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“Thinking in dichotomies such as “formal” 

and “informal” is strongly related to a dialecti-

cal mode of analysis, which has not only been a 

long-standing, intrinsic part of Western culture 

and discourse but has also always been an im-

portant historical frame of reference to position 

the West against other geographical entities.”1

1 Sascha Delz, 

“Spatial Dialogic: An integrative 

approach for urban develop-

ment in rapidly transforming 

cities,” in Lessons of Informality 

Architecture and Urban 

Planning for Emerging Territories 

- Concepts from Ethiopia, eds. 

Felix Heisel and Bisrat Kifle 

Woldeyessus Basel, Switzerland: 

Birkhäuser, 2016), 191.
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Modern vs Traditional

As architects, designers, and profes-
sionals from diverse disciplines—we all 
share a well-defined perception of mo-
dern design. It encapsulates something 
contemporary, mirroring the essence of 
the present day. 

With ‘modern’, we quickly associate 
the ‚formal,‘ or more expansively, the 
concept of the ‚developed. At the same 
time, traditional, informal, and unde-
veloped entails everything that is not 
‚modern.‘ This dichotomous distinction 
becomes especially highlighted within the 
discourse of international urbanisation 
processes, specifically those in the Sout-
hern Hemisphere. 

The juxtaposition of these polarising 
concepts leads to a certain oversimpli-
fication of reality, a tendency inherent 
in human nature,  where we often find 
it more convenient to simplify certain 
aspects rather than grapple with the 
nuanced realities that often just lie within 
the middle ground. However, what un-
folds when both dichotomies materialise 
within a single space? How do we, as 
architects, navigate between such polari-
sed concepts? 

 What if we encounter environ-
ments where both formality and infor-
mality intertwine ? 
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Plastic Sheets and Glazed Towers: 
Addis Ababa

One of many places in the “Global 
South” that encompasses both contras-
ting realities, the formal and the informal, 
is Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. 
It is a city full of contradictions, where 
high-rise glazed office buildings emer-
ge into self-constructed market stalls 
made of corrugated steel and plastic 
sheets.  

The problematic nature of the polari-
sing categorisation is particularly evident 
concerning the housing situation in Addis 
Ababa. Most of the population resides in 
what is commonly referred to as „sefer,“ 
a term that, when interpreted through 
the lens of Western vocabulary descri-
bing underdeveloped areas, corresponds 
to what we would typically label a tra-
ditional slum. However, these traditional 

settlements have a long history and are 
an intrinsic part of the city‘s urban mor-
phology and therefore act as important 
carriers of the city’s heritage. The sefer 
are characterised by the fact that families 
and people until today live in close social, 
economic, as well as  spatial proximity. 
The built structure in the settlements 
not only facilitates social interaction and 
a sense of community but also allows for 
interaction with the environment, which 
is an integral part of the daily routine of 
the Ethiopian dwellers. The permeability 
of the living space connects the interior 
with the exterior, creating spaces that can 
be used for daily activities like the prepa-
ration of food, social interactions and the 
generation of income. As a result of the 
permeability and flexibility of the dwelling, 
spaces within the home can be utilized 
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not just for living, but also for working, 
making the incrementally grown settle-
ments a place where living is not separa-
ted, but correlating with working. 

The modest height makes it easier for 
residents to use their homes for income-
generating activities, fostering a seamless 
connection to the street. Additionally, the 
low-rise nature empowers residents to 
be auto constructors, by constructing, 
repairing and maintaining their homes 
according to their needs and preferences.

However, the increase in population 
and the fast migration from rural to 
urban areas have made these spaces 
unsustainable. The government attemp-

ted to tackle this problem by formalising 
housing through the implementation of 
the Grand Housing Program (GHP), a 
project which, in collaboration with the 
German Technical Cooperation (GTZ), 
gave birth to the so-called Condomi-
niums. A mass-produced large-scale 
housing scheme that not only created a 
vast amount of housing in a short time 
but also provided multiple employment 
possibilities aimed to replace the sefer. 
Accordingly, the GHP represents a signi-
ficant leap forward in addressing housing 
needs. Still, a closer examination of its 
exterior and interior structures reveals a 
departure from traditional living patterns. 
The design concept seems more aligned 

with a global, modern approach to hou-
sing rather than drawing from the rich 
tapestry of former inner-city habitation. In 
stark contrast to traditional settlements, 
the Condominium buildings are towering 
blocks with standardised apartment sizes 
and lack organic spatial and programm-
atic connections. Even though each 
compound has an assigned community 
building for communal activities, its deta-
ched location from the apartment blocks 
makes its integration into daily life quite 
difficult. Overall, it seems like the needs 
of the people are oversimplified to the 
extent that the architecture of the Con-
dominium could belong to any communi-
ty across the globe. 

Although it is important to note that 
traditional settlements are no longer 
sustainable for Addis and that condo-
minium blocks are a generally positive 
contribution, this example clearly shows 
how a dichotomous mindset is detrimen-
tal to the built environment. Despite the 
challenges often associated with informal 
settlements and the stigmatisation of 
being labelled as „slums,“ they indeed of-
fer profound insights into their residents’ 
daily lives, experiences, and perspectives. 
These insights are a rich resource that 
should greatly inform and enrich con-
temporary housing projects. However, to 
truly integrate these valuable insights into 
housing projects, we must first address 

and dispel the degrading stigma associa-
ted with the term „slum.“ This pejorative 
label implies an imperative to eradicate, 
further exacerbating the existing dicho-
tomies. Rather than perpetuating a narra-
tive of demonization versus glorification, 
we must adopt a more pragmatic view 
of these realities and focus on “the real 
city, the real economy and the real social 
practices and identities of the majority 
of urbanities who are building our cities 
if we want to make sense of them”. The 
consequence of such an aspect-oriented 
approach is no longer a clear picture with 
contrasts but a picture full of shades of 
gradations that are no longer so easy to 
categorise. 
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Positionality

As a German-Ethiopian architectural designer, I see 
myself at the intersection of both contrasting realities 
and struggle to define my attitude towards this de-
velopment clearly. 

On the one hand, it must be acknowledged that the 
need for housing is pressing, and such large-scale pro-
jects provide the tangible need for housing. However, 
on the other hand, this project falls short in addressing 
the intangible living culture of the people. Intrigued by 
this conflict within me I wanted to address this issue in 
a project.  Rather than relying on abstract concepts and 
artificial boundaries, I entered into a spatial dialogue 
where I aimed to unravel some of the dichotomies by 
immersing myself in the stories and experiences found 
on site.  My aim was to gain a genuine understanding 
of the specific spatial needs of Ethiopian dwellers, that 
housing in Ethiopia must fulfil to ensure the expression 
of their culture of everyday life.
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The Method

So I equipped myself with ethnographic research met-
hods and activated my family. With their help, I was able 
to visit a multitude of inner-city settlements and Con-
dominium sites. I met various warm-hearted, welcoming 
people, entered a multitude of homes and was able to 
become part of the daily life of the residents. 

Analysing these lived spaces through observations, 
photography, and sketches accompanied by informal 
conversations with residents provided me with valuable 
insights into the local living culture and the multiple ways 
in which residents navigate their daily lives in their do-
mestic spaces. 

These insights challenged and expanded my initial as-
sumptions, revealing nuanced and complex relationships 
between dwellers and their living spaces.

What are the architectural requirements for a home in Ethiopia that enables 
Ethiopian Dwellers to express their living culture ? 

How are daily practices influenced by space ?
How is it possible to map/trace/document culture ?
Where could architecture be a potential barrier 
and carrier for culture?

Research Questions
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I was welcomed into the homes of many people 
within the condominiums and the sefers...

..and I was often offered food, which shows how eating together is part of 
the culture and a way to break down boundaries 

A woman showing me her garden within a 
Condominium compound.

One of my uncles who is living in a Condominium 
showed me a similar garden. 

More food ... and coffee...

Me and my tour guide Adaye, who introduced me to her friend 
who lives in the Kirkos sefer.
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Sefers visited in Addis Ababa 

Kirkos

Kazanchis

Piazza



“The close-knit relationship between these single hou-

sing units creates one big social community ‘building’ 

where each unit cannot survive without the other.“
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The Sefer

The inner city settlements have a high 
significance socially, economically and 
historically for the urban fabric of Addis 
Ababa. The establishment of these sett-
lements dates back to the foundation 
of the city in 1886 and was developed 
by the emperor at the time to facilitate 
administration and planning. However, 
due to the increasing population growth, 
there was no longer a clear overview 
anymore. The influx of population and 
the demand for service and housing led 
to the unconducted growth of the sett-
lements, as the residents continued to 
adapt and extend their housing accor-
ding to their own needs and demands. 
Thus, once established by the emperor to 
control the city, today the sefer function 

as micro cities within a larger urban net-
work, “not correspond[ing] to the City 
Administration plans of density, sanitation, 
safety or public accessibility. 

The most common housing typology 
in these settlements is the `small houses 
and sheds´, which are the most affordable 
possibilities for shelter. Both types appe-
ar mostly together, as 70 % of the small 
houses are characterised by an extension. 
However, sheds are not the only way of 
extending the living space, the houses are 
also directly adjusted by the residents in 
order to gain more living space. It be-
comes visible quite clearly that the resi-
dents are auto constructors of their own 
homes, who do not regard their housing 

as a static product but rather as an orga-
nically individually growing space. This way 
of letting the house grow incrementally, 
meaning the gradual step-by-step cons-
truction process, is deeply rooted into 
the Ethiopian building tradition. 

The dwelling is not merely produced 
as a finished product, but rather evolved 
over time depending on the owner‘s 
needs and income. Most of the inner city 
settlements are made of state-owned 
housing, referred to as Kebele housing, 
and are rented out at a very low price, 
enabling the poor population to stay 
in the centre of the city. These Kebele 
houses are a result of earlier interventi-
ons of the public sector in the communist 

period in the 70s. The government of the 
time took over the private property to 
generate housing for the poor society. 
This development has led to the fact that 
40 % of the housing still belongs to the 
state. Therefore “the old inner-city resi-
dential neighbourhoods of Addis Ababa 
[do] not only provide housing at rents 
that can be afforded by the low-income 
residents but also provide, within the 
settlement areas, a wide variety of emp-
loyment opportunities, formal and infor-
mal.” This level of informality is especially 
inviting for the poorest and less privileged 
population of the city.

Research



24 25

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba Research

Income Generation

The street is especially a very import-
ant place for formal and informal income 
generation. A large number of households 
and families run smaller businesses at 
home and use the street space to posi-
tion “small kiosks, home-made drinks bars, 
snack bars as well as small-scale repairing 
shops”. Due to the constant flow of pas-
sers-by, the residents are likely to attract 
a large number of customers. However, 
people who are not able to open their 
living space to the street space can also 
generate income through street vending 
activities. 

Thus, one also encounters women with 
small stalls or covers, which they use to 
sell vegetables or male youths selling ba-
nanas in self-made cargo bicycles. In additi-
on “personal services such as shoe shining, 
car washing, carrying goods, etc. provide 
employment opportunities for large num-
bers of people in the centre of the city.” 

[1] Quelle: Stefan Lang Aussage 2023
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Shops leaning against buildings or their interstices.

Standalone shops along the street that are made of simple 
constructions like wood, plastic sheets and corrugated steel 

Expansion of the shop area through extensions like awnings/
corrugated steel sheets, the space can be shared by several 

sellers, like coffee/tea sellers.

These activities are specifically important 
considering that Ethiopia is not fully industria-
lised yet, the majority of the poor are depen-
dent on these types of activities to generate 
income. 

However, it is important to note that the 
city centre is characterised by a mixed land 
tenure and like in most capital cities, operates 
as the economic centre. Precisely this point 
leads to a clash of interest, as the inner-city 
areas are the places with the highest market 
price and at the same time the place where 
the largest part of the urban poor lives and 
generates their income.
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The Case Studies

 The three selected settlements in Addis 
Ababa are situated in the city centre and 
have developed over the years, becoming 
integral parts of the urban landscape. 

As a result, they represent a source of 
traditional urban life. The first inner-city 
settlement chosen for this study is Piazza, 
a traditional settlement with a strong 
commercial influence from the Italian 
occupation. The second settlement is 
Kirkos, locally considered the home of the 
poorest settlers. Lastly, the study focused on 
Kazanchis, an area located in the midst of 
business and diplomatic buildings. 

Piazza

Kirkos

Kazanchis

Despite their different positions in 
the city, there is a certain similarity in the 
street pattern. The main streets mark the 
formal, public part. Behind or adjacent to 
these main streets, is  a network of smaller, 
narrower, and more organic pathways 
located. 

These pathways create a more 
intricate and informal network, allowing 
for pedestrian movement and creating 
space for smaller, more intimate housing 
compounds referred to as gebbi. As a 
collective these smaller gebbis make up the 
sefer.
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Within these Gebbis the spaces 
inbetween the domestic spaces are 
used for activities like washing clothes, 
drying herbs or cooking. 

These intermediate spaces are 
therefore not only for everyday acti-
vities but also function as communal 
spaces.



Domestic Spaces
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While activities such as cooking 
and washing take place in these inter-
mediate spaces, the interior spaces 
are dedicated for spending time with 
family and guests. The living room 
plays a very important role here as 
this is the room where most of the 
time is spent indoors.
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Bole Arabsa

Yeka Abado

Jomo

Lideta

Summit

Gerji

Gotera

Condominiums visited in Addis Ababa 



When we see the way of life in condominiums, the 
social interaction of the inhabitants is getting weaker 
than the conventional settlements (...) because in such 
arrangements, open spaces are missed for social inter-
action. In order to gain a higher density, activities are 
raised above the ground, segregating the habitual inter-
action between common ground and social activities. 

The Condominium

The concept of condominium housing 
was first introduced as part of the Integ-
rated Housing Development Programme 
(IHDP) in 2005. This program was imple-
mented to effectively address the challen-
ges of low-income housing, as a continua-
tion of the Grand Housing Programme 
(GHP). 

The primary aim of the IHDP was to 
increase the supply of affordable housing 
for the low-income population while also 
recognizing and preventing the expansion 
of urban slum areas. In addition to this, 
the program sought to create employ-
ment opportunities for micro and small 
enterprises as well as unskilled labourers, 

thus providing a means of income for 
families to afford their own housing. Furt-
hermore, the IHDP aimed to promote 
wealth creation and distribution across 
the nation, which would significantly con-
tribute to the overall development of the 
country. 

Despite the positive intention, there 
are several aspects that led to negative 
effects, one of them being the promotion 
of home ownership, which represents a 
significant shift from the previous go-
vernment-owned rental kebele housing 
models.

Furthermore the urban development 
strategies result in “tabula rasa planning” 

for older parts of the city. While one 
could argue that this approach causes 
more diverse layouts of the city, which 
could be regarded as positive, this pro-
cess has had negative effects on the social 
fabric of the affected neighbourhoods. 

For the majority of low-income resi-
dents in these areas, their economic live-
lihoods are intricately tied to the interde-
pendence and close proximity they share 
with their neighbours. Once these neig-
hbourhoods are cleared and residents 
are relocated to other parts of the city, 
they may enjoy better living conditions, 
but their socio-economic foundations are 
severely disrupted. 

It is precisely here that it must be 
taken into account that Addis Ababa 

is unique in that it has a long-standing tra-
dition of social mixing between the poor 
and the rich. This integration of different 
socio-economic classes in the city centre 
has led to benefits such as street vendors 
profiting from wealthier passers-by. The 
displacement of lower income peop-
le from the city center towards places 
like the periphery poses a risk for the 
development of ‘satellite towns’ with a 
homogenous concentration of lower-in-
comers. 

Such development could lead to limi-
ted opportunities for social mobility and 
a lack of access to the resources that are 
essential for community development.
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Condominium Urbanization Processes 

2000

2022

Greenfield Urbanization 

2000

2022

Brownfield Urbanization 

2000

2022

Urban Renewal 

greenfield urbanizationurban renewalbrownfield urbanization
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Shops on the ground floor of the condominium building. 

Expansion of the shop area through extensions like awnings/
corrugated steel sheets, the space can be shared by several 
sellers, like in this case coffee/tea sellers (red) a flour shop 

(yellow and a bar (blue).

Standalone shops along the street are made of simple constructions like wood, plastic sheets 
and corrugated steel sheets.

In areas where there was a scarcity of shops, vending stalls 
located on the roadside with a linkage to the living space 

were sighted.
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The corridors of the Condominium 
are used in a similar way as the inbetween 
spaces within the gebbis.Even though these 
spaces were not specifically designed for 
this purpose the residents appropriate 
them anyways either for activities like 
washing and drying clothes 
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The interiors of the condominiums 
also bear a certain resemblance to the 
interiors of the domestic spaces visited in 
the sefers. Here, too, great importance is 
given to a fully equipped living room.
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Condominium in Bole Arabsa
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Modelmaking as a Tool

Following my research trip, I elaborated and 
abstracted my findings and tried to develop answers to 
my research questions by compiling my findings in the 
form of collages and abstracted models. 

Initially, I started to do that as a way of documenting; 
however, the modelmaking process became a 
method to dismantle my observations. Since I had no 
documentation of the actual floorplans, I reconstructed 
the homes through photographs and used the position 
of prominent furniture pieces as a guide to understand 
the spaces around them. Through the combination 
of photographs and comments, I aimed to create a 
holistic understanding of the domestic space.

Through this method, I was able to juxtapose two 
completely opposite places and ways of living: a small 
house in Kirkos, one of the poorest settlements in 
Addis Ababa, and two flats in a condominium in Yeka 
Ababa, one of the newer condominium projects in the 
periphery. 



The most prominent 
room is the living room. 
Especially the large sofa 
catches the eye as well as 
a large TV.

In many settlements there are commu-
nal kitchens, but in this case the resident 
has her own kitchen. However, it can be 
said that a kitchen away from the living 
area is very common. Ethiopian cuisine is 
very much based on the Ethiopian bread, 
injera. For this reason, in every home there 
is a special pan for it, called metad. 

The private veranda is con-
nected to a patio, these areas are 
optimal for the activities of daily 
living to be carried out in private.

Connected to the private outdoor space of the 
resident, one Incan enter into the semi public area. This 
intermediate area is a shared space with other neighbors 
and used for daily activities like  washing clothes and 
producing food. One can notice a collection ob objects 
that are used collectively. 

The public street 
space is used for drying 
herbs.

Kirkos
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A significant finding from my research was the 
unexpected similarity in the relationships between the 
residents and their completely different interior and 
exterior living spaces. 

Inside, one is immediately struck by the very similarly 
furnished living rooms. Large sofas, a marble sofa 
table and a large television can be seen as the main 
component of any Ethiopian home. Rooms like the 
bedrooms, on the other hand, are not given much 
attention, as most of the daily activities revolve around 
the living area. 

Especially in Kirkos, I witnessed how a big part of 
the day happens within the threshold of the home 
like the porches, private smaller patios and communal 
outdoor corners.  In these spaces hidden from the 
public realm daily activities within the community take 
place,  like washing the clothes, the preparation of food, 
or just daily conversations with the neighbors. 



Just as important as the large 
living room is the kitchen. However, 
it is visible that the objects that are 
specifically important for Ethiopian 
cuisine are positioned somewhat out 
of place.he inner- city settle-

The living room is the center place 
in the apartment. Characteristic for an 
Ethiopian living room are large sofas 
and a big TV. The large sofas offer space 
for family, friends and acquaintances. 
Furthermore, sofas and the television 
represent wealth.

The Ethiopian coffee cere-
mony plays an important role 
in everyday life.

The hallway functions as an entrance area for both 
families, and accordingly can only be partially used as 
a social area and food production space. For those 
purposes residents have to go downstairs

The occupant of this apartment 
has pulled in another wall to allow 
her daughter to have her own 
room. This type of adaptation is 
widespread. Residents adapt their 
apartments to their own needs.

The living room in this 
apartment is also very no-
ticeable. There is a large TV 
and instead of sofas large 

seat cushions.

Yeka Abado

56 57

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba

The intertwining of cultural activities with specific 
spatial conditions became quite evident to me and 
emphasised the significance of thresholds that offer 
multiple gradients from private to public spaces. 
Furthermore, I witnessed how the balcony which is 
often highly desired in German homes, was often 
completely closed and transformed either into 
another room or utilized to expand the living room or 
kitchen. 

In addition to this type of transformation, in many 
homes, new partitions were added to create additional 
living space. These interventions highlighted the 
residents’ determination to shape their living spaces 
according to their needs, overcoming the limitations 
imposed by the architecture, which made me 
understand that architecture may set spatial boundaries 
but cannot dictate how spaces are actually used. 

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba



Yeka AbadoKirkos

Residents that have the
 financial means transformed 

their balconies to extend their 
living spaces. 

Residents appropriated the 
communal corridors despite 

the spatial restrictions.

The transition from the 
interior to a veranda and 

patio marks important thres-
holds that are appropriated 

for domestic activities.
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I observed that certain cultural practices were 
affected by the restrictions on cultural expansion 
within condominiums, leading residents to abandon 
or modify certain activities of their everyday life, 
like the production of homemade products, which 
started to decline with the construction of the 
Condominiums. 

The general sentiment among the people appears 
to be marked by conflicting opinions. Residents in 
the sefer express contentment with their current 
living situation while recognizing the condominiums 
as a viable means to generate income, as many 
condominium owners opt to rent them out rather 
than reside in them

On the other hand, those residing in the 
condominiums express overall satisfaction with 
owning a unit but voice concerns about the dearth 
of community bonding and social cohesion within the 
condominium environment.

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba
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Bridging the Gaps

During my time in Addis and as I 
analyzed my findings, a significant realiza-
tion dawned on me: the striking closeness 
between formal and informal housing.

Despite the apparent contrast in ar-
chitectural form and context, the people 
exhibit strikingly similar behaviours in 
appropriating their living spaces. 

The comparison between informal 
dwelling houses and formal condomi-
niums highlighted a crucial insight, parti-
cularly within the Ethiopian context: 

the necessity to design transitional 
spaces that create gradients from private 
to public realms, mirroring to a certain ex-

tent the setup in the informal settlements. 

These thresholds have immense 
potential to serve as areas for residents 
to personalize and engage in their daily 
routines. Moreover, observing the way 
residents interact with their built sur-
roundings underscores their inclination to 
challenge spatial constraints by adapting 
balconies and modifying walls.

 These actions highlight the need for 
flexible floorplan configurations, that allow 
residents to easily appropriate and adapt 
their living spaces to align with their needs 
and preferences.

The presence of traditional practices 
within formal housing emphasises the 
blurred boundaries between these con-
ventional categories. 

In reality, the way people interact with 
their living spaces is a unique blend of 
both concepts, rendering the strict divisi-
on between formal and informal somew-
hat arbitrary. 

It is precisely these informal practices 
that hold tremendous value, complemented 
by the daily routines of the residents and 
incorporating these aspects into the design 
should be a priority. 

As designers, we must shift away from 
rigid, universally applicable abstract con-

cepts and embrace the diverse realities 
on the ground. Letting go of the need 
to categorize and instead embracing 
an open-minded approach allows us to 
discover the nuanced middle ground.  

This nuanced understanding beco-
mes the key to appreciating informal 
settlements and their ways of living. They 
embody inherent strengths and unique 
communal dynamics that have evolved 
organically over time, deeply intertwined 
with the local culture. 

By recognizing and integrating these 
strengths into contemporary housing design, 
we can bridge the gap between modern 
concepts and traditional practices.

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba
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Ingredients of the Design 

From my research findings, which are based on obser-
vations, interviews and photography, I have formulated 
important ingredients for the design. Firstly, that cultural 
activities are integrated as an important part of the 
planning. Secondly, that spaces must be provided for the 
production of food. 

Ethiopia is not yet fully industrialised, which means 
that residents largely produce their own food for sale or 
consumption. For this very reason, it is important that 
the planning of housing also includes planning for places 
of income generation. 

The analysis of the settlements also revealed how 
important thresholds in the domestic space are for car-
rying out everyday activities. In addition to these thres-
holds, the integration of communal corners is important 
in order to promote everyday encounters between 
neighbours.
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Gradients from 
Private to Public

A spatial dialogue in the emerging city of Addis Ababa 

briging informality and formality

CommunalCornerrs
Food Production

Food Production

Cultural Activities
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Project Location
Landuse Plan

The location for the design is the Con-
dominium site  Yeka Abado.  Yeka Abado, is 
located in the sub-city Yeka in the northe-
astern part of Addis Ababa and was pre-
viously undeveloped land used for agri-
culture and farmers’ housing, making it a 
greenfield construction site. 

This type of urbanization stands apart 
from the naturally evolved urban landsca-
pes, as it was developed without referring 
to existing urban references and infras-
tructures. This constructed environment-
was basically constrcuted from scratch 
leading to the creation of extensive open 
spaces. 

Consequently, these vast, uncharted 
areas present an exciting opportunity for 
in-depth exploration and architectural in-
terventions.

Johan-
nesburg The 
University of the 
Witwatersrand, 
“Addis Ababa,” 
University of the 
Witwatersrand, 
accessed March 
25, 2023, https://
www.wits.ac.za/
urbanperiphery/
addis-ababa/.
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Google Maps Image of the Condominium site Yeka Abado

With the development of the Integ-
rated Housing Development Program 
(IHDP), over 18,000 residential units were 
constructed in 2012, primarily in the form 
of condominiums. In addition to the new-
ly developed condominiums, Yeka Abado 
also features a mix of informal settle-
ments, farmer resettlements, and older 
properties. 

Besides, there are also some private 
real estate developments in the area. Even 
though an attempt has been made to of-
fer a mixture of different types of functi-
ons, it is immediately noticeable that Yeka 
is largely made up of housing, with minor 
exceptions like public facilities. 

Despite the focus on housing, the 
ground floors of the condominiums do 
provide opportunities for smaller busines-
ses to operate. In addition, Yeka Abado is 
home to several industrial manufacturing 
companies in the area’s centre.
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The condominiums are surrounded by large green areas which are 
used for drying spices and cultural activities. However, the open nature of the spaces makes appropriation difficult.

Self-built rows of shops are located along the main street, which suggests that the planning of spaces for income-
generating activities has not been fully integrated. 
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Landuse Plan
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Very noticeable in Yeka Abado are the 
large empty plots of land along the main 
streets. By analysing the government‘s land 
use plan, it is clear that these areas are 
reserved for commercial use by future de-
velopers, which means that it would not 
be advantageous to plan a development 
on these areas. 

However, it is also clear that the open 
green spaces within the plots have not 
been allocated to any other use than car 
parking, meaning that these areas are not 
of high interest and could therefore ac-
commodate alternative interventions. 



76 77

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba Design Strategy

Ingredients of the Design 

Furthermore, some of the ground 
floors of the condominiums along the 
streets have been planned with rows of 
shops (red), which shows us that the plan-
ning of retail space in combination with 
living space has been integrated but can 
still be expanded. There are also small 
community spaces within the compounds 
(green). When comparing the original 
planning documents, it becomes clear that 
more of these communal buildings were 
initially planned. The original plan would 
have divided the compounds into smaller 
courtyards.

In this project, the focus lies on the 
intermediate spaces—not those desti-
ned for intense commercial development 
in the future or purely residential zones, 
but rather the areas where the formal 
and informal facets converge. Through a 
detailed site analysis, utilizing the govern-
ment‘s plans, a location for the design was 
identified. This site specifically hadn‘t been 
earmarked for formal purposes, offering a 
unique opportunity to explore the inter-
section between these two realities.
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Urban Strategy

Project Site

The urban strategy encompasses three 
key elements. Firstly, it involves reducing 
the scale of the large compound by imple-
menting redensification. This aims to culti-
vate more intimate and private spaces for 
residents while simultaneously generating 
new living areas within the neighborhood.

Secondly, the strategy emphasizes a dis-
tinct separation between private and pub-
lic zones to encourage the utilization and 
personalization of private spaces. To achie-
ve this, the western section, connected to 
the commercial area, is designated as the 
neighborhood‘s entrance, featuring small 
shops. from this rather public square one 

is guided through the neighbourhood to a 
small market square, catering more to the 
communal residential needs. This space is 
designed not only for markets but also for 
cultural events such as festivals and cere-
monies.

Furthermore, the design includes small 
shop stalls strategically positioned bet-
ween the condominiums along the street. 
This placement encourages and supports 
additional income-generating activities 
within the community, further enhancing 
the economic landscape.
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Current Housing extention on the edges of the plot 
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freestanding Volume enhances the passage though 
the plot, creating more intimate courtyards.

Inbetween spaces are used for communal market 
stalls, addressing the need for spaces for income 

generation
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+

gradients from closed to open 

is missing thresholds and 
inbetween spaces but efficient layout
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1/2 Bedrooms 2/3 Bedrooms Studio 3/4 Bedrooms Maisonette with 
2 Bedrooms

Floorplan Modules

GSEducationalVersion GSEducationalVersion



90 91

A Spatial Dialogue in the Emerging City of Addis Abeba  Activated Neighborhood

Site Plan 1:500
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First Floor 1:500
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Ground Floor 1:200 First Floor 1:200
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Second Floor 1:200 Third Floor 1:200
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Fourth Floor 1:200 Roof  Terrace 1:200
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Roof  Top 1:200
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Facade and Section through the Site 1:200
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GSEducationalVersion

 Construction Process
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GSEducationalVersion

 Construction Process
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GSEducationalVersion
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GSEducationalVersion
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Interlocking Compressed Earth Blocks
Textures for the Design: 

Compressed Earth Blocks, Terrazzo, Concrete and Steel

Materiality
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GSEducationalVersion

Appropriation in the Hybrid
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GSEducationalVersion
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Reflection

As a German-Ethiopian, my back-
ground and experiences have profoundly 
influenced my understanding of this issue. 
Growing up with both cultures, I was con-
fronted with this issue at an early age, and 
my interactions with scholars and family 
members have shown me the ambiguity of 
this issue. It is clear that Ethiopia is in des-
perate need of housing, and the condo-
minium mass housing project is a success-
ful project that provided a vast amount of 
housing and continues to do so. The con-
dominium addresses the tangible need for 
housing; however, it is lacking in addressing 
the culture of the Ethiopian people. Rec-
ognising myself at the intersection of these 
cultural contexts, I became aware of the 
potential limitations architecture can im-
pose on people’s ability to express their 

culture. The current architectural concepts 
often imply that the Western way of life is 
the ideal to strive for, leading to the loss 
of valuable cultural heritage. This realisation 
encouraged me to address this issue as 
part of my Master’s thesis focusing on the 
possibilities of integrating the nuanced as-
pects of culture, lifestyles and environment 
into a housing project. 

In the research part of the Master’s the-
sis, I deliberately focused on the residents’ 
perspectives and worked out the following 
research questions: 

What spatial needs do Ethiopian dwell-
ers have that housing in Ethiopia must ful-
fill in order to ensure the expression of 
their culture of everyday life?
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 How do Ethiopian dwellers relate 
to space? How does space influence their 
practices?

To delve deeper into Ethiopian dwell-
ers’ spatial needs and cultural expressions, I 
employed ethnographic research methods 
by travelling to Addis Ababa and visiting 
Condominium Sites.  

By actively immersing myself in their 
daily lives and establishing rapport with the 
community, I aimed to minimise my outsid-
er status and gain an in-depth understand-
ing of their experiences and perspectives. I 
recognised that home-making encompass-
es both spatial and social dimensions, so I 
aimed to move beyond biased and polar-
ised concepts of formal and informal cat-
egories. Instead, I focused on listening to 
the multifaceted realities observed on the 
ground, understanding that architecture 
may set spatial boundaries but cannot dic-
tate how spaces are actually used. Analysing 
these lived spaces through observations, 
photography, and sketches accompanied 
by informal conversations with residents 
provided me with valuable insights into 
the local living culture and multiple ways 
in which residents navigate their daily life in 
their domestic spaces. 

These insights challenged and expanded 
my initial assumptions, revealing nuanced 

and complex relationships between dwell-
ers and their living spaces. Following my 
research trip, I elaborated and abstracted 
my findings and tried to develop answers 
to my research questions by compiling my 
findings in the form of collages and ab-
stracted models 

A significant finding from my research 
was the unexpected similarity in the re-
lationships between residents and their 
interiors, despite the architectural dif-
ferences between condominiums and 
inner-city settlements. Even within the 
more rigid structures of condominiums, 
residents found creative ways to appro-
priate their living spaces, making them 
their own. Balconies were transformed 
into extensions of kitchens, new parti-
tions were added to create additional liv-
ing space, and communal corridors were 
personalised with household items. These 
observations highlighted the residents’ 
determination to shape their living spaces 
according to their needs, overcoming the 
limitations imposed by the architecture.

Additionally, I observed that certain 
cultural practices were affected by the 
restrictions on cultural expansion within 
condominiums, leading residents to aban-
don or modify certain activities of every 
day, like producing homemade products. 
The intertwining of cultural activities with 

specific spatial conditions became evident, 
emphasising the significance of thresholds 
that offer multiple gradients from private 
to public spaces.

The research process made it clear to 
me that housing in an Ethiopian context 
needs to focus on the various needs of the 
everyday, like the generation of income, 
communal activities and the possibility of 
appropriation. These aspects became a 
main part of my design proposal, where 
I focused on the peripheral condominium 
site in Yeka Abado. The unfinished appear-
ance of the site revealed several untapped 
potentials, which I recognised as opportu-
nities to create a proposal that actively en-
gages its inhabitants and aimed to create a 
proposal that would not oppose the con-
dominium but would include it. 

Initially, I approached the project from a 
small-scale perspective, seeking to address 
the immediate needs of the residents. 
However, as the design process progressed, 
my first tutor emphasised the importance 
of integrating managerial aspects into the 
project to ensure its long-term affordability. 
While a small-scale approach may address 
immediate needs, it could clash with the 
existing context. Therefore, I expanded my 
project towards a larger housing project to 

create a proposal that harmoniously incor-
porates and requalifies the condominium 
structure.

In response to this challenge, I devel-
oped a modular housing system in combi-
nation with a new walkway, that connects 
the former condominium with the new 
housing module. This design approach not 
only requalifies the existing condominium 
structure but also integrates seamlessly 
with it. The new corridor serves as a unify-
ing element, connecting different units and 
facilitating communal interactions as well 
as enabling the Condominium residents to 
expand their living space. By incorporating 
these elements into the design, I aimed to 
activate the inhabitants’ engagement and 
enhance the overall livability of the hous-
ing complex.

As I reflect upon the complexities of 
executing and detailing my architectural 
intervention, I find myself grappling with 
a profound dichotomy. On the one hand, 
there is an inherent responsibility to meet 
the requirements and needs of the resi-
dents, ensuring their well-being and sat-
isfaction. On the other hand, there is a 
pressing need to prioritise affordability and 
the sustainable impact of these interven-
tions. This struggle is particularly evident 
within the African context, where mate-
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rials like earth, although sustainable, often 
carry a stigma of poverty. In contrast, ma-
terials such as steel and concrete are seen 
as modern and aesthetically pleasing.

Given that the demand for housing 
units within the condominium framework 
has led to increased availability of these 
formal construction materials and knowl-
edge regarding their usage, it presented a 
challenge for me actually to materialise this 
gap between the formal and the informal. 
However, I wanted to create a proposal 
that takes up this challenge and stimulates 
a discourse by combining both realities. 

With this aspiration in mind, I embarked 
on the design of a self-supporting frame-
work that allows for a flexible floorplan 
configuration. With this concept, I reference 
Le Corbusier post World War 1 “Dom-
Ino” solution, a standardised, two-storey 
house made up of concrete slabs support-
ed on columns and a staircase. 

I extend this concept with housing 
modules that can be flexibly configured. 
By designing these housing modules non-
load-bearing, I have unlocked the freedom 
for the residents to explore a wide array of 
materials, offering flexible and even infor-
mal solutions like the usage of earth blocks. 

However, during the further design pro-
cess I realised that flexibility can be seen 

as a blessing as well as a potential curse 
and I asked myself - how can I ensure that 
spaces are not overly appropriated at the 
expense of others?

This quandary compelled me to re-
search possible design configurations that 
address the delicate balance between flex-
ibility and responsible use. For me, the key 
lies in creating adaptable and accommo-
dating spaces, yet with a conscious aware-
ness of the impact on the community as a 
whole. In my project, I address this ques-
tion by giving residents space for private 
spatial expansion and appropriation along-
side communal spaces. 

Although this perspective is based on 
observations and assumptions, I believe 
that if people are given enough space for 
their own private appropriation, commu-
nal spaces can be better shared in harmo-
ny with the community.

However, in order to truly guarantee 
the success of these interventions, it would 
be essential to involve residents in the de-
sign process and consider their opinions. 
Throughout this Master’s thesis, I have of-
ten questioned to what extent I am im-
posing my views on a group of people to 
whom I do not fully belong. Unfortunately, 
it is not possible for me to test these ap-
proaches and genuinely expose myself to 

the residents’ opinions. 

Therefore, I consider this thesis as a 
conceptual exploration of this topic, that 
is based on the extensive insights that is 
gained through two research trip to Addis 
Ababa. By creating narratives based on the 
residents I have interviewed, I attempt to 
represent possible forms of inhabiting the 
building on their behalf. In the remaining 
time of the graduation, I intend to elabo-
rate further the detailing of my project in 
the form of models and visualisations.

Through this project, I have learned that 
architecture should go beyond building 
for people; it should actively include them, 
their realities, and their stories in the de-
sign process. This realization has broaden 
my perspective on being an architect, em-
phasising the importance of a holistic and 
inclusive approach.

The project‘s intimate connection to 
my own cultural background has allowed 
me to bring my personal experiences, 
perspectives, and heritage into the design 
process, forming a profound connection 
between myself, the community, and the 
architectural interventions I propose.
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