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Abstract

Wars and conflicts inevitably result in the destruction of the built-environment

and of communities. This paper explores the potential social contributions of architects

to sustainable peace building in post-conflict reconstruction.

Recent discussions about the social impact of architecture insist on the benefits

of involving affected populations in the design and implementation of construction and

reconstruction projects. Nevertheless, the humanitarian community often disregards the

built-environment reconstruction sector, despite the opportunities it holds to bridge the

‘humanitarian-development-peace nexus'. Due to a mutual misunderstanding between

professions,  the  value  of  involving  architects  in  humanitarian  programmes  is

overlooked. In light of Jean-Paul Lederach´s theory of conflict transformation, I suggest

that architecture processes can contribute to sustainable peace via the improvement of

relationships between middle-range and grassroots leaders as well as within members of

the  grassroots  level  of  affected  population.  This  can  take  place  when  the

(re)construction  planning,  design  and  implementation  processes  properly  take  the

cultural context into consideration and involve the users.

Through the analysis of three diverse examples of post-conflict constructions in

Rwanda,  Colombia and Iraq,  involving architects,  I  will  show that  they respectfully

insert  their  projects  in the local  context.  They involve the local  communities  in  the

reconstruction process, collaborate with multidisciplinary teams and consider not only

technical but also social and psychosociological aspects of housing. Thereby they can

contribute to the relevancy and sustainability of post-conflict reconstruction projects and

support holistic approaches to peace building.

Finally, I will argue for a greater involvement of architects in the humanitarian

field and call for more comprehensive research on their social contributions, the field of

peace building and post-war reconstruction.

Key  words: architecture,  architect,  post-conflict  reconstruction,  peacebuilding,

community involvement, participation.
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PREFACE

As  a  socially  engaged  architect  interested  in  humanitarian  action,  I  am

constantly looking for compatibilities and bridges between architecture and the built-

environment on one hand, and the humanitarian field on the other. By writing this thesis

I  wished  to  gather  practical  insights  on  the  involvement  of  built-environment

professionals in the humanitarian field and gain a better understanding on my role as an

architect and urban planner in post-conflict reconstruction. 

Thank  you  to  my  informant  Kristjana  Adalgeirsdóttir  for  sharing  your

experience and point of view on the relevance of inviting architects at the humanitarian

table and for corroborating my preliminary assumptions on the roles of architecture in

post-conflict  settings.  Your  multiple  professions  of  architect,  researcher  and

humanitarian worker are an inspiration. Thank you to my partner who inspired me to

take up studying again,  and who bears my critical  and rhetorical  monologues  about

humble  architecture,  ethical  humanitarian  action,  respectful  development  and  the

importance of local participation.
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PART 1- INTRODUCTION

1.1- Problem and aims: Post-conflict, reconstruction and the architect

Wars and conflicts inevitably result in the destruction or deterioration of the

built-environment  and  of  the  communities  that  inhabit  it.  We  all  have  in  mind

photographs of unrecognizable war-damaged cities with frailed structures still standing

in a sea of rubble, and wonder how the affected populations can effectively start their

lives again once the war sounds have stopped and the dust has settled.

From  the  general  public  point  of  view,  it  may  seem  obvious  to  involve

architects  to humanitarian projects  dealing with (re)construction1 efforts.  In effect,  a

number  of  socially  engaged  architects  feel  that  they  can  contribute  to  developing

effective solutions to crisis or post-crisis situations but don't necessarily know how to

penetrate the humanitarian field, while most humanitarian organizations consider hiring

architects  only  for  their  technical  skills  on construction  or  renovation  projects  with

limited scope. Observing this ostensible incompatibility, I propose to identify potential

points  of  connection  between  architects  and  humanitarian  action,  focusing  on post-

conflict reconstruction.2

In order to understand which contributions architects can bring to post-conflict

reconstruction projects and programs, I will try to answer the following questions:

What skills can professional architects bring to the humanitarian field in order

to contribute to the success of post-conflict reconstruction efforts? 

What  positive  impacts  can  architecture  and  urban  planning  have  on  peace

building processes? 

For  this  purpose,  I  will  first  review  literature  relevant  to  the  topics  of

architecture in relation to the humanitarian field and peace building processes. I will

then reinforce my theoretical analysis by empirical research, looking at three different

case studies involving architects in post-conflict reconstruction efforts.

1 In this thesis I use the term '(re)construction' to imply 'construction and/or reconstruction'

2 My choice to focus on post-conflict reconstruction considers the permanency aspect of architectural
objects related to the long-term social impacts that built-environments have on the individuals who
inhabit them.

-5-



1.2- Background: Architecture´s social impact in post-crisis situations

The social impact of architecture in post-crisis situations has been explored in

several academic researches from the perspectives of either architecture, social sciences

or supply-chain.  Those different  frames of references all  give a specific attention to

community  involvement  and  participatory  design  processes.3 From  an  architecture

perspective,  architects  such  as  Marie  Aquilino,  Cameron  Sinclair  and  Esther

Charlesworth  open  the  discussion  on  the  broader  role  of  architects  in  conflict  and

disaster situations (Aquilino, 2011), demonstrate how innovative design is reimagining

community and uplifting lives  (Architecture for Humanity,  2006, 2012) and explores

through  the  analysis  of  case  studies  how  postwar  rebuilding  either  ameliorated  or

exacerbated the divisions between citizens and contributed to the cities’ current social

climate  (Charlesworth, 2016).  From a supply chain design perspective, it is affirmed

that  the  use of  a  beneficiary-focused,  community-based approach in  the design and

implementation  of  post-crisis  housing  reconstruction  programmes  increases

transparency  in  the  selection  of  beneficiaries,  results  in  positive  effects  on  local

economies,  ensures  cost-efficiency  and  the  timely  completion  of  reconstruction

(Kovács, Matopoulos and Hayes, 2010). In sum, these perspectives point out to the fact

that the built-environment and the reconstruction process have influence on the social

cohesion4 of communities5 in post-crisis situations, and that this influence is more likely

positive when the users are involved in participatory design processes.

This literature depicts a general understanding of the relevance of architecture

in  post-conflict  reconstruction  by  expressing  practitioner's  perspectives  and offering

specific examples of their involvement in crisis situations. However, it does not provide

a synthesis of the specific skills that architects possess to contribute to the success of

post-conflict  reconstruction  efforts,  neither  link  the  reported  social  impacts  of

architecture with the field of peace building studies. My thesis aim is therefore to bring

3 'Participatory'  is  defined  as:  “allowing people to  take  part  in  or  become involved in  an activity”
(‘Cambridge English Dictionary’, 2013).

4 According to a  definition of  social  cohesion, the three  components of Social  cohesion are:  social
inclusion, social capital, and social mobility (OECD, 2012). I will develop this further in Part 4.

5 In the literature reviewed, the word 'Community' is commonly used, as for example in “community
involvement” or “local community”. It  is however arguable whether the concept of 'community'  is
pertinent or ethical to use in post-conflict settings: Does the perception of 'community' really exist
within populations that have been uprooted and traumatized? Keeping this awareness in mind, I prefer
the use of the words 'users' and 'affected population' in my own reflections.
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a new perspective to this discussion by attempting to fill the research gap between the

topic of social architecture in crisis settings and the field of peace building and postwar

reconstruction.

To  conclude  this  first  introductory  part,  I  will  present  my  data  collection

methods and explain the choice and limitations of my research set-up. In Part 2, I will

examine the relationship between architects and the humanitarian field by looking at the

humanitarian focus on the built-environment, suggest the compatibility of architects and

humanitarians  and  expose  the  engagement  and  contributions  of  architects  to  the

humanitarian  sector.  I  will  then  explore  the  connections  between  architecture  and

peacebuilding by adopting the theoretical angle of the influential practitioner-researcher

Jean-Paul  Lederach  and  his  theory  of  conflict  transformation  and  expose  some

potentials and challenges of building peace through architecture. This theoretical section

will lead to the formulation of preliminary key-findings. In Part 3, I will deepen our

understanding of the roles of architects in post-conflict settings by anchoring at the local

scale through the analysis of three case studies. With the preliminary key-findings from

the literature reviewed in Part 2 in mind, I will look for evidences of the contributions of

architects in different practical examples of construction or reconstruction projects and

programs in different post-conflict  contexts:  Rwanda, Colombia and Iraq. Finally,  in

Part 4, I will discuss the findings of my research by putting in relation the theoretical

concepts identified in Part 2 with the empirical evidences highlighted in Part 3.

1.3- Data collection: methods and limitations

For collecting theoretical literature, I conducted an empirical data collection of

secondary material and encountered some difficulties due to the double meaning of the

term 'architecture' in the humanitarian, peacebuilding and development fields. Indeed,

'Architecture'  often  relates  to  the  structural  organization  of  a  system or  strategy,  as

understood for example in “the United Nations peacebuilding architecture", while my

focus is on the more tangible aspect of the word, as defined in the Cambridge dictionary

as  the  “art  and  practice  of  designing  and  making  buildings”  (‘Cambridge  English

Dictionary’,  2013).  In  an  effort  to  narrow  down  my  research  towards  generally

disregarded  features,  I  chose  to  discard  discussions  about  refugee  camps,  a  highly

visible aspect of forced migrations which does not necessarily reflect the wider range of
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shelters  adopted by conflict-affected populations.  Similarly,  I  chose to ignore topics

related  to  technical  innovations  and prefabricated  shelter  solutions  which  are  in  my

opinion given too much attention and credits in design medias.6 Noticing an abondance

of literature and research on the role of architects in post-disaster reconstruction dealing

with the aftermath of earthquakes or tsunamis, but less comprehensive research in post-

war  or  post-crisis  settings,  I  decided  to  concentrate  on  post-conflict  reconstruction.

Since  previous  academic  research  on  this  topic  was  not  sufficient,  I  searched  for

literature connected to the two main themes encompassed in the research questions:

'architecture of peace' and 'humanitarian architects'.

Identified as a relevant source of information during the literature search, the

Curry Stone Foundation (2020) and their  Design Prize award provided the idea and

material for Case Study 1 in Rwanda and Case Study 2 in Colombia.7 Except for one

semi-structured interview with an architect in the humanitarian field,8 which provides

the core of information about Case Study 3 in Iraq, the material used for the case studies

is secondary material.

6 Tom  Scott-Smith  corroborates  my  opinions  regarding  the  disproportionate  media  coverages  on
refugee camps and on ‘innovative’ prefabricated shelter compared realities on the field (Scott-Smith,
2017).

7 The Curry Stone Foundation (CSF) encourages the use of design as a tool to create social change via
close collaborations between designers  and communities.  Their annually awarded prize,  the Curry
Stone Design Prize, supports pioneering social design practitioners and communicate their work to
inspire others to apply community-driven Social Impact Design approaches, or in other words “design
that  seeks  to  solve  humanitarian  issues  such  as  improving living conditions for  its  beneficiaries”
(Curry Stone Foundation, 2020).

Both the architecture firms responsible for the design and implementation of the project exposed in
Case Study 1 and the leaders of  the project exposed in Case Study 2 are winners of the Curry Stone
Design Prize.

8 I conducted a personal, semi-structured interview with Kristjana Adalgeirsdóttir via Skype on the 27th
of March 2020. See: (Adalgeirsdóttir, 2020).
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PART 2- THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In  this  part,  I  will  present  pieces  of  literature  that  provide  a  deeper

understanding of my research topic and suggest some possible answers to my research

questions. I will first try to identify the skills that professional architects can bring to the

humanitarian field in order to contribute to the success of post-conflict reconstruction

efforts. I will  then  focus  on  identifying  positive  impacts  of  architecture  and  urban

planning on peace building processes.

2.1- Relationship between architects and the humanitarian field

2.1.1- Humanitarian focus on the built-environment

Many deplore the little attention given by the humanitarian community to the

reconstruction  of  the  built-environment  damaged  or  destroyed  by wars,  conflicts  or

disasters.  While  Ian  Davis  regrets  that  “housing reconstruction  remains  a  seriously

neglected sector among the NGO and donor community"  (Davis, 2015, p. 38), despite

”its links with humanitarian concerns to do with security, health and the maintenance of

privacy and dignity”  (Barakat, 2003, p. 37). Sultan Barakat suggests reasons for this

neglect. At the administrative level, housing reconstruction in the immediate post-crisis

period lies in a “peculiar position between ‘relief’ and ‘development’ work” while at a

practical level, it might be “beyond many agencies’ capacities or resources: it can be a

complex,  expensive,  multidisciplinary  and  highly  technical  area,  and  there  may  be

significant logistical, legal or political obstacles”, since housing reconstruction requires

specialist knowledge and experience (Barakat, 2003, p. 37).

Surely, if post-conflict reconstruction finds itself at a difficult position, at the

crossroad  between  humanitarian  relief  and  development  work,  it  also  holds

opportunities  to  bridge  the  so-called  ‘humanitarian-development-peace  nexus'.

Discussions in the field highlight the importance of bridging this nexus to coherently

address people’s vulnerability before, during and after crises. For example, an Oxfam

Discussion Paper calls for more coherent approaches that meet the immediate needs of

populations while also ensuring long-term transformative opportunities by addressing

the causes of conflict and vulnerability, such as poverty, inequality and discriminations.

A nexus approach requires holistic responses with an emphasis on cross-disciplinarity

and the cooperation of different actors, humility and respect towards local leadership
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(Fanning and Fullwood-Thomas, 2019). Similarly,  experts at the Global Alliance for

Urban Crisis highlight the synergies between inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable

human settlements, and the promotion of peaceful, just and inclusive societies.9 They

stress that the shape and management of the built-environment is both a risk for conflict

and an opportunity for conflict prevention and resolution, building and sustaining peace

and social cohesion. They further recommend the use of urban design, spatial and social

planning  as  a  tool  to  support  efforts  to  reduce  conflict  and violence  by  promoting

conditions  for  egalitarian  socio-economic  development  and  collective  actions.  They

specifically  mention  that  crisis  response  and  reconstruction  shall  be  seen  as  an

opportunity to orientate cities and societies towards a more resilient, sustainable and

stable path, and insist on the importance of culturally adapted,  conflict-sensitive and

inclusive  processes  that  ensure  the  participatory  engagement  of  populations  in  the

response (Sharp and Kristoffersen, 2016).

2.1.2- Compatibility of architects and humanitarians

Despite the above-mentioned recommendations  to pay greater attention to the

complexity of designing and planning built-environments in post-crisis situations, my

impression  is  that the  value  of  involving  professional  architects  in  humanitarian

programmes is overlooked. Based on my own research (see Appendix A), I observed

that architects  and urban designers are largely absent from guidelines, programs and

projects  of major  humanitarian  organizations  operating in  post-conflict  settings  with

Shelter and Settlement issues. When they do, their role is relegated to purely technical

support.

Observing  that  the  compatibility  of  architects  and  humanitarians  is  not

generally recognized, Tom Scott-Smith outlines the tendency of humanitarian workers

and architects to misunderstand each other, creating an obstacle to the relevancy and

efficiency  of  responses  to  the  problem  of  shelter  and  displacement.  He  states  that

humanitarians  “are minded to see architects  as  utopian dreamers,  completely out  of

touch with the realities  of  the field and the needs  of beneficiaries”  while  architects

might think that “humanitarians seem more concerned with ticking boxes and counting

costs than thinking creatively about how people live.” He concludes that “by learning

from each other’s way of thinking, both architects and humanitarians can become more

9 Respectively Sustainable Development Goals 11 and 16.
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relevant  to  displaced  people  seeking  shelter”  (Scott-Smith,  2017,  pp.  67–68).

Conforming  to  Scott-Smith  view,  potential  contributions  of  architects  to  the

humanitarian field include their understanding of multiple dimensions surrounding the

process of finding shelter,  such as the formation of communities,  the use of locally

available materials and the physical and natural environment, as well as the attention

given to forms of construction that reflect cultural ideas of beauty and respond to the

practical function of daily life (Scott-Smith, 2017).

2.1.3- Engagement and contributions of architects to the humanitarian sector.

Examining the role of the architect in post-disaster reconstruction, Madeleine

Jane Swete Kelly and Glenda Amayo Caldwell (2014) indicate that there is an emerging

group of architects skilled in post-disaster reconstruction who focus on rebuilding in a

responsible  manner.  Rather  than  providing temporary  shelter,  they strive  to  quickly

create permanent building solutions adapted to the site, the culture and the needs and

priorities of the communities they are serving. Their work in close collaboration with

affected  communities  encourages  a  socially  equitable  development  process  while

decreasing the vulnerability of the community to disaster by promoting resilience. Their

empirical  study  on  the  role  of  architects  in  the  post-earthquake  and  tsunami

reconstruction process of a community on Solomon Islands highlights the importance of

responding to the local  culture  and building capacity  within the community.  It  also

indicates that architects have the ability to work at different scales and to translate the

needs of the community into architecture. It recognizes that relationship-building via the

engagement of the local community in the rebuilding process is crucial to its success

(Swete Kelly and Caldwell, 2014). In Shelter After Disaster,10 Davis (2015) consistently

insists on the notion of shelter being a process rather than a product and recognized

architects as a relevant actor in post-disaster reconstruction. His Key Messages indicate

the  need  to  maintain  the  survivor/user  standpoint  in  order  to  alleviate  the  risks  of

disaster assistance being supply, rather than demand driven.11 While approving of the

use of cash grants and vouchers to be exchanged for building materials and construction

10 a collection of guidelines published with the support of the International Federation of the Red Cross
(IFRC), addressed to the professional community in the shelter and housing reconstruction sector.

11 This risk is represented by assisting groups who tend to attribute too high a priority on the need for
imported shelter units rather than finding ways to build with locally available material.
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services, Davis points out to the fact that this improvement does not remove the need

for effective settlement planning and building design to ensure relevancy, quality and

safety.

If  literature  focusing  on  natural  disasters  can  raise  our  understanding  of

important  aspects  of  reconstruction  processes,  we  shall  not  forget  that  there  are

fundamental differences between shelter after natural disaster and shelter after conflict,

as the challenge of reconstruction in the latest is primarily to avoid renewed conflict and

to  contribute  to  stability  and  national  reconciliation.  As  Barakat  (2003) explains,

housing  reconstruction  inevitably  is  a  political  process  due  to  the  impact  it  has  on

people´s lives, and thus especially after conflicts where communities have been forcibly

displaced for  ethnic,  political  or  security reasons.  In  post-conflict  reconstruction,  an

even greater care needs to be taken over issues such as beneficiary selection and the

location of the project in order not to generate further rivalry and conflict.  Particular

attention  must  be  paid  to  the  social  and  economic  dynamics  between  retunees.

Furthermore,  it  is  required  to  consider  community  participation  as  an  integral  and

foundational component of a project’s design, essential to its success (Barakat, 2003).

In  order  to  prepare  built-environment  professionals  to  the  challenges  of

humanitarian  response  and  reconstruction  efforts,  several  universities  offer  specific

academic  programs.  In  particular,  RMIT  University,  UIC  Barcelona  and  Aalto

University  (2019) are involved in the creation of a network of universities, academic

practitioners  and  the  United  Nation  Refugee  Agency  (UNHCR)  to  promote  and

coordinate  research  on  the  importance  of  the  involvement  of  architects  in  the

humanitarian  field,  thus  joining  the  Global  Shelter  Cluster  efforts  to  facilitate  the

engagement  of stakeholders  to  improve shelter  responses.12 In parallel,  several  post-

graduate programmes and practical trainings aim to give architects the necessary tools

to  work  with  communities  in  emergency  settings  or  international  development.  For

example, Pathway to Equity is a US-based programme that teaches emerging designers

the  necessary  skills  and  knowledge  for  community  focused  practice  (Pathways  to

Equity,  n.d.).  Similarly  based  on  interactive  workshops  and  field  experience,

Challenging Practice: Essentials for the Social Production of Habitat is an independent-

12 Those universities organize the Design, Disaster and Development Research Forum which regroups
different  universities  teaching  and  researching  on  the  cross-sectoral  fields  of  architecture,
humanitarian aid and development (RMIT University, UIC Barcelona and Aalto University, 2019).
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learning programme that promotes participatory design processes and provides practical

tools  for  involving  vulnerable  populations  in  the  improvement  of  their  built-

environment (Architecture Sans Frontières International, 2019). Other examples include

the Design labs,  Trainings,  and Toolkits  developed by MASS Design group, a non-

profit organization committed to making a positive social impact through architecture

across the globe that we will encounter again later, in Case Study 1  (MASS Design

Group,  2020b).  The  common  determinant  of  those  architecture  programmes  and

trainings  concerned  with  humanitarian  aid  is  a  strong  emphasis  on  participatory

processes.

All in one, there are growing evidences of the interests of architects to engage

in humanitarian aid and of their awareness of the challenges of the reconstruction sector.

2.2- Relationship between Architecture and Peace Building

2.2.1- Defining 'Peace Building': The conflict transformation aspect of 

peacebuilding and Lederach´s theory

The term 'Peacebuilding´ comprises different meanings. 'Peacebuilding' can be

characterized as “the project of overcoming structural and cultural  violence (conflict

transformation)  in  conjunction  with  peacemaking  between  conflict  parties  (conflict

settlement) and peacekeeping (conflict containment) "  (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and

Miall,  2016b, p. 237) . Setting aside the more administrative and military aspects of

governance, I concentrate on the first part of the definition – conflict transformation- for

two reasons: First,  according to the hourglass model of conflict  resolution responses

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall, 2016a, pp. 15–16) , the conflict transformation

response  becomes  more  appropriate  at  the  de-escalation  period  characterized  by

Normalisation  and  Reconciliation  phases  which  correspond  to  the  post-conflict

reconstruction  phase.  Second,  I  perceive  that  the  notions  of  structural  and  cultural

peacemaking  associated  with  conflict  transformation  approaches  can  logically  be

associated  with  architectural  buildings,  which  are  structures  representing  cultural

aspects  of  societies.13 In  this  thesis  I  intensionally  separate  the  words  'peace'  and

'building' in order to reflect the notion of 'building peace' that refers more particularly to

the concept of conflict transformation.

13 The  famous  french  architect  Jean  Nouvel  defines  architecture  as  “the  petrification  of  a  cultural
moment.” (McGuigan, 2008)
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Several authors have developed theories of Conflict Transformation.14 Among

them, the practitioner's angle of Lederach´s approach and his specific focus on middle

range peace building actors makes his frameworks most applicable to the humanitarian

and architecture  fields.  Lederach  (2003) claims  that  conflict  brings  the potential  for

constructive growth and positive change and places the improvement of relationships at

the  center  of  conflict  transformation.  His pyramid  of  action  for  building  peace  is

composed  of   three  different  levels  of  affected  population  represented  by  different

leaders  and  other  actors,  with  the  elite  at  the  top  and  grassroots  at  the  bottom15

(Lederach, 1997, p. 39). Recognizing the role that each of those levels play in dealing

with  armed  conflicts  and  their  transformation,  the  author  asserts  that  promoting  a

coherent collaboration between them is key to create the possibility of sustainable peace

(Lederach,  1997,  2003). In  particular,  it  is  now  generally  established  that  peace

processes must be embedded in the grassroots levels of Lederach´s pyramid previously

overlooked by the international community,  but thus without assuming that the local

level social structures are without flaws  (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall, 2016c,

pp. 284–285). As  part of the middle-range level, therefore serving as the connection

between the grassroots and the top-level leaderships, are found humanitarian leaders as

well  as  "individuals  who  occupy  formal  positions  of  leadership  in  sectors  such  as

education,  business,  agriculture,  or  health"  (Lederach,  1997,  p.  41).  In  my  view,

professional architects and urban planners in the construction and reconstruction sectors

also belong to middle-range level of leadership. Because they are not based on political

or military power, they have greater flexibility to address the key dimensions of change

in  a  creative  way,  thus  moving  all  levels  of  society  towards  a  sustainable  peace

(Lederach, 1997, pp. 41–42).

Also known as 'Peacebuilding from below', Lederach´s principle of 'indigenous

empowerment'  suggests  that  conflict  transformation  must  actively  consider,  respect,

14 I can mention, for example, Edward Azar and his theory of Social Protracted Conflict, as well as the
several influential theories of Johan Galtung on conflict resolution, peacebuilding and the distinction
between positive and negative peace.

15 According to Lederach (1997, p. 39), the top level is represented by military, political and religious
leaders  with high  visibility,  focusing  on high-level  negotiations  such as  cease-fire,  mediations or
peace  agreements.  The  middle-range  level  is  composed  of  respected  ethnic  or  religious  leaders,
academics and intellectuals or humanitarian leaders who focus for example on training and workshops
in problem-solving or conflict resolution. The bottom level is composed of grassroots organizations,
local health officials and various community leaders focusing on local peace commissions, grassroots
training, prejudice reduction or psychosocial work.
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include and promote the local human and cultural resources, which involves taking a

perspective where local people and settings are not considered to be the problem, and

the outsider is not considered as the expert bringing answers (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse

and  Miall,  2016c).  However,  the  authors  of  the  book  'Contemporary  Conflict

Resolutions', in their chapter dedicated to Peacebuilding, warn that "local culture and

communities are sites of power asymmetry, patriarchy and privilege in which customs

and  civil  society  actors  and  organizations  may  replicate  what  external  actors  are

sometimes accused of" (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall, 2016c, p. 276). In other

words, while the principle of  'peacebuilding from below' highlights the importance of

cultural relevance, context sensitivity and the promotion of local resources, it  is also

important  that  architects  and  other  middle-range  actors  stay  aware  of  local  power

structures and find ways to avoid replicating them.

Finally, it is useful to note that Lederach considers peace building as a dynamic

process “made up of a multiplicity of interdependent roles, functions, and activities”

that operate within interrelated time frames (Lederach, 1997, pp. 71–75).

2.2.2- Potentials and Challenges of Building Peace through Architecture

Confirming the assertions regarding the social impact of architecture and the

necessity  to  investigate  the  links  between  peace  and  architecture,  mentioned  in  the

introduction,  Dominik  Balthasar's  critical  reflections  on the forum "Building  Peace?

The Fragile  Side of Architecture"  (2018) investigate  sustainable  options to facilitate

peace through architecture and urban planning. One core idea is the affirmation that

architecture is not only technical but also political in the sense that changes in the built

environment  can  modify  relative  power  relations  within  society,  its  self-image  and

modalities of its members’ interaction. Architecture also has a psychosocial dimension

in the sense that  built  environments  constitute  places  of belonging to  which people

attach emotional and cultural value. As a consequence, the demolition of houses and

buildings  devastates  people's  meaning  and  identity.  Furthermore,  buildings  and

infrastructures can facilitate or hinder social interactions, both as finished products and

during  their  design,  planning  and  (re)construction  processes.  Based  on  these

observations, Balthasar advances that "architecture can provide important guidance to

peace-building"  by  virtue  of  the  following  valuable  characteristics  of  architects:
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architects  are  trained  to  think  in  the  long-term,  they  are  solution-oriented,  they  are

experts  in finding ways to combine new structures with the prevailing environment.

Moreover, they are aware and used to the necessity of consulting with a variety of actors

and dealing with a wide range of economic, social and environmental aspects. Finally,

architects are trained to integrate aesthetics to functional solutions, which turns out to be

a useful mean of adding symbolic value (Balthasar, 2018).

As developed earlier, Barakat touches upon the sensitive nature of post-conflict

settings  and mentions  the challenges  of  beneficiary selection  (Barakat,  2003).  More

scholars and professionals have identified further challenges of building peace through

architecture and urban design in conflict-affected areas.  Claiming that finding creative

and innovative ways to prioritize sustainability in conflict-affected cities is a necessary

part  of  addressing  conflict,  Gizem Sucuoglu,  Elif  Ensari,  Havard  Breivik  and  Can

Sucuoglu (2016) point out to practical challenges of designing urban and architectural

solutions for conflict-affected societies. Starting from the hypothesis that healthy public

spaces are key to building and sustaining peaceful societies, the authors use the example

of Kabul in Afghanistan to highlight that physical divisions of the city such as damaged

infrastructures, the division of spaces created by walls and restricted areas, and the loss

of mixed-use and shared public spaces exacerbate the feeling of alienation and the lack

of  inclusion  of  the  local  population,  thus  hindering  people-centered  approaches  to

peacebuilding and development. Not overlooking the unintended negative consequences

of international  actions  and advocating for conflict  sensitive approaches to inclusive

urban planning and architecture, they introduce the positive transformative effects of the

built-environment.  This transformation promotes appropriation,  a sense of ownership

and belonging and fosters social cohesion and inclusion, elements that are at the heart of

sustainable peacebuilding.  The authors argue that post-conflict  reconstruction do not

only shape the urban fabric, buildings and spaces, but also open new developmental

opportunities, support and develop livelihoods and foster collective identities, the sense

of  belonging  and cohesion  in  communities.  They identify  several  challenges  to  the

creation of inclusive physical environments at the fragile stage when war ends but peace

is not yet secure. The first is financial, the second relates to the difficulty of prioritizing

longer-term efforts  that  do not  show immediate  visible  results,  and the  third  is  the

challenge of security where open or shared spaces creates exposure to threats.  As a
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conclusion,  the article  asserts  that  new trends in  building and sustaining peace,  and

current architectural-design approaches share similar end goals: fostering security, local

ownership, integration, participation, and cohesion in the places we live  (Sucuoglu  et

al., 2016).

2.3- Preliminary key findings from literature review

Based on the review of literature presented above, I can identify the following

key findings, to be considered as preliminary answers to my research questions and as

specific perspectives for the analysis of my empirical case studies.

2.3.1- Architects are relevant to the humanitarian field and their skills can 

contribute to the success of post-conflict reconstruction

In  many  instances,  professional  architects  have  proved  their  intention  and

motivation to engage in the humanitarian field and brought to light the importance of

the  shelter,  housing and settlement  sector.  This  sector  is  promising  in  its  ability  to

bridge  the  humanitarian-development-peace  nexus  because  of  its  difficult  but

opportunistic  position  between  immediate  physical  needs  of  sheltering  affected

populations and long-term goals of resilient, inclusive, safe and peaceful societies and

human  settlements.  Architects  have  an  understanding  of  multiple  dimensions

surrounding  sheltering  and  housing  processes,  including  social,  environmental,

economic and cultural aspects: They are trained to recognize the social aspects of the

formation of communities and interact with their clients and future users in participatory

manners, involving them in design and decision making. They examine and take into

account  the  environmental  aspects  of  locally  available  materials,  or  the  strategic

location of a settlement and its connection to natural and urban surroundings. They are

used to respect client's budget and find creative or practical solutions to reduce costs.

Finally, architects are sensitive to cultural aspects such as the different perceptions and

representations  of  aesthetic  values  and  the  pertinence  of  promoting  vernacular

construction techniques and local knowledge in vulnerable contexts.

Defining  'success'  of  post-conflict  reconstruction  as  a  reorganization  of

societies and the built-environment that is sustainable, I note that the four dimensions

described  above  as  being  envisioned  by  architects  –  namely  social,  environmental,
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economic and cultural aspects- are also considered as the four pillars of Sustainability

(RMIT University, 2017). In that sense, a successful conflict reconstruction is a process

that  sustains  peace,  which  requires  cultural  adaptation,  conflict-sensitivity  and  the

promotion of social cohesion and community resilience.

It  is recognized that the shape and management  of the built-environment  is

both  a  risk  of  exacerbating  existing  latent  conflicts  and an  opportunity  for  conflict

prevention, and that spatial and social design can be used as a tool to support resilience

and sustainability. The literature reviewed in Part 2 points out to the fact that at least

some professional  architects  have  the  interests  and values  required  to  take  up  such

challenges,  while  their  education,  training  and  experience  provide  them  with  the

necessary  skills  to  contribute  to  the  success  of  post-conflict  construction  and

reconstruction.

2.3.3- Architecture and urban planning have a positive impact on peace building

processes.

Acknowledging the conflict transformation aspect of building peace, I suppose

that if architecture processes cannot resolve a conflict, it can be part of a process that

contributes  to  transforming  it  towards  a  sustainable  peace.  Interpreting  Lederach´s

theoretical perspectives, I draw the hypothesis that this transformation is possible via

the  improvement  of  relationship  between  and  within  different  leadership  levels  of

affected  population.  First,  the  understanding  that  both  humanitarian  workers  and

professional architects who operate in post-conflict settings have a specific position in

the middle-range leadership indicate  their  ability to link the strategies of high-levels

leadership  with  those  of  grassroots  leadership.  Second,  the  recognition  of  the

importance of the involvement of users in reconstruction projects through participatory

design, planning and construction processes implies that such involvement contribute to

the improvement of relationships both within members of the grassroots level of society

and between middle-range leaders and grassroots leaders, ultimately promoting conflict

transformation towards positive peace. Furthermore, the psychosocial dimension of the

reconstruction process for the affected population has a crucial impact on the creation of

social  relationships,  and  architects  possess  a  good  understanding  of  the  cultural,

symbolic and time-related aspects of ownership and inclusion processes.
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In sum, architecture and urban planning can have positive impacts on peace

building  processes  through  the  transformative  potential  of  design,  planning  and

construction processes in strengthening inter-personal relationships and the affinities of

people with their built environment.
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PART 3- CASE STUDIES

In this section, I will investigate the roles of architects in post-conflict settings

by analyzing  four  practical  examples  of  construction  or  reconstruction  projects  and

programs in Rwanda (Case study 1), Colombia (Case study 2) and Iraq (Case study 3),

where architects were involved.

3.1- Choice of cases studies

The chosen case studies deal with different scales: a building, an urban area, a

humanitarian program. They introduce a variety of subjects: health care facilities, a city

regeneration,  a  returnee  programme.  They  also  portray  different  contexts  of  post-

conflict settings in three distant locations: In East Africa, I will introduce the Rwandan

post-genocide reconciliation.  In South America,  I will depict  the transformation of a

society divided by the Colombian civil conflict and criminality. In the Middle East, I

will bring us within the fragile security provided by the multinational victory upon the

main  opposition  group to  the Iraqi  government.  Those differences  in  scale,  subject,

context and geographical locations will allow us to isolate the architecture dimension

from all other dimensions in post-conflict reconstruction.

To evaluate if the selected case studies are assuredly implemented in a post-

conflict context, I used country data available at the Uppsala Conflict Data Programme

(UCDP) and made sure to observe a relative decrease of the number of deaths in the

years preceding the project implementations of each case study (See Appendix B).

3.2- Case Study 1: Rwanda

3.2.1- Context

My first  case study looks at  a  health  care  facilities  in  Rwanda,  the Butaro

District Hospital in Burera, designed by MASS Design Group.

Inscribed in a long history of societal divides between Hutu and Tutsi groups,

and conflicts exacerbated by colonial administration and ideologies that persisted after

the country´s independence in 1962, the Rwandan genocide of 1994 against the Tutsi

was by far the most deadly and traumatising one-sided violence event that the region

has encountered. Rwanda has come a long way towards peace, but still wears the scars

-20-



of this genocide and its repercussions are still evident in the protracted ethno-political

conflict in the Great Lakes region (UCDP, 2018c). The genocide resulted in the death

and  escape  of  many  health  workers,  and  the  destruction  of  health  facilities  across

Rwanda.  To address  those  issues,  the  government  of  Rwanda  initiated  measures  to

rebuild the nation’s health system. Since 2005, the nonprofit  corporation Partners In

Health  has  helped  the  government  bring  high-quality  health  care  to  the  country’s

poorest regions.  Their main activities are located in  Burera region at Butaro District

Hospital. This facility provides modern medical care and a broad range of services such

as emergency treatment,  cancer  treatment,  maternal  services,  neonatal  intensive care

and outpatient  checkups.  It  has  also become a center  for medical  education  in  East

Africa, with acclaimed/prestigious clinicians leading regular training programs (Partners

In Health, 2020).

Behind the design and implementation process of the Butaro District Hospital

is the non-profit organization MASS Design Group,16 which acronym signifies 'Model

of Architecture Serving Society' and whose mission is to “research, build, and advocate

for  architecture  that  promotes  justice  and  human  dignity.”  (MASS  Design  Group,

2020a). The hospital comprises several buildings placed along the terraced hillside. All

the  hallways  are  outdoor,  and  rooms  have  big  openable  windows  to  mitigate  the

transmission of airborne disease thanks to natural ventilation system, bring natural light

and offer splendid views over the landscape to both patient and health workers.17 The

use of local materials, such as the local volcanic rock used for the building's walls and

retaining walls had several objectives: an ecological responsibility to reduce embodied

carbon of the project and an economical incentive to ensure that a significant part of the

construction  costs  were  invested  into  the  local  economy.  The  intentionally  labor-

intensive practice of carving and assembling the stones did not only  provide jobs to

local craftsmen and carpenters but also with it the pride of contributing to a project for

the common good (MASS Design Group, 2011).

16 MASS Design group is based in Chicago, with a permanent office in Kigali, Rwanda. Co-founders
Alan Ricks and Michael  Murphy both have a Master  of Architecture  from the Harvard  Graduate
School of Design. 

17 According to MASS Design Group. increased vegetation and patient  views to gardens have been
shown to reduce  stress  and pain perception,  as  well  as  retain nurses  within health  care  facilities
(MASS Design Group, 2011).
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3.2.2- The contributions of architects

In this  section,  I  will  present  the values  of  MASS Design Group members

(MASS), their views on their work in Rwanda and the specific understanding that they

have on the architect's role in post-conflict settings.

To  start  with,  MASS  express  that  the  potential  of  architects  is  often

overlooked. “There is a misconception of what architects do”, says architect Christian

Benimana (MASS Media, 2014b) despite the fact that they can “affect everything from

designing better  furniture all  the way up to  national  policies",  continues  co-founder

Alan  Ricks  (MASS Media,  2015).  They  advocate  for  the  recognition  of  the  social

impact of architecture and point out that “architecture has agency and power because

buildings and the industry that erects them, are as accountable for social injustices as

they  are  critical  levers  to  improve  the  communities  they  serve”  (Curry  Stone

Foundation, 2019).

The Butaro Hospital project gives pieces of understanding on how architecture

can create this social impact. First, architects have to be immersed into the context to

understand  the  challenges  and  opportunities” (Lubell,  2015).  MASS's  careful

observation of Rwandese existing health facilities and analysis of the local context led

their design and construction to “draw heavily on local cultural knowledge and talent”

(UNESCO/UNFPA/UNDP,  2015,  p.  51).  Second,  they  need  to  take  into  account  a

multitude of correlated, non-physical factors far beyond the mere technical requirements

of a structure, which means “to engage economic, social, cultural, political dynamics to

be more deeply meaningful”, lists MASS Director Chris Scovel (MASS Media, 2014b).

For this purpose, they “consulted with local healthcare workers, Partners in Health, and

the Harvard Medical School faculty to ensure that their design layout optimized patient

and  staff  flow  and  implemented  standard  infection-control  strategies”  (Curry  Stone

Foundation,  2019).  This  last  quotation  illustrates  team  consultations  and

multidisciplinarity,  but also the involvement of locals experts,  which leads us to the

third understanding: the crucial importance of the local community involvement. The

Rwandan  Government  is  “encouraging  the  use  of  local  architects”  because  it

“understands both the importance of local knowledge in making successful projects and

the  critical  opportunity  those  projects  present  to  further  develop  local  skills.”  As  a
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result,  “the  project  activated  a  cultural  and  knowledge  exchanges  among  local  and

international workers and artisans” (UNESCO/UNFPA/UNDP, 2015, p. 51).

Community  involvement  is  important  not  only  to  develop  local  skills,

international knowledge and cultural exchange, but also because it helps reconciliation,

instills  dignity,  pride  and  happiness,  promotes  justice  and therehence  contributes  to

building peace at  the local  level.  Indeed, such projects  “drawing from local  cultural

resources and designed with local inputs strengthens the bonds within the community

and enhances a strong sense of ownership and identity“,  while it “unite[s] people of

different  ethnicities  and socio-economic  status”  (UNESCO/UNFPA/UNDP, 2015,  p.

51). Rwandese architect Amelie Ntigulirwa develops on this notion: “[C]rimes that are

happening now are linked to dignity,  because when people feel rejected they start to

have conflicts  with themselves and do bad things.  [I think that]  the more you bring

people  together  the  more  they  have  something  in  common,  and  once  you  have

something in common you want to protect it.” Similarly, “the more we get involved the

more  we  make  bonds  and  live  in  harmony”  (MASS  Media,  2014a).  Dr.  Agnes

Binagwaho, Minister of Health, affirms that Rwanda “dream[s] a beautiful future and

Butaro  is  a  symbol  of  that",  while  her  claim  on  the  importance  of  “beauty  which

provides you with dignity [and] pulls out of you the best thing you have, for yourself

and  for  giving  to  the  world”  (MASS  Media,  2015) is  illustrated  by  Hakizimana

Emmanuel, a Rwandese Master Mason on Butaro Hospital who rejoices: “What makes

me happy [is that] people in this neighborhood when we meet they tell me I have done

something beautiful here. I will build my house with this stone” (MASS Media, 2014b).

An  overarching  theme  is  that  architects  understand  and  master  'processes'

aimed at sustainable results. As Sierra Bainbridge, MASS Senior Director, notes: “It is

about  that  process  of  doing  things  in  the  very  best  way so  that  it  is  perceived  as

beautiful and survives for a long time”  (MASS Media, 2014b). Ricks reminds us that

“MASS  started  on  the  idea  that  better  architecture  can  actually  improve  life”  and

explains that they “leverage not only the design process but the construction process

with the idea that impact is the goal”  (MASS Media, 2014b). In addition to this, the

incremental  building  strategy  of  Butaro  Hospital  facilities,  whose  site  has  been

developed since its opening in 2011 with the addition of a “housing complex for doctors
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and a training center among other buildings” (Curry Stone Foundation, 2019), suggests

a long-term flexible and adaptative process which guarantees its sustainability.

3.3- Case Study 2: Colombia

3.3.1- Context

With now approximately 4 million inhabitants, Medellín is the second largest

city  in  Colombia  (World  Population  Review,  2018).  Migrations  from rural  areas  to

cities triggered by global market dynamics in the 60s and 70s and later intensified by

the  war  between  the  government  and  multiple  armed  groups,  including  the

Revolutionary  Armed  Forces  of  Colombia  (FARC)  guerillas,18 contributed  to  the

creation  and expansion of  large  slums,  called  comunas,  hosting  internally  displaced

populations. Those informal settlements on the hills surrounding the city of Medellín

were also host to drug businesses.19 Organized crime became a common alternative to

unemployment  and  extreme  levels  of  violence  led  to  a  deeper  segregation  of

communities and a wider division of the city (McGuirk, 2014).

In 2002, Uribe´s government obtained a cease fire and an agreement with the

Peasant Self-Defense Groups of Colombia (AUC), a right-wing paramilitary group who

demobilized its forces in 2006. Meanwhile, the conflict with the FARC and the National

Liberation Army (ELN), left-wing guerilla groups, intensified (UCDP, 2018a). Between

2004 and 2007, when levels of violence in Medellín  were already starting to recess

thanks to the government  agreement  with paramilitary groups and to the balance of

power among the cartels themselves,20 a 'social urbanism' strategy to city planning used

architecture as a tool to address the underlying causes of urban violence. This strategy

became the base for the innovative urban regeneration of Medellín, now acclaimed as a

success story. The concept developed by Sergio Fajardo, former Mayor, and Alejandro

Echeverri,  former  Director  of  Urban  Projects,  consisted  in  “opening  new  doors”,

showing the communities alternative paths away from urban violence by tackling issues

of  inequality,  security  and  corruption  and  by  creating  hopeful  opportunities  (Curry

Stone Design Prize, 2011).

18 Many other non-state actors such as insurgents and paramilitary groups were also involved in fighting.

19 including the Medellín Cartel ran by the infamous Pablo Escobar.

20 Escobar died in 1993 and a new drug lord, Don Berna, somehow kept crime levels in Medellín on a
steady balance (McGuirk, 2014).
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'Social urbanism' can be defined as “the phenomenon of architecture and public

space being used towards social goals, and a type of social intervention defined by a

social  process”  (McGuirk, 2014, p. 244).  In Medellín, it  was facilitated by the 1991

Colombian Constitution that gave cities more authonomy over their own affairs and by

a pioneer form of public-private partnership aimed at retrieving civic order. Concrete

examples  of  projects  in  the  city  include  culture  and  education  buildings  such  as  a

cultural Center in the neglected district of Moravia, ten new schools,  library-parks in

five of the poorest comunas,21 transportation infrastructures such as the completion and

extension  of  a  Metrocable  connecting  the  city  center  to  the  hillside  slum of  Santo

Domingo or an escalator  in Comuna 13, and several public spaces.22 These projects

were meant as a tool to tackle inequality and mitigate violence by offering citizens the

possibility to reconnect. With a view to adopt a holistic approach, they were carried out

by  multidisciplinary  teams  that  combined  architects,  urbanists,  social  workers,

communications people, lawyers and local leaders, in dialogue with the residents of the

different districts (McGuirk, 2014).

3.3.2- The contributions of architects

In this section,  I will  inform my research on the role of architecture within

urban  and  social  improvement  processes  by  analyzing  the  discourses  on  the

regeneration of Medellín.

In  Medellín´s  regeneration  strategy,  it  is  clear  that  the  aesthetical  value  of

architecture  is  being  used  as  a  psychosocial tool  to  symbolize  dignity,  reduced

inequality and opportunities for positive change. Explaining that "Architecture was very

powerful because it meant social transformation", Fajardo declares: “the most beautiful

things  for  the  humblest  people in  the city" (Curry Stone Design Prize,  2011).  This

implies  that  the  symbolic  aspect  of  dignifying  public  architecture  contributes  to  the

recognition of marginalised populations, thus reducing the prospects of social conflicts.

This  is  also  suggested  by  Justin  McGuirk  who explains  that  “the  library  [of  Santo

Domingo]  has  a  symbolic  purpose,  which is  to make the informal  city  visible.  The

message this library sends to the community is that it is valued, that it has opportunities,

21 The five comunas are: Santo Domingo, La Quintena, La Ladea, San Javier and Belén.

22 Examples  of  parks  and  public  squares  are:  Parque  Explora,  Parque  de  los  Deseos  (The  Park  of
Wishes) and Parque de los Pies Descalzos (Barefoot Park)
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that it has a future” (McGuirk, 2014, p. 249). For Echeverri, social urbanism is “partly

about participative ways of working and partly about the message your interventions

send” (McGuirk, 2014, p. 244). In this last quote, social urbanism refers not only to a

symbolic political message but also to the community involvement. Architecture is used

as a tool to reconnected urban and social segregated pieces, and the process surrounding

the improvement of the built-environment is seen as a  way to bring people together.

Indeed, Echeverri explains that they had “imagination workshops every month” and that

“[t]his  kind  of  collective  aspiration-raising  is  one  of  the  most  sensitive  aspects  of

'participatory design'” (McGuirk, 2014, p. 245). Architect Camillo Restrepo23 maintains

that “[a]fter decades of seeing a violent response to disputes, architecture has a mission

to create places for people to come together” and that even though architects “can’t do

magic”, their work will hopefully “have a positive effect on others” (Vicente, 2017).

Cross-collaborations are illustrated not only in the involvement  of the local

population but also in the composition of the projects teams “that combined architects,

urbanists, social workers, communications people, lawyers and a local 'social manager'”

and  in  the  preceding  partnership  between  the  city  and  Architecture  schools,  as

“Medellín´s  two  architecture  schools  were  being  treated  as  laboratories  [in  the  late

1990s], testing urban solutions to Medellín´s social problems” and it was “those very

students who, a few years later, would start transforming the city” (McGuirk, 2014, pp.

244 and 236).

Even though it is the most visible outcome of this urban regeneration project,

the  role  of  architecture  is  relegated  to  a  more  humble  performance  as  one  element

within  a  complex,  multidisciplinary,  transformative  process.  Echeverri  insists:  “The

target is not the building; it is the process during and after it” (McGuirk, 2014, p. 246).

Indeed, “the story is more about  […] the power that a community possesses to effect

radical change when it engages in the political process” (McGuirk, 2014, p. 235). In this

light, architecture is not an aim but rather the bearer of a political message. In this case

it is consciously used to deliver a message of peaceful social cohesion, with at its core

the political will to empower vulnerable or marginalised communities and bring positive

change.

23 Restrepo is one of the main urban renewal architects of Medellín, responsible for the design of the
Orquideorama in Medellín’s Botanical Gardens.
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3.4- Case Study 3: Iraq

3.4.1- Context

 In December 2017, the Iraqi government put an official end to years of war by

declaring victory over IS in Iraq. The conflict, although still active in 2018, decreased

significantly (UCDP, 2018b). Following the announcement by the Iraqi government of

the end of the war against Islamic State and the full liberation of borders with Syria

(Mostafa, 2017), populations that had been displaced between June 2014 and July 2017

decided to return home, resulting in an increase of 1,26 million of returnees across the

country, 95% of whom settled in their habitual residence (Shelter Cluster Iraq, 2019). In

order to assist this population, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)

launched the Pilot phase of the Durable Return Program in early 2019 in three villages

near  Kirkuk and  Baiji.  The  architect,  humanitarian  worker  and  researcher  Kristjana

Adalgeirsdóttir24 was employed by ICRC  as a Water Habitat engineer for the Shelter

Program.

In a personal interview,25 Adalgeirsdóttir (2020) explains that this mission had

the  particularity  of  being  a  multidisciplinary  pilot  project  encompassing  a  holistic

approach  to  assistance  of  returnees.  A  special  attention  was  therefore  put  into  the

cooperation between different departments within the organization.26 This pilot project

provided an alternative to traditional reconstruction approaches27 by supporting target

communities  in  the  self-reconstruction  of  their  houses.  It  used  a  holistic

multidisciplinary approach  which  consisted  in  providing  technical  and  economical

support to households, training identified skilled labor and supporting entrepreneurship

24 Adalgeirsdóttir is currently coordinator at The Humanitarian Logistics and Supply Chain Research
Institute  (HUMLOG)  and  a  Doctoral  candidate  researching  within  the  field  of  humanitarian
construction and sustainable project management in emergencies. She is also a delegate in reserve for
the Finish Red Cross,  the International  federation of  the Red Cross  (IFRC) and the International
Committee  of  the  Red  Cross  (ICRC)  as  well  as  a  current  Board  Member  of  Architecture  Sans
Frontières International (ASF-Int).

25 I conducted  and recorded  a personal,  semi-structured  interview with Kristjana Adalgeirsdóttir  via
Skype on the 27th of March 2020 (Adalgeirsdóttir, 2020).

26 The departments Protection includes programmes to restore family links. The departement Assistance
to civilians comprises aspects related to Economic Security, Water Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH)
and Health assistance.

27 Adalgeirsdóttir stresses that traditional approaches would have contracted a big international company
to clear off the rubbles and build an engineer designed new village with no connections with the users
themselves, little knowledge of the local customs and way of living and no involvement of the local
market.
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via the provision of cash assistance to the creation of small businesses such as building

material shops or furniture workshops. Although longer to implement that traditional

approaches,  it  helped  revitalize  the  local  market  with  a  view to  create  a  long-term

economical benefit for the area. With a specific attention given to vulnerable groups, it

aimed to  empower  affected  individuals  not  only economically  but also socially  and

psychologically  by giving people the dignity to indulge in the reconstruction of their

own life instead of allowing outsiders to take over what is considered a crucial aspect of

their recovery process.

In order to involve each household in the reconstruction of their homes,  the

inhabitants where asked to select a group of ten people from different backgrounds28

that would take part in discussions with the ICRC through the different phases of the

Humanitarian  Programme  Cycle,29 collect  and  disseminate  information  to  the  other

villagers and mobilize them. The pressure of local cultural and religious norms led to

the  creation  of  separate  women  groups  in  some of  the  villages.  Handling  carefully

culturally  sensitive  topics,  the  ICRC insisted  that  those  groups  did  not  include  the

community leaders. The reasons behind this, in my opinion, was to give more power to

the more vulnerable or marginalised sub-groups of the community that might not be

represented by the legitimate local leader. With an understanding of the presence of

latent internal conflict and mistrust between individuals of communities that have been

destroyed  through  the  war,30 the  reconstruction  project  also  provided  paid  job

opportunities through the joint reconstruction of a community house or a school in each

village.

28 Adalgeirsdóttir mentioned:  “one construction worker, one teacher, one health worker if any, at least
three women when possible, etc”

29 The  Humanitarian  Programme  Cycle  elements  are  as  follows:  Needs  assessment  and  analysis,
Strategic  response  planning,  Resource  mobilization,  Implementation  and  Monitoring,  Operational
review and Evaluation (OCHA, 2020).

30 Adalgeirsdóttir mentioned the inevitability for individuals to take a stance toward warring parties, and
the fact that there was a good awareness between neighbors of who had supported IS against their will
or to survive, and who had been able to consistently show their resistance.
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3.4.2- The contributions of architects

In  this  section,  I  will  present  extracts  of  Adalgeirsdóttir´s  interview31 and

explicate the meaning that they hold in regard to the contribution of architects in post-

war reconstruction and peace building processes.

To start with, Adalgeirsdóttir argues that the value of architects is overlooked

by the humanitarian community and claims that despite the common misunderstanding

of their values and skills, they have an important role to play. In her missions, her title

has generally not been 'Architect' but 'Shelter Delegate' or 'Project Manager', because “

for most people, architects are those who design beautiful facades”, although she asserts

that  she  “  would  not  have  been  able  to  do  those  jobs  without  [her]  architecture

background”. She argues that “there are more and more architects interested to be part

of the discussion about humanitarian responses.”

Adalgeirsdóttir  acknowledges  that  attention  should  be  given  to  the  process

more  than  to  the  finished  product  and  implies  that  architects  do  have  a  good

understanding  of  processes.  She  indicates  that  architects  are  “trained  in  planning

projects for the unseen futures” and have “an understanding of the process of housing

people form emergency to a home.” According to her,  “a humanitarian response or

reconstruction program should always include someone who has […] those skills.”

In  particular,  my  interviewee  is  aware  of  the  symbolic  and  psychosocial

dimensions of post-war reconstruction processes and their  implications for peace. She

depicts the concept of home as a stable, desirable and permanent place that represents “a

peaceful state of mind” in opposition to dynamic conflicts and forced migrations. She

thinks that “the reconstruction process after a war is a very healing process” because

people who “return, start rebuilding their house and resettling their life” carry “joy and

hope, which constitute  a positive step towards peace.” Insisting on the psychosocial

recovery  of  survivors,  she  poetically  declares:  “Societies  can  recover  not  only  by

picking up the ruins of the houses, the bits and pieces of the mosque, but also the ruins

of their memories, of their culture, of their community bonds.”

In  addition,  Adalgeirsdóttir  stresses  that  this  healing  process  requires  the

involvement of the communities it serves, and a particular  consideration for the local

context. For exemple,  “building a community house together is an important part of

31 All the quotes in this section are edited extracts from the partial transcript of Adalgeirsdóttir's personal
interview. They have been reviewed and approved by the interviewee.
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building a sense of community” which itself “contributes to the peace building process.”

Criticizing “one-size-fits-all, prefabricated houses” which are “missing the point of the

reality of people living different  lives in different  areas”,  the architect  insist  on her

professional skills to “deal with cultural sustainability aspects of housing.” She explains

that they had “discussions with the community groups about ways to build safer with

different techniques while respecting the traditional ways of building” and “considered

the different spatial needs of the families and possibilities of adaptation or incremental

construction.”

According  to  her  experience,  post-war  reconstruction  requires  strong

collaboration  between  multiple  actors  and  therefore  an  experience  with

multidisciplinary  approaches.  She  asserts  that  architects  have  these  competences,

although “the other professions around the table don't necessarily […] approach things

in a multidisciplinary way and see things from different angles.” Despite the fact that

most architects “have been trained to think of [them]selves as some kind of superstars,

there are now “programmes in architecture schools that [...] shape a new idea of success

from having your product displayed in magazines, to being part of a team that is solving

complex challenges” because “in the field it is all about cooperation.”

Summarizing  the  necessary  skills  of  architects  in  the  humanitarian  field,

Adalgeirsdóttir  expresses the importance of being humble and to understand their role

as  being  of  service  to  the  communities.  They  are  also  required  to  have  strong

collaboration and communication skills. Last but not least, architects need to be critical

of the possible negative effects of their interventions. My interviewee puts back our

discussion in the broader context and concludes:  “There are many different aspects of

supporting  a  peace  process.  The  physical  reconstruction  process  is  a  small,  but

important  and  complementary  part  of  it.  And  this  is  the  part  that  architects  can

contribute with.”

3.5- Key Findings from Case Studies

The analysis  of those three case studies bring a better  understanding of the

potential  contributions  of  architects  in  post-conflict  construction  and  reconstruction

efforts. Recognizing the social impact of architecture products and more importantly of
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the architectural processes, those examples highlight the relevance of architecture and

architects to the humanitarian field by highlighting their valuable skills.

I have found that architects are able to:

(a) analyze and take into consideration the local context,

(b) involve the local communities in the reconstruction process,

(c) collaborate with multidisciplinary teams, 

(d)  consider  not  only  technical  but  also  psychosociological  aspects  of  housing

processes,

(e) convey aesthetical and symbolic values combined with practical solutions.

The appropriate use of those skills have the potential to:

(i) contribute to the relevancy and sustainability of post-conflict reconstruction projects, 

(ii) instill dignity and symbolizes opportunities for positive change,

(iii)  bring people together,  creates  social  bonds and supports  hollistic  approaches  to

peace building.
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PART 4- FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In this part I will relate the empirical findings from my three case studies to the

theoretical  key  findings  from  the  literature  review.  I  will  discuss  the  potential

contributions  of  architects  to  post-conflict  (re)construction  by  defining the  multiple

dimensions of peace building supported by the post-conflict reconstruction process, and

determining the skills that professional architects can bring to its success.

4.1-  Post-war  reconstruction  is  a  process  that  supports  multiple

dimensions of peace building

Through  the  analysis  of  three  case  studies,  I  have  seen  that  post-war

reconstruction is a process that supports multiple dimensions of peace building. First, it

supports the local economy. Indeed, projects should be affordable for their target and

help revitalize the local market for sustainable economical stability, which we have seen

in  both  the  Rwandese  and  Iraqi  examples.  This  confirms  the  results  of  previous

researches on supply chain design (Kovács, Matopoulos and Hayes, 2010). 

Second, it comprises social and political dimensions. Although also present in

the other two case studies,32 the sociopolitical goals of mending the social divide and

create cohesion is most visible in the case of Medellín.  Martin Dolan  (2014, 2018),

notes that political actors made use of architectural processes to address marginalization

and inequalities, recognized as root causes of urban violences. He  identifies linkages

between Lederach´s  theory of  conflict  transformation  and the urban regeneration  of

Medellín and concludes that multidisciplinary and collaborative approaches contributed

to conflict transformation by building legitimacy of the state through investing in social,

human and physical capital (Dolan, 2014, 2018). In addition, I observe consistent links

between post-conflict reconstruction and the notion of 'social cohesion'. According to a

definition of social cohesion  (OECD, 2012), the three components of Social cohesion

are: Social  inclusion, Social  capital,  and Social  mobility.  Regarding social  inclusion,

reference can be made to the concept of 'architecture of inclusion' encountered in the

three  case  studies.  The  notion  of  'social  capital'  is  directly  linked  to  Disaster  Risk

32 Butaro Hospital is a project initiated by the Ministry of Health of the government of Rwanda, while in
the case of Iraq it is hard to ignore the presence of sociopolitical dimensions in a context so politically
charged.
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Reduction,  capacity  building  and  community  resilience,  while  the  notion  of  'social

mobility'  refers to higher education and wealth resulting from training in construction

works. Both aspects are strongly present in the Rwanda and Iraq case studies.

Third, post-war reconstruction integrates time-related,  psychological  aspects.

The Rwanda case insists on restoring dignity, abiding memories of war, conflict, anger

or vengeance, while the Iraq case recounts processes of settling back to a stable home.

From both empirical evidence and theoretical perspectives, it is understood that there

should be a strong link between immediate relief and long-term development in order to

reach  a  good  reconstruction  process  (Davis,  2015;  Sharp  and  Kristoffersen,  2016;

Balthasar,  2018;  Fanning  and  Fullwood-Thomas,  2019).  Furthermore,  post-conflict

(re)construction  offers  opportunities  to  engage  in  community  building  processes.

Indeed,  the  involvement  of  affected  populations  contributes  to  community  building,

which serves as a positive way of initiating, establishing or reinforcing a self-sustaining

peace.  Adalgeirsdóttir  (2020) expressed  the  notion  that  inhabitants'  collective  work

towards a common outcome helps restoring trust and appeasing internal tensions and

conflicts.  This  notion  is  also present  in  the  discourse of  Ntigulirwa  (MASS Media,

2014a) and  corroborates  the  outputs  of  several  authors  promoting  community

involvement (Barakat, 2003; Swete Kelly and Caldwell, 2014; Davis, 2015). Looking at

the hourglass model  of conflict  resolution  responses  (Ramsbotham,  Woodhouse and

Miall,  2016a,  pp.  15–16),  I  identify  that  the  reconstruction  of  physical  structures

(products) contributes to the temporal phase of Normalisation, while the affected local

population's  involvement  (process)  contributes  to  the  efforts  of  the  Reconciliation

phase. This highlights the potentiality of both products and processes of architecture to

serve as a medium for inclusion and social cohesion.

Finally, I have noted that humanitarians and architects who operate in highly

sensitive post-war settings shall be aware of the potential negative consequences of their

efforts  (Barakat,  2003;  Sharp  and  Kristoffersen,  2016),  stay  aware  of  local  power

structures  and  find  ways  to  avoid  replicating  them  (Ramsbotham,  Woodhouse  and

Miall, 2016c). We have seen evidence of such awareness in the Iraq Case Study, when

Adalgeirsdóttir  mentions  the  creation  of  decision  groups  including  women  and

excluding  community  leaders  as  a  strategy to  deflect  local  dynamics  of  power  and

promote inclusive communities while handling culturally sensitive topics.
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4.2- Architects have relevant skills to contribute to the success of post-

conflict reconstruction processes

In  the  previous  section  we  have  seen  that  the  architects  involved  in  the

presented  case  studies  are  aware  of  the  multiple  dimensions  of  post-conflict

reconstruction and how it supports peace building. I will now develop on the specific

skills of architects demonstrated by those examples.

First,  architects  have tools and skills  to analyze  local contexts  and settings,

insert  their  projects  in  suitable  ways  and link  it  to  the  existing  social  and physical

fabrics.  They do so by involving the  affected  communities  in  planning,  design  and

construction.  Indeed, architects' education include the study of cultural aspects of the

built-environment  regarding  aesthetics  and  functions,  while  programmes  concerned

with humanitarian aid put a strong emphasis on participatory processes (Pathways to

Equity,  n.d.; Architecture Sans Frontières International, 2019; RMIT University, UIC

Barcelona and Aalto University,  2019; MASS Design Group, 2020b).  The literature

reviewed indicates that architects collaborations with the local users is a way to ensure

cultural  relevancy  (Swete  Kelly  and  Caldwell,  2014;  Scott-Smith,  2017) and  the

principle of 'Peacebuilding from below' views local people and settings as generators of

pertinent  solutions  (Ramsbotham,  Woodhouse  and  Miall,  2016c).  As  confirming

evidence, I have seen in Part 3 that the design and construction of the  Butaro Hospital

relied on local cultural knowledge and talent  (UNESCO/UNFPA/UNDP, 2015, p. 51).

Moreover, Adalgeirsdóttir  (2020) clearly explains  that  architects  have  skills  to

understand people´s environments and deal with housing issues in a culturally sensitive

and sustainable way.  In sum, architects can adapt to the local culture and translate the

needs  and  aspirations  of  communities  into  sensitive,  cost-effective  and  appropriate

architectural  solutions.  However,  the integration  of  local  knowledge in  post-conflict

(re)construction  projects  shall  not  be merely technical. Barakat  (2003,  p.  37) warns

against “a too strong focus on the technical/engineering aspects of safe building” and

claims that “if it is to be successful, community participation has to be an integral and

foundational component of a project’s design, not simply a politically correct, cosmetic

add-on.”  While  it  is  hard  to  evaluate  the  soundness  of  the  affected  population's

involvement in my three case studies based on the secondary data, I note with interest
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that their discourses is not focused on technical considerations but on social  impact.

They consider architects as facilitators of social and inclusive construction processes as

opposed to creators of finished products, thus fostering resilience, developing capacity

and reducing social tensions.

In addition, architects are used to operate in multidisciplinary teams. In non-

humanitarian  settings,  they  are  used  to  collaborate  with  multiple  professionals  and

function as the link between users, client, municipality and technical consultants. All

my three case studies  indicate that architects have multidisciplinary and collaboration

skills:  Ricks  mentions that architects can  influence “everything from designing better

furniture  all  the  way  up  to  national  policies"  (MASS  Media,  2015) and  Echeverri

reports cross-collaborative work and multidisciplinary teams (McGuirk, 2014, p. 244).

Adalgeirsdóttir (2020) claims that architects do have relevant training and experience in

multidisciplinary tasks and team collaboration, and deplores that it is not necessarily the

case of  most  humanitarian  workers. Barakat  (2003) corroborates  this  allegation  and

mentions the agencies' lack of capacity or resources for such complex, multidisciplinary

and  highly  technical  areas.  When  adding  considerations  about  non-governmental

organizations's  insistence  on  the  importance  of  multidisciplinarity  and  coordination

within and between clusters and organizations  (Davis, 2015; Fanning and Fullwood-

Thomas, 2019; Shelter Cluster Iraq, 2019; OCHA, 2020), I fathom the pertinence of

hiring  architects  on  post-war  reconstruction  projects  not  only  for  their  technical

expertise  but  mainly  for  their  multidisciplinary  skills  and  their  ability  to  deal  with

complex contexts and issues.

Finally, architects devise processes of planning, design and construction, and

have  an  understanding  of  time  frames  and of  psychosocial  effects  of  the  built-

environment on their users, as their work deal with the inherited past and envision the

future in the shape of ideas or projects. Because of their training to think long-term, they

can link the different timeframes of a project and have an overview of the different

phases of the process. In the literature review, I mentioned that Lederach (1997, pp. 71–

75) considers peace building as a dynamic process operating within interrelated time

frames,  and I developed on the necessity to bridge the  emergency-development-peace

nexus (Fanning and Fullwood-Thomas, 2019). In all three case studies, we encountered

evidence that architects can work at different scales and with different timeframes. In
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particular  in  the  Iraq  case,  the  inevitably  slower  implementation  pace  of  this  pilot

project  compared  with  traditional  approaches  aims  to  ensure  the  physical  and

psychosocial  involvement  of  the  returnees.  Adalgeirsdóttir  (2020) acknowledges  the

capacity  of  architects  to  understand  and  facilitate  these  time-related,  psychosocial

processes, which are crucial elements to foster social cohesion and sustainable peace.

Considering  the  various  skills  of  architects  described  above,  I  argue  that

architecture and architects are more relevant to the fields of humanitarian action, post-

conflict reconstruction and peace building than generally recognized.
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PART 5- CONCLUSION

Through a theoretical review of literature on the relationship between architects

and the humanitarian field and between architecture and peace building, followed by the

empirical  analysis  of  three  cases  studies  involving  architects  in  post-conflict

(re)construction efforts - MASS Design Group´s Butaro Hospital in Rwanda, the social

urban regeneration of Medellín in Colombia and ICRC´s Pilot phase of the Durable

Return  Program  in  Iraq  -  I  have  identified  that  architects  have  relevant  skills  to

contribute  to  the  success  of  post-conflict  reconstruction  processes,  which  in  turn

supports multiple dimensions of peace building processes. Indeed, architects have tools

and experience to analyze and take into account the local physical, social, economic and

cultural environment. Some are trained to involve the affected population in planning,

design  and  implementation  of  post-conflict  (re)construction  in  culturally  relevant,

conflict-sensitive  and  cost-effective  ways,  thus  becoming  facilitators  of  inclusive

construction processes, promoting social cohesion and supporting the local economy.

Architects have experience in working within multidisciplinary teams and in adopting

holistic approaches, which is crucial to the success of reconstruction efforts. They also

have a good understanding of time-related psychosocial mechanisms associated with the

built-environment,  its  destruction  and  reconstruction  processes  and  have  thus  the

potential  to  address  the  humanitarian-development-peace  nexus.  The  use  of  those

specific skills in post-conflict  (re)construction processes ultimately contributes to the

creation and consolidation of sustainable peace within societies.

I observed that more attention shall be given by the humanitarian community to

the reconstruction of the built-environment, and more comprehensive research in this

area can help theorizing the complexity of post-conflict situations and peace building.

Further research could develop methods to bridge the gap between humanitarian shelter

and long-term housing, or identify strategic ways to include architectural thinking into

post-conflict efforts and administrative ways to recognize the various skills of architects

in  order  to  incorporate  them  within  humanitarian  organizations  and  development

agencies' resources. In particular, there is a need for further research on the link between

the social role of architects in crisis settings and the field of peace building and postwar

reconstruction,  a  complex  but  passioning topic  that  I  have  tried to  delineate  in  this

thesis.
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APPENDIX A: Empirical job search on humanitarian recruitment platforms

As part  of  my  thesis  research,  I  conducted  an  empirical  job  search  on  four  major

recruitment platforms in the emergency and humanitarian field, using the search word

“architect”. The four recruitment platform are: Impact Pool, ICRC Jobs, UNHCR Jobs

and ReliefWeb Jobs. The result outcomes displayed in the illustrations below point to

the fact that NGOs rarely employ architects. When they do, they sought competences

are  essentially  associated  with  technical  engineering  skills.  I  also  investigated  DG

ECHO  Thematic  Policy  Documents  N°9:  Humanitarian  Shelter  and  Settlements

Guidelines, published in 2017 by the European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid

Operations, and found out that of the four times the word 'architects' is mentioned, it is

always  associated  with  the  word  'engineers'  and  relates  exclusively  to  technical

expertise. Here below are screenshots of my job search results.

IMPACT POOL, Job search 'architect', conducted on the 30th of April 2020:
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ICRC, Job search 'architect', conducted on the 30th of April 2020:

UNHCR, Job search 'architect', conducted on the 30th of April 2020:

ReliefWeb, Job search 'architect', conducted on the 30th of April 2020:

-43-



APPENDIX B: Evaluation of post-conflict contexts of the three case studies

In order to evaluate if the three selected case studies -namely the Butaro Hospital in

Rwanda, Medellín´s urban regeneration in Colombia and the Durable Return Program

in  Iraq  -  are  asuredly  implemented  in  a  post-conflict  context,  I  used  country  data

available at the Upppsala Conflict Data Programme (UCDP, 2018c, 2018a, 2018b) and

made sure to observe a relative decrease of the number of death in the years preceding

the project implementations of each case study. Here below are figures of the death toll

by  year  for  each  three  countries,  with  a  yellow  mark  on the  respective  case  study

implementation year(s).

Rwanda (Case study 1): We observe an extremely low number of death in 2011 compared to the pic of

1994 which corresponds to the Rwandan genocide.

Colombia (Case study 2):   We observe a decreasing number of deaths during the period 2004-2007,

which later stabilizes at relatively low levels, suggesting a phase of post-conflict.

Iraq (Case study 3):  Although data is not available for 2019, the decrease in the number of death in 2018

compared to the preceding years, suggests a de-escalation of conflicts.
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