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NYC is made up of varying morphologies that range 
from imposing skyscrapers, to the humble infill tene-
ments of old. Between these rich and dynamic forms 
and functions exists an anomaly - projects of repeti-
tive red brick social housing towers that stand in de-
fiance of the status quo. These places are leftovers of 
a time when progressive ideas influenced politics and 
policies that pushed for social and economic equality. 
These experimental projects have deteriorated over 
time, and now exist in a state of disrepair.

In order to help the disenfranchised inhabitants of 
the projects, there must be an intervention that both 
increases their quality of life, and preserves their right 
to the city. Jane Jacobs (1961) explains that in order 
to achieve this, the monofunctionality of their public 
space needs to be made more functionally diverse. 
This is because the lack of diversity, in both social and 
programmatic elements, results in low public activi-
ty, which in turn leads to an increased sense of crime 
and vandalism due to a lack of self-awareness.

In addition to this, James Howard Kunstler (2004) 
states that the International Style planners who 
designed the social housing projects provided an 
over-simplified hierarchy and variety, inadvertently 
denying inhabitants a properly functioning public 
space. He also argues that the high-rises of the proj-
ects themselves removed any sense of human scale, 
and therefore eradicated the inhabitants connection 
to the public realm.

Therefore, it can be said that the current functionality 
of public space in the social housing projects of East 
Harlem is passive, low in activity, and has no variety in 
both space and function - propagating problems of 
health and safety that the low-income families of the 
projects have to face on a day-to-day basis. In order to 
help these inhabitants attain a higher quality of life, 
their public space needs to be redeveloped through 
a transformational framework that incentivizes the 
development of both diverse residential areas with

These flaws propagate issues of health and safety for 
the inhabitants, therefore increasing the feeling of 
disconnection between themselves and the environ-
ment they live in. The motivation behind this thesis is 
to recognize that the people living in these projects 
have a right to the city, and do not deserve the qual-
ity of life that they are living through now. In order to 
find a solution, a transformational framework must 
be developed in order to helps its residents become a 
healthy community once again.

social-cultural elements that will help bring more 
activity, self-awareness, and diversity to the projects. 
This framework also needs to prevent the displace-
ment of the current inhabitants, and preserve a sense 
of community among them. This will allow the peo-
ple living in the projects to be better positioned to 
protect themselves from future gentrification and 
preserve their community. 
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Blocks of tenements were torn down to eradicate 
slums to re-create a “healthier” community.

The East Harlem Social Housing Projects are located in the North 
of Manhattan Island, sitting in a sea of tenement infill blocks.

The project site (The King Towers) is a large and single block that is clearly defined, with a repetitive  and 
irregular tower typology that primarily flanks the sides of the site.

Little did the progressives know their efforts would be in vain, as history just ended up repeating itself, 
except this time in another urban form. What new approach needs to be taken in order to stop the cycle.

The height and monfuntionality of the towers creates a disconnection with both 
the street, and the public space as a whole as the sense of human scale is lost.

One of the main reasons as to why there is no spatial hierarchy within the social 
housing projects is that there are no street walls.

The public space within the NYCHA projects are frozen in time, as they did not 
ever evolve to meet the needs of their actual inhabitants.

As the city continues to develop, the social housing projects are perpetually sliding into disrepair, as 
neoliberal economic and governmental approaches have deemed them a burden on the public. The 
motivation behind this thesis is to recognize that the people living in these projects have a right to 
the city, and do not deserve the quality of life that they are living through now. What is more shock-
ing about the current state of affairs deals with the process that birthed the social housing proj-
ects in the first place. The public space around the towers exists as a reminder of a promise unful-
filled to it’s inhabitants, which was a guarantee of a certain quality of life for all people living within it.

Creating Competition for the NYCHA

Breaking up the hegemony by inserting private 
companies to create competitive social housing.

Protecting the Community

Preserving the people who currently live in the 
projects, and protecting their right to the city.

Conservation of Natural Resources

Preservation of green spaces. Ecologically 
responsible approaches to public space.
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The Taller the Building, the More 
Disconnected an Inhabitant Can Be

Low Public Activity Caused by
Lack of Programmatic Diversity

Restricted Circulation Causes Lack
of Depth to Spatial Hierarchy

Loss of the Human Scale
a By-product of the Towers

Finding Point (0,0,0) on the Site

Maximum Buildable Area Extruded

Fractal Modularity Used for the Construction of the New Housing Blocks

Newly Developed Parcels Extrude 5 Stories Max. Structure Limited to 3 Blocks

Ground Floor PassagesArcades for the Ground Floor Semi Private Terraces Urban Gardens for the Community Shops + Stores Exhibition Spaces The Base Landscape Components Throughout the Masterplan

Large Courtyard Block

Side Towers + Cultural Base Medium Housing Block

Corner Towers + Commercial

Restoring the NYC Grid to the Site

Redistributing F.A.R. to the Edge

NYCHA Parcels and their Buffer Zones

Zoning Defines Public Space Type

New Parcels Defined + Zoning Overlay

Ground Floor Fragmentation Final Result when Implementing the Transformational Framework to the Site

Minimum Offset of
One Grid Space

Center Must
Be Symbiotic

3.44 F.A.R

Calming Landscape

Cultural Landscape

Public Hardscape

Small Housing Block

Center Towers + Farming

Size + Type of Unit
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The central sociocultural parcel will be a collaborative effort between all stakehold-
ers. It is a fractalized landscape that is adaptable and flexible in the face of change.

New Lobby

Rooftop Farming

Theatre

Classroom

Meeting SpaceWorkshop

The Three Steps of Palimpsest Intervention

Poor Building Maintenance 
Causing Respitory Problems

Poverty is Rampant. Heating
Does Not Work in the Winter

Crime is a Major
Problem in the Area
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Control of Corporations

Regulation and Breakup of Monopolies who 
Fixed Prices in the Free Market

Protection of Consumers

Standardization of Food and Drug Products to 
Protect Health and Safety of Consumers

Conservation of Natural Resources 

Replenish Destroyed Resources and Conserve 
the Resources Still Available

2 c .  T .  R O O S E V E L T ’ S  T H R E E  C ’ S

New York City

Abuse of Natural Resources

No Health or Safety Standards

Abusive Corruption

Prevalent Child Labor


