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Ethiopia is one of the fastest growing 
economies in the world1. A country 
that depends mainly on agriculture 
but due to the limitation of this re-
source, is experiencing a rapid migra-
tion from the countryside to the cities. 
However, not because the cities are 
pulling the population with employ-
ment opportunities but rather becau-
se rural poverty is pushing young peo-
ple to the cities.2
The majority of the population lives in 
settlements referred to as sefer, whose 
establishment dates back to the foun-
dation of Addis Ababa in 1886. These 
traditional settlements are made up 
of state-owned informal housing cal-
led kebele 3 housing  and are charac-
terized by the fact that families and 
people until today live in close social, 
economic as well as spatial proximity.4 

Thus, once established by the emper-
or to control the city, today the sefer 
function as micro cities within a larger 

urban network, “not correspond[ing] 
to the City Administration plans of 
density, sanitation, safety or public ac-
cessibility.5 
In these incrementally grown sett-
lements, living is not separated from 
working, rather they correlate with 
each other. However the increase in 
population and the fast migration 
from rural to urban areas has made 
the unconducted way of building in-
crementally unsustainable. The sett-
lements are of poor quality and 80% 
are referred to as slums6, which is he-
avily reducing the livelihood of the 
dwellers. These impairments have led 
to a massive increase in the demand 
for serviced, healthy and affordab-
le housing. In order to enhance the 
living conditions within the sefer and 
turn Addis Ababa towards a market 
driven economy, various Master Plans 
were developed. The latter plan had 
the goal of expanding the road net-

. 
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work and renovating the old sefer. For 
this purpose, a large number of sefers 
were destroyed or divided, creating 
not only a spatial division, but also a 
social one.7 One of the projects as part 
of the recent Master Plan is the Grand 
Housing Programme (GHP), which 
the government implemented in order 
to create homes for a fast growing po-
pulation. The construction processes 
created jobs, increased housing stock, 
its intrinsic value and raised the living 
standard.8 However it has reinforced 
the dependency on imported materi-
als and imported knowledge, as well 
as failed to address the group it was 
intended to address in the first place 
- lower income families and instead 
benefited the middle class.9 But most 
importantly the static architecture 
of the apartment blocks of the GHP, 
the so-called Condominiums, created 
harsh boundaries between the exteri-
or and interior, which posed a major 
problem for the Ethiopian dwellers. 
On the one hand the boundaries pre-
vented the incremental growth of the 
living space according to the needs of 
the residents and on the other hand 
they largely impeded the interaction 
of the inhabitants with each other as 
well as their connection with the en-
vironment.10 These restrictions as well 
as a high economic pressure resulted 
in dwellers deciding to sublet their 
apartments to higher income families 
and move back to the settlements. Th-
erefore the Condominium block beca-
me a way of generating income rather 
than a place to live.

Addis Ababa‘s way of urbanization, 
which is characterized by naturally 
grown settlements, can be regarded 
as peripheral urbanization, which is 
a process that many cities in the glo-

bal south are undergoing. The most 
distinctive aspect that becomes of 
interest in this context is the form of 
agency within the urban environment. 
“Residents are agents of urbanizati-
on, not simply consumers of spaces 
developed and regulated by others.”11 
This becomes quite clear when ta-
king a closer look at the way the sefer 
evolved over the years. The most com-
mon housing typology are the `small 
houses and sheds´, which are the most 
affordable possibilities for a shelter. 
Both types appear mostly together, as 
70 % of the small houses are characte-
rized by an extension. However, the 
sheds are not the only way of exten-
ding the living space, because in other 
cases the houses themselves are direc-
tly adjusted by the residents in order 
to gain more living space.12 This way 
of dealing with the space showcases 
that housing in the sefer is not static 
but very individually adapted to the 
needs of the dwellers through a pro-
cess of auto-construction. This way of 
letting the house grow incrementally, 
meaning the gradual step by step con-
struction process, is deeply rooted into 
the Ethiopian building tradition, whe-
re the dwelling is not merely produced 
as a finished product, rather evolved 
over time depending on the owner‘s 
needs and income. 

The latter is an aspect of crucial 
importance within peripheral urbani-
zation, which “does not involve spaces 
already made that can be consumed 
as finished products before they are 
even inhabited. Rather, it involves 
spaces that are never quite done, 
always being altered, expanded and 
elaborated upon.”13

Introduction Figure 3: Map of Addis Ababa
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Within the context of Addis Ababa‘s peripheral 
urbanization, housing should clearly be regarded 
as a process, rather than a product. Dwellers should 
be auto-constonstructors who have agency over 
their living space, by being able to express their 
needs and culture depending on their resources 
and demands. However programs like the Grand 
Housing Project that gave birth to the Condomi-
niums generate the opposite by 
“transform[ing] the house into another type of 
commodity: no longer a space to be auto-const-
ructed and improved over time, but rather one, 
often limited and low quality, to be consumed as 
a finished product.” 14 
This development showcases clearly that even 
though the Condominium blocks address the 
tangible need of housing, they fail to address 
the intangible aspects of the living culture of the 
dwellers, by not being able to reproduce the “vital 
multifunctional utility of the domestic and pub-
lic places in the inner-city kebele housing area”.15

Architecture within this environment needs to 
not only take into account socio-economic factors 
but also cultural factors.16 Since this development 
has a strong impact precisely on the most vulne-
rable group, women and the youth,17 it is of high 
importance to make their culture of everyday life 
tangible, in order to design future architecture 
that addresses their realities to a higher extent.

14 Caldeira, “Peripheral Urbaniza-
tion: Autoconstruction, Transversal 
Logics, and Politics in Cities of the 

Global South,” 513.

15  Alemayeh and Stark The Trans-
formation of Addis Ababa, 8.

16 Alemayeh and Stark The Trans-
formation of Addis Ababa, 16

17 Alemayeh and Stark The Trans-
formation of Addis Ababa, 213
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Research Questions

Within this context the research question is raised:

What spatial needs do Ethiopian dwellers have that housing in Ethiopia 
must fulfill in order to ensure the expression of their 
culture of everyday life?

How do Ethiopian dwellers relate to space ? 
How are their practices influenced by space ?
How is it possible to map/trace/document culture ?
Where is architecture a barrier and where is it a carrier for culture ?



Glossary

housinghousing    

Within this context I am usingWithin this context I am using housing 
as a verb instead of the noun. Accor-
ding to Turner (1972) housing as a noun 
refers to a finished product, whereas 
housing as a verb refers to the housing 
activity which implies the essence of our 
lives,  such as
 “the cultivation and preparation of food, the 
clothing of ourselves, the care of our bodies, 
the procreation and nurture of children, and 
the sheltering of these activities.”18

“[... ]if housing is treated as a verbal entity, 
as a means to human ends, as an activity 
rather than as a manufactured and packa-
ged product, decision-making power must, 
of necessity, remain in the hands of the users 
themselves.”19

peripheral urbanization 

According to Teresa Caldeira, a professr 
of Anthropology at the University of 
California, “peripheral urbanization does 
not simply refer to a spatial location in the 
city—its margins—but rather to a way of 
producing space that can be anywhere. What 
makes this process peripheral is not its phy-
sical location but rather the crucial role of 
residents in the production of space and how 
as a mode of urbanization it unfolds slowly, 
transversally in relation to official logics, and 
amidst political contestations.”20 

culture of every day
I am referring here to the daily routi-
nes of the residents, the processes that 
describe everyday life. On the one hand, 
this refers to the home and the processes 
within. Like cleaning, cooking, socia-
lising as well as  the activities that go 
beyond the home, such as going shop-
ping, earning money and so on.

“[W]e cannot understand how a society, or a 
particular part of it, works unless we under-
stand what goes on in everyday life for diffe-
rent groups of people.”20

condominium
 “Condominium housing is a name 
given to the form of housing tenure 
where each resident household owns 
their individual unit, but equally sha-
res ownership and responsibility for 
the communal areas and facilities of 
the building, such as hallways, heating 
systems, and elevators. There is no 
individual ownership over plots ofland. 
All of the land on a condominium site is 
owned by all homeowners. ”21

autoconstruction
One aspect which is of high importance 
within the concept of peripheral urba-
nization is the special form of agency 
dwellers have, which Caldeira refers to 
as autoconstruction. 

“Residents are agents of urbanization, not 
simply consumers of spaces developed and 
regulated by others. They build their houses 
and cities step-by-step according to the 
resources they are able to put together at 

each moment”

dweller  
The noun dwell-er stems  from the 
verb to dwell, which means to live in a 
place or in a particular way 22. It is not 
necessarily tied to a classical house or 
building, it just implies that someone 
lives in a certain place which could 
be an informal structure as well as a 
building. The aspect which becomes 
of interest in this case  is the second 
part of the definition, where to dwell 
is connected to  “a particular way” of 
living, thereby making the dwell-er 
not only someone who lives in a place 
but also someone who is part of the 
process of living. In the case of the 
Ethiopians living in the traditional 
settlement I am using the word dwel-
lers in order to highlight that they are 
able to actively change their living 
environment as it is not a  fixed struc-
ture but very much versatile. 

resident 
The word resident derives from the 
verb to reside which means to “live, 
have your home, or stay in a place”23. 
It becomes clear that a resident and 
a dweller on the first glance do the 
same, they live in a place, however 
the way I interpret it is that there is 
a slight difference. A resident is so-
meone who is living in a certain place, 
however there is not a further agency 
over the place of living t, it is more 
about the fact that the aspect of living 
is tied to a certain place. I am inten-
ding to use the word resident to refer 
to the people living in the condomini-
ums to highlight that there is a restric-
ted form of agency.

Theoretical Framework
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Home making is multi - dimensional 
and a combination between spatial 
and social facets. For this reason  ar-
chitectural and ethnographic research 
methods are brought into dialogue. 

Even though the architect sets the spa-
tial boundaries, he/she can not control 
how the space is actually used. The-
refore the lived space entails valuable 
information about the living culture 
that needs to be analyzed. It is inten-
ded to analyze these elements of every 
day that people use according to my 
observations and interviews. This ana-
lysis is combined and layered upon the 
architectural plan analysis in different 
projections in order to understand the 
objects and rituals of everyday life in 
relation to the built structure. This 
combination is supposed to highlight 
where architecture allows or  prevents 
cultural activity and expression. In or-
der to actually learn and understand 
the environment not only through the 
viewers perspective, but through the 

perspective of the dwellers, the work is 
supplemented by comments and ideas 
of the dwellers in order to give space 
to the community and literally enter 
into a dialogue.  Furthermore, the per-
spective of designers and professionals 
who are intensively involved with the 
processes in Addis Ababa is included. 
By layering these different perspecti-
ves onto each other, the intangible as 
well as tangible elements of the every-
day are analyzed and expressed, giving 
a picture full of connections and con-
tradictions. 

These layers are actually going to be 
layered onto each other by collaging, 
sketching and drawing, that way the 
process becomes part of the research 
and invites viewers to become part of 
the conversion. The aim is to create a 
catalogue the object of everyday in or-
der to preserve the culture and serve 
as a reference for future architectural 
projects.

Methodology

Figure 7: Jan Rothuizen created ‚soft atlas‘ do-
cumenting the daily life in Amsterdam.
Source: https://janrothuizen.nl

Figure 6: Wajiro Kon archive of Japanes 
culture. Source: https://pen-online.com/culture/moderno-
logy-kon-wajiros-science-of-everyday-observation/

Figure 5: Gede Kresna documented food 
preparations in Bali. Source: Revolusi dari 
Dapur (Revolution from the Kitchen).

Figure 4: Bieke Depoorter let others 
comment her pictures, opened a dialogue. 

Source: https://biekedepoorter.com

Plan Analysis:
analysis of the layout of 
the housing block and 

a traditional compound 

Interviews :
documentation of the 

rhythms of the dwellers and 
opinions of professionals 
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Despite the static appearance of the condominiums, re-
sidents nevertheless try on a very small scale to express 
their urge for autoconstruction, by finding ways to appro-
priate the place with objects and rituals of their everyday 
life. On closer observation it becomes visible that loggias 
are converted into extensions for the kitchen and the cor-
ridors are used for hanging laundry and communal coffee 
ceremonies. 

Thus the condominium becomes a stage of cultural ex-
pression with the residents as agents and the objects wit-
hin as their instruments. 
Seen from this perspective it becomes clear that these ele-
ments of appropriation highlight the discrepancy between 
the intended use of the architecture and the actual way 
people use their environment. These non-fixed objects in 
the very much fixed built environment do not only entail 
valuable information about the culture of the dwellers but 
also about their everyday rituals, which correlate with the 
built and unbuilt environment. In contrast to the appro-
ach taken so far in architectural practice, these elements 
of the every day are not to be ignored but valued, analyzed 
and dissected in order to learn from them and develop 
architecture that gives them space. 

The Condominium 
a stage of cultural expression

Figure 8: Layering architecture, objects and ob-
servations Source: 
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1 clothes are hanging everywhere, in the corri-
dors as well as on the property

2 dried herbs are 
placed on the proper-
ty due to better sun-
light 

3 onions and other 
vegetables are planted 
on the balustrades 

4 during the end 
of fastin season 
animals are 
slaughtered 

5 in the dark corridors seatings 
are found

6 coffee is sold between the blocks

7 gardening is also 
happening on the 
property

8 utilities for 
making and stor-
ing ethiopian bread 
injera is found in the 
corridors

Catalogue

to be continued ...



Even if housing solution like the condominium increases 
the standard of living and is accepted and appreciated by a 
certain portion of the population, large scale projects like 
this result in the loss of valuable urban history. 
Moreover, it seems that the target group is very undefined 
and the needs of the society are simplified. Because like a 
majority of other modernist housing, “condominiums [...] 
are designed for a broad and loosely defined category of 
low-to middle-income users, without sufficient attention 
paid to the differences that exist within that group.”26  
It is visible that in the Global South a large amount of mas-
sproduced housing solutions are influenced by a Western 
way of living. This type of architecture restricts people from 
living out their culture, implying that the Western way of 
life is a goal to strive for which evenutally can lead to a loss 
of important culture. In order to counteract this develop-
ment, it is of high importance to study and record the rea-
lities and practices of the residents‘ everyday life in order to 
develop architecture that directly responds to these needs.

Through this research, it is expected that the layering of the 
different outputs of architectural and ethnographic research 
results will create a picture that is no longer clear and simple 
to understand, but reflects the complexity of this topic. 

It is also expected that the opinions about life in the condo-
minium blocks and the settlements will be different depen-
ding on the interests and needs of the interviewees. Forther-
more it is expected that the analysis of the daily practices of 
the residents will reveal where the condominium architec-
ture needs to be adapted to fully address their needs. 

Argument of Relevance 

Expected results 

19 20

26Alazar G. Ejigu, “7. Socio-Spatial Tensions and 
Interactions: An Ethnography of the Condo-

minium Housing of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,” 
Sustainable Cities, 2012, pp. 97-112, https://doi.

org/10.3362/9781780440002.007, 108.

27 Ejigu, “7. Socio-Spatial Tensions and Interactions: 
An Ethnography of the Condominium Housing of 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,” 108.

“Planners and decision makers must also understand that 
the urban poor have a complex web of social networks and 

that their multi-faceted problems cannot be successfully 
addressed with a simplistic model. Planners must approach 
building as a process and abandon the mechanical, reducti-

onist view that aims for an ideal.”27

Figure 9:  Lideta Condominium loggias showing 
how the space is used as storage space. 

Source: Author
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Positionality
“Our class, ethnicity, gender and other forms of background can impact on how we talk about and 
evaluate others. Moreover, how academics represent other people also hinges on what uses they make 
of that knowledge in the university setting and how they want other academics to
understand and respond to that knowledge—do I want to be seen as an ‘intellectual’ who
knows more about ‘ordinary people’ (itself a loaded term) than they do themselves, or do
I want to be regarded as a ‘people’s champion’, standing up for the ‘little man’ (and
woman)? Both perspectives are ideologically loaded. We have therefore to be very
attuned to how our own constructions of ‘everyday life’ and ‘culture’ reflect our own
biases, likes and dislikes, and attitudes.” 28

28 David Inglis, Culture and Everyday Life (London: Routledge, Taylor &amp; Francis Group, 2005), 11.
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