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Abstract. This is a critical review of examples of how workers' settlements have been 
organised throughout history. I examine some examples of workers' settlements from 
the perspective of spatial organisation, architectural economics and urban design. The 
hypothesis is that workers' dwellings have not basically changed since the earliest 
civilisations. The role of workers' dwellings has been constantly on the fringes of  
spatial organisation. Generally, workers as a class were not considered an integral 
part of business management. Workers are part of any industrialised process and 
cannot be overlooked in an architectural analysis of their dwellings.  
The conclusions of the paper are oriented from praxis to theory. Analogies from the 
past to the present are presented, with a set of sketches in which the theory of spatial 
organisation, architectural economics and urban design patterns may be evident.  

Key words: workers' colonies, residential structures, industrial revolution, urban 
planning, economics, architectural management. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The title of the paper refers to open space and workers' colonies in history. This is not 
an obsolete theme. Experts in the fields of spatial development, urban design and archi-
tecture are constantly rethinking the role of domestication of open space [1], and theory 
ranges from the prehistoric to the present.  

Why did people build workers' colonies rather than social settlements or settlements for 
families with low incomes? The question leads to the same issue: how to organise urban 
patterns and their related architecture to satisfy social needs, investors' demands and legisla-
tion. Among these common issues, we should not neglect the economy, technology, politics 
and, last but not least, culture. Generally, the issue of workers' accommodation is an integral 
part of the economy and development of a region. While this is true, architecture (and ar-
chitects) usually served people with power and resources, of which workers have had little. 
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Indeed, workers are part of the economic and political system. The problem of work-
ers' accommodation was elegantly solved; architects introduced template plans for houses, 
settlements and spatial organisation for socially vulnerable groups. 

The first written evidence of a systematic approach are the books of Vitruvius, in 
which the author describes and explains several engineering issues. Architecture depends 
on fitness and arrangement - in Greek taksis and diathesis, respectively; it also depends on 
proportion, uniformity, consistency, and economics, which the Greeks called oikonomia 
[2]. The idea was not altruistic; systematisation served the Roman army and its leaders. 
Put into practice, it helped them to introduce to other nations the benefits of organised 
spatial planning and regulation. With these methods, the Roman Empire was able to be 
more effective in the field of tax collection, improve the health of its citizens and regulate 
the economy. After the decline of Rome, systematic spatial development stagnated or was 
forgotten. Much later, artists' manuscripts, especially in the Renaissance, describe archi-
tecture and the composition of elements in harmonious order, but the majority of manu-
scripts are merely a continuation of ideas borrowed from Vitruvius. However, these uto-
pian ideas helped architects to realise (again) that architecture is an art by humans for 
humans. Naturally, workers do not make an appearance in these manuscripts. The spirit of 
space and our shared human memory is not always a historic monument site or protected 
heritage; other places may be regarded as heritage with a small ‘h' [3].2. A brief historical 
overview of workers settlements from Egypt to Slovenia 

2. A BRIEF HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF WORKERS' SETTLEMENTS FROM EGYPT TO SLOVENIA 

2.1. Tell el Amarna 

As a beginning: one of the most interesting settlements is at Tell el Amarna in Egypt, 
which is dated to 1350 BC. The residential structures are attached to each other to form a 
rectangle. The dwelling structures are simple, yet not the simplest. Two parallel rows of 
units form the narrow streets. The units are surrounded by a high wall, with only one en-
trance from the south, and streets intersecting at right angles. [1] 

A ground plan is almost square. The square was a well-established form in the archi-
tecture of Ancient Egypt. The worker's village at Tell el Amarna is an organised space 
and can be understood as physical evidence of human resource management. An archi-
tectural analysis of the ground plan, points to the following facts: the narrow streets are 
only 2 m wide, and at the northern wall, they are even narrower; there is only one en-
trance/exit from the village. The internal ‘square' could have served as a semi-public 
gathering place. The dwelling unit in the southeastern corner is larger and could have 
served the manager of the village. The first hypothesis is that the architecture was adapted 
to the climatic conditions. The second hypothesis is that the architecture first served the 
investor (i.e. the pharaoh) and then the inhabitants.  

In part, the first hypothesis could be reasonable: narrow streets would cast shadows 
over the street and prevent overheating. There is doubt about this idea, since all the streets 
are oriented north-south, so midday shadows do not fit the idea. On the other hand, each 
dwelling unit has traces of a hearth. This element might suggest that the residents were 
free to cook (using fire) and move within the village (no closed areas i.e. double enclo-
sures). The second hypothesis could be partly true: while narrow streets do not aid rapid 
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movement for the inhabitants (i.e. during a rebellion) and one exit may prevent mass 
movement rather the reverse, narrowness may help to control people's movement and 
slow them down. 

The only firm evidence remaining at the site is the ground plan, which is a layout or array 
of dwelling units. The units are template rectangular walls (base line) combined with radial 
shapes. The use of templates can save time and energy (management, resources, building) 
and prevents social inequalities. On the basis of these findings, the Tell el Amarna site is 
working-class architecture. Of course, Vitruvius had written several centuries earlier (1350 
years), but ideas in architecture survived many emperors and political systems. 

 

Fig. 1.  The ground plan of Tell el Amarna. Dotted lines show possible movements of people. 

2.2. Saline Royale in Arc-et-Senans 

The next example of worker's architecture is in France, at Saline Royale in Arc-et-Senans 
(arch. Ledoux), which dates to 1775-1779. The historical evolution from ancient Egypt to 
revolutionary France followed the idea of the empowerment of the working class. While in 
Egypt, we may assume that the work force was divided into slaves and workers, the first 
group had few or no rights, while the second conformed to state ideology – it was an honour 
to serve the pharaoh. The workers were temporarily serving him with their willingness to 



 D. ZUPANČIČ 110 

help build the infrastructure. In France, however, the ideals of the revolution were slightly 
different from the practice in Egypt. The architect Claude-Nicolas Ledoux was involved in 
engineering projects (forestry, canal building and logistics). For Ledoux, architectural 
language and presence was no longer to bear witness to the social standing of the owner or 
user, but was to be an expression of the crafts and labour applied in the construction, and of 
their social relevance [4]. He invented declarative architecture or descriptive architecture i.e. 
a house for a river guard should be like a section of pipeline, with the actual river running 
through the house. In practice, such utopian ideas were not useful; among his better ideas 
was a project for factories and workers houses in Arc-et-Senans. 

The plan of the settlement is elliptical; at the centre are industrial halls and the man-
ager's house. Around these structures are open public spaces, and on the boundary, work-
ers' villas, with gardens behind. The gardens were for decorative purposes as understood 
in the Baroque period, but vegetables for the workers were also grown there. Food self-
sufficiency was one of the primary goals. 

The plan was half-completed; it demonstrates the idea of hierarchy in architecture and 
the social interdependency of the owner, manager and labour force. The one-storey work-
ers' villas are set radially around the manager's mansion. There are two types of open 
space: around the factory and manager's mansion, which may be called a public space; 
and behind the gardens of the houses, where paths connect the houses to the surrounding 
landscape. The gardens are private or semi-private, and used by the householders. 

Architecture is an inevitable part of the development of civilization. Ledoux's treatise 
does not follow previous writers; there is no definition of the social status of architecture 
in the orders of columns. Open space (in urban context) plays a role in his architecture 
and this pattern was followed thereafter. 

 

Fig. 2.  Saline Royale in Arc-et-Senans. Ground plan.  

2.2. Cooperative neighbourhoods in New Lanark 

The Scottish industrialist Robert Owen (1771-1858) attempted to upgrade Ledoux's idea in 
New Lanark. He realised that workers' private lives could affect the work process and profits. It 
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is far from Egypt in time and space, but in the period after Tell el-Amarna and before New 
Lanark, there had been almost no development of the so-called ‘cooperative neighbourhood' 
idea. Owen organised a set of social services such as child care and other services for his 
employees. His plan was to separate factories from residential areas with a green zone intended 
for agriculture. Open space remained controlled, but not so enclosed. From this stage onwards, 
the development of workers' settlements follows an established pattern. 

 
Fig. 3.  New Lanark, view of the settlement and mill. The plot area is narrow and close 

to the river; the factory was water powered. (photo: D. Zupančič, 2010) 

Ledoux's ideal town followed symmetry and a geometrical order; the monumentality of 
architectural language also served to determine social hierarchy. Owen's ideas were quite 
different from Palladian or Ledoux ideals. The architecture of Lanark Mills is modest. 
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Symmetry is rare or unplanned. Owen's credo was that workers' settlements and homes are 
part of human management. He enforced several ideas in the industrial environment i.e. 
parents were responsible for their children; respect for other religions; no damage allowed to 
company property. All these norms are now obvious and part of our culture. 

Open space was company property; there was no private space, although everyone 
concerned respected the social use of space and so-called invisible barriers to the use of 
open space. By unwritten agreement, the regulation of open space was shared between the 
owner, the manager and workers with their families. For the owner, housing in New Lan-
ark meant a healthy relationship between all involved, social regulation and, finally, 
higher output (stable production and secure rising profits). 

3. DISCUSSION: THE NEW ROLE OF HOME 

3.1. Workers' colonies in the period of the Austro-Hungarian Empire: 
the Slovene case 

A group of researchers working 
for the Project Group on Historical 
Centres (The Alps-Adriatic Working 
Community) studied workers' colo-
nies and housing for workers and 
their families. Workers' colonies 
were created in a period of develop-
ment which was significant for 
European nations and space.  

The research shows that in Slove-
nia the idea of workers' settlements 
did not go beyond the ideas formu-
lated in the history earlier. The social 
role of worker's colonies was usually 
inevitably expressed: small detached 
houses with small vegetable gardens, 
combined with sheds for small ani-
mals and a shed for garden tools. 
These small layouts were widely un-
derstood as the basic unit of a 
worker's home. These housing areas 
were “domesticated” and physically 
separated from industry, but visually 
and mentally linked to the factories in 
the vicinity. Imported styles or tem-
plate plans were evident when there 
were no Slovene industrialists. The 
templates originated from the coun-
tries where the owner of the industry 
lived or had business connections. 

 

Fig. 4.  Preska, the workers' colony at Tržič.  
(source: ZVKD Kranj) 
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The idea of a house with a garden - and probably some domestic animals - lived on and was 
extremely popular during the socialist period in Yugoslavia. The role model of the home was a 
house in the country. The question of open space was almost forgotten; the so-called cultural 
landscape was understood as the open space of a home. With the fall of socialism and rise of 
democracy in the 1990s in Slovenia, the perception of the home remained. Investors built 
commercial housing which is closed to the public (usually with a fence). There are no vegetable 
gardens; here we find only a row of houses with small green atriums. The owners are proud to 
be part of these agglomerations. The functional organisation of space in these settlements is the 
same as in Tell el Amarna. However, this is a showcase of consumption not a quality. 

 

Fig. 5. Template plan of a house. An example case of dismantled identity or the 
consumption pattern in former Yugoslavia. (source: Naš Stan Beograd 1979) 
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3.2. Identity 

Industry and housing for workers constitutes a domestication of space. Using the lan-
guage of architectural modularity may reduce energy consumed on planning, building and 
maintenance. When knowledge exceeds needs, construction takes on a different signifi-
cance - people ask for more. Theoretical construction continues in the form of decoration 
until this becomes counter-productive and merely makes construction more difficult [5].  

A house in a landscape is a sign of the identity of a place, a monument to the memory 
of human culture. Colonies are part of the image of the heritage, and template plans were 
even combined with culture to become a bulwark of identity. In Slovenia, the architectural 
heritage includes at least thirty-five colonies or settlements of workers' housing. Of these, 
Jesenice, Trbiž, Idrija and Trbovlje are most closely linked to such colonies, and the im-
age of the city or of the place that they present are genuine representations of the typology 
of workers' housing. 

 

Fig. 6.  Preska, the workers' colony in Tržič. (photo: D. Zupančič, 2009). 

The findings of research on this type of housing are as follows: they expanded the 
built area per occupant, improved social services for residents, organised education and 
enhanced the role of woman in society. This last aspect is evident in Tržič, where 
unmarried women's accommodation is close to the manager's villa to prevent them from 
bothering married workers. 
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

The paper has shed some light on the architectural language used in workers' housing  
While Tell el Amarna, Saline Royale, cooperative neighbourhoods and colonies in 
Slovenia are geographically diverse, in terms of theory they are quite similar. They are 
based on scholarly repetitions of an idea: a home for worker is a home for a family. 
Uncritical implementation of the idea of workers' housing may lead to monotonous 
repetitions of patterns, such as the template houses built from the mid 1970s to the 1980s 
in the former Yugoslavia; they might be described as detached elements of the general 
idea of workers' housing. 

In a few places, what used to be prestigious neighbourhoods are now residential areas 
for the poor, or slums. Some neighbourhoods remain almost unchanged; elsewhere, rapid 
reconstruction and changes for the worse have taken place (modernisation, expansion and 
comprehensive reconstruction of houses). The flats in these neighbourhoods are usually 
second homes or vacation flats. 

Neither the public nor the media show much interest in the future of workers' colonies. 
The dailies, the tabloids, professional papers, construction and local historians have not 
been analysing the condition and future of these neighbourhoods in sufficient depth. 
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INSTITUCIONALNI STAN: EVOLUCIJA OTVORENOG 
PROSTORA NA ISTORIJSKIM PRIMERIMA RADNIČKIH 

GRADOVA, KUĆA I STANOVA 

Domen Zupančič 

Ovo je kritičko istraživanje toga kako su industrijalci, firme i gradski planeri organizovali radničke 
stanove, kuće i urbane komplekse. Članak prezentuje nekoliko istorijskih primera radničkih kuća u 
dijapazonu ekonomije prostornog planiranja i planiranja industrijske stabilnosti. Premisa diskusije je da 
ove istorijske radničke prostorne konfiguracije do danas nisu mnogo promenile svoj izgled organizaciju 
unutar arhitekturalnog jezika. 

Ključne reči: radnička naselja, stambene strukture, industrijska revolucija, urbano planiranje, 
ekonomija, settlements, residential structures, industrial revolution, urban 
planning, economy, arhitektonski menadžment 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




