
        

  OBSOLESCENCE and RENOVATION  

 20th Century Housing in the New Millennium 

Conference: 14-15 December 2015 

 

Abstract / Initial Proposal Form: 

 

1. Paper / Proposal Title: _The Big, the Bad and the Ugly? Building the 21st Century City 

by re-thinking the modernist utopias 

 

2. Format: _Written paper___ 

3. Author(s) Name: __Viviana D’auria – Verena Lenna – Jeanne Mosseray 

 

4. Email contact details: _verenalenna@hotmail.com 

 

5. University or Company Affiliation: __KULeuven, department of architecture, 

OSA_research unit urbanism & architecture___________ 
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How can high-rise social housing estates become contributors to the re-articulation of 

the 20th century expansion and urban structure of Brussels and Charleroi?  Can these 

areas contribute to build resilience while coping with the current social and economic 

transitions? Can new forms of living be invented, where density, intensity and diversity 

could meet the outlandish and the exceptional without normalizing it? Can the rhetoric 



of failure be transcended as to engender renewed roles for these large-scale residential 

environments? Can the utopias of the past become the ground on which to construct 

contemporary urbanism? 

These are some questions addressed in a design research investigation, looking at 

large-scale social housing estates in peripheral urban settings of Brussels and Charleroi.  

 

Brussels is the fastest growing region of Belgium. Despite the current economic 

downturn, the city continues to attract substantial migration waves as a consequence 

of its role in the global world and leads paradoxically to a growing precariousness as 

well as to segregation. These issues become poignant when looking at existing large-

scale social housing complexes and their critical condition and potential vis-à-vis 

demographic change, the inaccessibility of the private market, environmental 

sustainability, etc..  

Charleroi development was strongly defined by heavy industry during the first industrial 

revolution is, in the current postindustrial era, undergoing radical shifts. The city finds its 

strength in the social sector. It has one of the highest percentages of social housing in 

Belgium. 

The age of the housing, the socio-economic condition of its population and the 

difficulty to offer everyone access to a dwelling are some of the contemporary 

challenges. 

The paper will articulate design strategies that elaborate potential scenarios of 

adaptation of large housing estates in view of contemporary urban challenges.  
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