brussels 5 667 972,73€
Beliris 1 363 000,00€
Total 12 502 010,08€

Rouppe 2008 - 2012  
Contrat de Quartier 
Region 6 457 199,82€
Brussels 6 513 831,87€
Beliris 2 560 350,00€
Total 15 531 381,69€

Creche Querelles
2008 - 2012
Region 1 808 832,45€
Brussels 1 808 832,45€
Total 3 617 664,90€

Jonction 2014 - 2018 
Contrat de Quartier 
Region 10 900 000,00€
Brussels 11 000 002,00€
Beliris 3 125 000,00€
Total 25 025 002,00€

Fig. 42 Map of neighborhood renovation contracts in Brussels City, 
[online] URL: https://quartiers.brussels

Projet Phare Jonction 
2014 - 2018 
Region 4 100 000,00€
Brussels 4 100 000,00€
Total 8 200 000,00€

Call for Projects
site HAUTE, BMA
17.02.2021
“completely 
refurbished both 
in terms of its 
housing and its 
public spaces, its 
surroundings. The 
site, not without 
heritage value, is 
getting old and 
no longer meets 
current standards and 
requirements.”

Pottiers 2013 
Renovation
Pierre Blondel  
Budget: 9.000 000€

 
These neighborhood contracts participate in some ways the further 
accentuation of the binary inside/outside of these estates; increasing 
the contrast between the state of dilapidation of the buildings and their 
direct surroundings. The particularities and nuances of that dynamic 
extend the scope of this thesis. These anecdotes merely aim to illustrate 
the reproduction of similar (power) relations, across neighborhoods, 
between characters that occupy similar positions in spatial, social and 
cultural hierarchies. As well as the urban mythologies that are generated 
in the “symbolic’ fights”.

Fig.41 Subjective map of Micr oterritories.
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“You feel that the neighborhood 
contract is there, because it is 
a fragile neighborhood (otherwise 
the district contract would not 
be there) and in fact very little 
thought is put into how these people 
can actually benefit from it or 
participate in it.”3

“We wonder whether they are improving 
the streets for us or for themselves. 
They make new infrastructures to mask 
the true problems within. What they 
should do is renovate the social 
housing and the schools”4 

“You have the center. And you have 
the Marolles, with Place de Jeu 
Balles, area’s that are very much 
gentrified. And then you have the 
Brigitinnes there, placed inbetween. 
I am not sure if the people who live 
there themselves, see that this way, 
but I think that this is the way the 
political climate is looking at the 
buildings. Notably, in the context 
of the neighborhood contract, as an 
area that needs to be ‘revived’, and 
‘revalued’ etc… We are going to bring 
a new dynamic there, we are going 
to make it more beautiful, we are 
going to ensure that there are more 
activities, but you feel that very 
often these are proclamations from 
very dominant positions. And that 
from a fragile position it is not at 
all evident”5.

“That ?! Oh, that is an operation 
‘cache la misère’ [cover up the 
misery]”6 

3 Hans Eelens, Interview by author, November 
19, 2020 
4 Mèdi, See: Mazzocchetti “Feelings of 
injustice and conspiracy theory”, 3
5 Hans Eelens, Interview by author
6 Ahmed, Interview by Author, Brussels, 
November 8, 2020 

 
Is there anything you want to share about the events?

D: It started because of... actually, we were there, and they came running, with batons and everything. They 
hit a father, that’s why. Afterwards, at night, it got out of hand. They started throwing rocks. They started 
gassing and everything. It started to degenerate, to show that we shouldn’t do that and everything. And they 
take us like savages and that’s it.

And what about the crèche? In the press, it didn’t go down at all...
 
E: They didn’t attack the crèche, they burned a car, and the car came down. So the smoke from the car, it 
touched part of the crèche. Because if they had really wanted to burn the crib, it would not be there anymore. 

 
A: It’s always the same story. Yeah, we’re going to do a center, we’re going to do this nanana. 
 
D: It’s all talk. He’s been saying yes we’ll fix it for years, it’s always the same. [The first floor of one of 
the blocks used to be a youth centre and has been closed for insalubrity ever since].
 
A: It’s been 15 years. I was born here. 
 
Going back to the events, I heard there’s an investigation going on?
 
A: Yes, they already have names, that they say they are perpetrators of what happened at the Querelle. In 
fact, they want to stick young people who have nothing to do with it. They don’t even have any evidence, they 
don’t have anything concrete. There have been no arrests. It’s like they want to stick people. They want to 
stick facts to say that «we caught someone in the Marolles district, that’s it, the story is over». They’re 
going to stick someone who didn’t do anything, who’s going to get a dismissal, go to jail, I don’t know how 
much in fines... it could be half a million. The crib, the cars, the lamps,

How many people are in the investigation?
A: At first there was the whole neighborhood, but they’ve cut back. Now there are about ten I think. The police 
make meetings for us. They make their film, they think they’re in Hollywood, they talk about gangs, gang 
leaders, ... I heard they did a report on the Marolles neighborhood. I don’t know what they think. When now 
there are stories and he’s going before the judge, he’s all alone. Why he’s going to start sticking people 
or gang leader I don’t know what. He knows that if he did something, he’s on his own, he’ll go before the 
judge alone, and he’ll go home alone. He’s going to pay his fines by himself. So I don’t know how they can 
call him a gang leader when there isn’t even a gang here, there’s nothing at all. Everyone is on their own.1 

1 In September 2020 a burning car touched the creche of the Querelles. Youngstes of the Querelles explain their version of the 
conflit in an Interview by Wendy, October, 2020

Fig. 43 The inaction is complice, [photograph] 
January 2021, Construction project phare Jonction

Fig. 44 Creche Querelles, Georges De Kinder, urban.brussels 
[photograph],2015
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This thesis assessed meaning of five concrete modernist artefacts located in the 
heart of Brussels. Weaving through the various narratives and discourse that 
surround them, the different chapters form a patchwork of stories and descriptions 
contained within the parameter of 1,4 hectares.

Stop I presented a theoretical investigation of the critiques to modernisms, 
emphasizing the way these buildings are described in the field of architecture 
and urbanism. It first gives an insight into the planning context from which they 
emerged, and the initial meaning ascribed to the objects by the planning culture at 
the time. An initial utopic vision is contrasted with their criticisms, as they emerged 
from the late 60s into the present. In this review, I focused for a large part on the 
local (intellectual) reactions to modernism. Deploying a kind of ‘localist’ effort, I see 
the local critiques as part of the context the buildings are situated in. It suggests that 
these critiques developed in a solidifying discourse stigmatizing the architecture 
and the people inside of it both for their low architectural quality as well as for 
the concentration of different minority groups. From this problematic, I interrogate 
whether ‘the critique’ of the architecture has (also) resulted in an ontological shift 
in the way architecture is understood in time and context. Moreover, it poses the 
epistemological question, what a redefinition of architecture means in terms of 
‘where knowledge about a building comes from’ and essentially; ‘who gets to speak’.

Stop II delved in a more reflexive understanding of the mechanisms 
of territorial stigmatization, from a situated position. Alongside a description 
of discomfort and neglected interviews, it explains the barriers that emerged in 
the process my fieldwork. It suggests that interactions between inhabitants and 
‘engaged’ outsiders - like students, journalists, politicians or artists - is part of a 
symbolic everyday violence. It explains the way I adapted my approach to fieldwork 
and ethnography along the way, and gives and insight in how I arrived at the 
working and writing method I deployed in subsequent stops.

STOP III told a story of woman in the first tower that will be demolished in the 
phasing of the demolition. It narrates the emotional reaction to forced displacement, 
and the rush that she was put in during the moving process. It suggests that “the 
home” is a highly subjective reality, and so too the qualities ascribed to it. Indeed, 
the story expresses that someone who has ‘on paper’ gained a new apartment with 
better quality still experiences profound grief and loss, related to a feeling of being 
de-rooted and un-settled. Furthermore, does it give a first insight in a process and 
temporality induced by contracts and procedures that does not fit her basic needs. It 
is argued that the relation with institution of the housing company and the moving 
process are (experienced as) a violence inflicted on inhabitants. 

STOP IV is narrated from the perspective of a woman in the third tower. This 
tower has an in-between position, since in the (initial) phasing of the demolition it 
will stay intact until the first two towers have been demolished and new housing is 
constructed for part of these inhabitants to be re-housed on site. The story sketches 
a neighborhood where social relations are degrading with subsequent issues of 
isolation. Based on an understanding of architecture as social relations, it suggests 
that the passing of intimate information, collectivity and attempts to construct new 
(social) relations for people to rely on, can be considered small resistance to the 
growing (feeling of) abandonment on site.

STOP V, contrary to the character in the prior stop, tells the story of a woman 
with little investment in the neighborhood, who feels stuck in her confinement to 
the assigned living space for her and her family. Situated in the fourth tower – 
that will only be demolished in a later stage of the demolition/ reconstruction - 
she will remain living on the site for the coming years. It explains an emotional 
reaction to the - often conflictual -  relations with different kinds of public officials 
and institutions.

STOP VI took the object of the sport hall as starting point to regard an 
in-between period in the history of the site (from 1995 to 2005). It narrates two 
spatial conflicts that surfaced in the implementation of a neighborhood contract; 
one related to the institutional culture, and another sets forth a sociologically 
informed argument on the reaction to urban renewal plans in former working class 
neighborhoods. Alongside the description of a conflictual pre-history of the sport 
hall in the context of a contract for neighborhood renovation, it is suggested that 

the institutional of the time has impacted the prospects for renovation of the towers. 
Furthermore, did I drift off to other neighborhoods in the center of Brussels, 

in a quest to assess to what extend these tools for urban renovation can become 
perverse. I came across multiple other concrete artefacts with similar denominators; 
the planning context from which they emerged, ‘LB/BW’ as owner and manager, 
the architectural style, the state of the buildings, the images projected on these 
buildings from the outside as well as the contracts for neighborhood renovations 
encircling them. 

Part of me wished I could have explored the comparison between these 
different sites in depth, yet such an effort expands the scope of this thesis. 
Nevertheless, is this drift briefly mentioned to underscore the relevance of 
the different stories and testimonies collected on ‘5blocs’, because I observed a 
reproduction of similar experiences and institutional violence. Moreover, it supports 
the overarching claim of the thesis that these housing estates should be considered 
in a highly contextual matter. Indeed, the different trajectories of the other housing 
estates - when developed in depth – could illustrate how ‘what happens’ in processes 
of urban transformation relates for a large part to the direct interactions of these 
buildings with their surroundings, and the actors involved with them

Finally, this walk concludes with the appeal to consider the high-rise 
housing estates of the post-war period, as a tangible heritage of memories and 
experiences of different actors - stories of life and design processes. It suggests 
that a relational view on the architecture, can bring to the forefront some of the 
procedures, temporalities and conditions that do not fit ‘people in their housing’. 
And it is precisely these experiences, that can tell us about the gaps and frictions in 
the way our professional system is geared to think about architecture. Indeed, these 
stories should be included not only in the way we decide about, but also in the way 
we think about and understand the environments in the first place. 
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