


As German Samper pointed out, Third World cities 
population are divided in two sectors. The formal sector 
includes approximately 25% of the population, which tries 
to behave as developed countries, therefore, compels with 
the laws, pays taxes and has international commercial 
exchange. On the other hand, the informal sector lives 
outside of the laws and is composed by the other 75% 
of the population.  The also called the “parallel city” has 
proved its development capacity due to survival, through 
giving solution to urban growth problems that governments 
have been unable to resolve. The informal city represents 
“the wealth of the poor“ (Samper, 2015).

The exodus from the countryside to the cities was a 
historic shift that the world was not prepared for. Some 
governments tried to address this problem through social 
programs that provided housing. In Europe, several 
housing projects were designed by Howard and Le 
Corbusier, both of whom represented the spearhead of 
new modernist ideas that later were implemented in Latin 
America. 

The New World adopted those ideas, and came up 
with projects such as Villa Lugano and Villa Soldati 
in Buenos Aires (McGuirk, 2014), the Pedregulho 
housing development in Rio de Janeiro (Del Real, 
2011), Urbanización 23 de Enero in Caracas (Lucente 
& Mendes, 2012), inhabited by people selected through 
a bureaucratic process that prevented many of the 
working poor from gaining access to any citizens’ utopia, 
completing “the exclusion of the urban poor” (Del Real, 
2011). 

Figure 02: In this east-to-west aerial view from 1955, the newly completed Phase One 
of Unidad Residencial 2 de Diciembre stands out, consisting of Blocks 1 through 14 of 
Monte Piedad.
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Figure 01: The Social Pyramid in Latin América. 25% of the population is in the formal sector, 
part of the high, medium and working classes. In parallel, below the poverty line,  75%of the 
population live in the informal sector.



As a consequence, people who came from the country, looking for 
better opportunities and life quality, ended up buying cheap lots 
in peripheral areas and hills of the city, without any infrastructure 
and services, and frequently involving some illegality (Caldeira, 
1996). People built their houses, themselves. This was the process 
of “autoconstruction”, from which the result was the slums or 
spontaneous settlements, unplanned settlements that do not comply 
with law parameters or conventional urban planning principles. 

Looking at the causes of the start of this “informal” urbanization 
process, we can better understand that slums are a direct 
consequence of the incapacity of traditional urban planning and 
social housing projects to meet the strong demand for homes and 
access to the city for the low-income population, which was forced to 
find solutions on their own through the development of spontaneous 
settlements. 

“slums are consequence of traditional urban planning’s incapacity 
to meet the demands for homes of low-income population”

Figure 03: View to Usme’s slums, Bogota

Figure 05: Banner promoting the fight 
against the “rancho“

Figure 06: The view of the planned settlements in Rio de Janeiro from Rocinha

Figure 04: San Isidro Park in Sector Bolonia, Bogota



Slums have to be understood as an integral part 
of the city, since it is the product of a spontaneous 
social structure and derived from a historical 
need for housing in the context of Latin American 
cities. Assuming that slums belong to the city 
implies recognizing their urban conditions and 
their characteristics, as well as understanding 
that their values lie in their uniqueness. They are 
urban sectors in which the density favors the 
rapprochement of their communities, but which at 
the same time have the need to protect the existing 
open spaces and create new ones. Its houses are 
product of the constructive capacity and creative 
effort of its inhabitants, which in many cases 
exceed the traditional social housing solutions 
(Fundación Espacio, 2018). Moreover, slums are 
in many cases the containers for the vernacular 
culture and social practices deeply rooted in the 
community for generations, preserving traditions 
and celebrations of a whole region, keeping them 
untouched by modernity. 

THE SLUM PROCESSES
Germán Samper recognizes 3 processes and traits 
that allow to understand better the importance of 
slums in Latin America context.

Progressive housing: Flexible housing typology 
that can grow depending on the financial 
capacity of its inhabitants. Architecture will 
be designed and built progressively (Samper, 
Casa+Casa+Casa=Ciudad p. 116).

Productive housing: Housing that has a space 
destined to develop productive activities, being 
an economic support for the family (Samper, 
Casa+Casa+Casa=Ciudad p. 117) and solving 
both, the housing and the employment problem.

Self-construction: Process in which the owners 
of the house are implied in the construction of their 
own house. 

Figure 08: Scheme of low-income 
housing, highlighting its strengths 
related to the constructionFigure 07: Facade of a low-income house in Chapellín, a slum in Caracas, Venezuela
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Here we can appreciate the resourcefulness of the inhabitants of 
slums. In the figure 09, paths are carved in the topography with solid 
stairs in Chapellín Alto, while in the figure 10 a 4-story house/building 
built entirely through self-construction provides housing for lower 
income population in El Calvario. In figure 11, also in Chapellín, can be 
observed that services and infrastructure are also self-provided.

Figure 09: Stairs in Chapellín, Caracas

Figure 10: Building/House in El Calvario, Caracas

Figure 11: Infrastructure, electricity and lightposts in Chapellíin, Caracas



It is very common to see cultural expressions and local art along the 
streets and public spaces in slums, as shown in figures 12 and 13. 
Inhabitants cover walls with paintings and grafittis, as well as decorate 
the facades of their houses (figure 14)

Figure 12: Murals in Callejón Medina, El Calvario, Caracas

Figure 13: Murals in Callejón Medina, El Calvario, Caracas

Figure 14: Decorated facade in Sector Bolonia, Usme, Bogotá



Often when one visits a slum, people there usually point out that 
their neighborhood is knitted, full of decent and hardworking people. 
Moreover, walking through the slum one can see the physical 
expression of the previously described: entrepreneurship, commerce, 
people helping each other, life everywhere, and many more, as shown 
in figures 15, 16, 17 and 18.

Figure 17: Children behind the fences in La Lucha, Caracas

Figure 18: Children looking through the window in Chapellín, CaracasFigure 16: Pedro making sancocho in La Cruz, CaracasFigure 15: Greetings from Usme, Bogotá



As aesthetically unpleasant as slums might be to some people, they 
have provided benefits and very important insight to Latin American 
cities.  Contrary of its pejorative perception and stigmatization, slums 
in Latin America rise today as potential urban clusters where self-
organized and participative solutions can be developed to address 
challenges of health, job, income, education, but also more broadly 
issues of housing deficiency, urban inequality, social justice, inclusive 
development. 

Setting up a fictional and hypothetical scenery in which slums have 
never existed, what would current cities look like today? Inspecting 
parallel universes and comparing it to our reality makes slums less 
bad. In fact, these have become the most important parts of our 
present and even future cities. 

Let’s imagine that slums never occurred, never existed, never 
even happened. Let’s imagine people were not capable of 
self-constructing their own houses. What would have been of 
them? Would everyone be able to get a proper house or, on the 
contrary, would a percentage of the population be homeless or 
in terrible housing conditions?

THE POSSIBILITY 
OF SHAPING 
A JUST AND 
EQUITABLE 

CITY IN LATIN 
AMERICA IS ONLY 

CONCEIVABLE 
THANKS TO THE 

EXISTENCE OF 
SLUMS

Figure 19: Illustration of Sector Bolonia in Usme, Bogota



IMAGINE... ...IF SLUMS NEVER EXISTED

Figure 20: La Urbina and Petare separated by Gran Mariscal de Ayacucho Highway, Caracas





Taking into account the previous urban theories, 
we could imagine the utopian universe as the 
implementation of the theory of the Functional 
City. Proposed by the CIAM, the city would be 
planned setting four key functions of the city: 
dwelling, work, leisure, and circulation. Dwelling 
was always regarded as the most important of 
the four functions (Gold, 1998, P. 230), which 
essentially proposed that modern buildings should 
be high-density high-rise. In this sense, housing 
buildings would liberate the necessary land surface 
for recreation purposes, community services and 
parking places, and also would be provided with 
light, sun, are and view (Sert, 1942, p.247). 

In this kind of city, every person would have its 
housing unit, no matter their income. Transportation 
would be provided by several means: light-rails, 
subway, express highways. There would be no 
homeless people, the better lifestyle would also 
contribute to a better society. The perfect grid would 
be repeated in all cities, as well as the aesthetics 
of buildings and zoning, to preserve the order and 
standardization. Cities would respond to a unique 
type of architecture, the international architecture, 
therefore, individualism and uniqueness would be 
eradicated. The most renowned project based on 
this theory is Ville Radieuse, a project proposed by 
Le Corbusier.

Dwelling buildings, as mentioned before, would be 
high-density high-rise, so projects with the Unité 
the Habitation de Marseille typology would be very 
common. Examples of this in Latin America: Cerro 
Grande and 23 de Enero in Venezuela, Pruitt-
Igoe in US and Villa Piedrabuena in Argentina. 
The aforementioned would function as a vertical 
village: catering and laundry facilities would be on 
the ground floor, a kindergarden and a pool on the 
roof. Parks would exist between the Unités, allowing 
residents with a maximum of natural daylight, a 
minimum of noise and recreational facilities at their 
doorsteps. 

Figure 21: La Ville Radieuse, by Le Corbusier

Figure 22: Scheme of the High-Density High-Rise housing model
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ATTEMPS ON 
MATERIALIZING 
THE UTOPIA

Figure 23: Pruitt-Igoe Housing project, St. Louis
Figure 24: Unité d’Habitation, Berlin

Figure 27: Unité d’Habitation common spaces, Marseille 
Figure 25: 23 de Enero Housing project, Caracas

Figure 26: Villa Lugano, Buenos Aires

Figure 23 Figure 24

Figure 27

Figure 25 Figure 26





Contrary to the Utopian Universe, the Dystopian one 
would be characterized for the mutual segregation of 
two antagonist cities, one of which is the dominant 
one and the other who is dominated. 

The lack of social programs to attend low-income 
population would result in radical segregation and 
exclusion of that 75% of the population that in our 
current world figure out their life through the informal 
life: informal housing, economy, etc.  

In addition, this cities would be based in the idea of 
creating socially homogeneous environments

This scenery would happen in the hypothetical 
situation that the deindustrialization process of would 

not have happened, and post-industrial cities have 
never existed. Only low-income and high-income 
population would exist, there would be no middle-
class.

“Deindustrialization may be accompanied by 
rapid depopulation or urban agrarianism, or the 
urban economy may become restructured around 
leisure and entertainment industries, a shift often 
accompanied by the rise of new professional middle 
classes” (Jaffe and De Koning, 2016, p. 71).

Figure 29: Section of the dystopian city

Figure 28: Conceptual diagram of the dystopian city

THE DYSTOPIAN UNIVERSE



Figure 30: Tryingtofly, “The Slums” in Deviantart, 2014, https://www.deviantart.com/tryingtofly/art/The-Slums-483070977

The center of the city would be composed by the concentration of 
some governmental institutions and the historic part of the city, 
protected by a dome. Surrounding it, outside of the Historic Center, 
would be the Lower Ring, where are located primary and secondary 
sectors of the economy, especially those related to factories and 
manufacturing industries. 
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Figure 31: GG-arts, “Pulse” in Deviantart, 2014, https://www.deviantart.com/gg-arts/art/Pulse-453616160

The Lower Ring is where low-income population live, it would be 
surrounded by massive walls, so the horizontal extension of this part of 
the city is limited. As a consequence, buildings would be high-density 
high-rise, stacked together so high and so close that one can no longer 
see the sky or tell when is day or night. 
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Figure 32: Franklinchan, “The Slums of Wu Jian” in Deviantart, 2016, https://www.deviantart.com/franklinchan/art/The-Slums-Of-Wu-Jian-609330301

In addition, the air would have very high levels of pollution due to industrial 
activity, hence, the majority of the population would have respiratory issues. There 
would also be a huge amount of the population in homelessness, people that 
cannot afford a housing unit even in the Lower Ring.  The low-income population 
can go out from Lower Ring to Lower Ring, however, to enter a Mega-Enclave it 
would only be possible through a special permit. 
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Figure 33: Annisahmad, “Slums” in Deviantart, 2010, https://www.deviantart.com/annisahmad/art/Slums-161039495

Why would people accept to live under the conditions of the Lower Ring? At some 
point of the history, people would agree to live confined in a specific area of the 
city, in exchange of not going through urban renewal projects and gentrification 
processes constantly.
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Figure 34: EmilisB, “Green future” in Deviantart, 2011, https://www.deviantart.com/emilisb/art/Green-Future-212253164

Outside the city, a series of satellite-tourist cities would be disposed, home of high-income 
population. Privatized, enclosed and monitored, these satellite cities would be the form of 
fortified enclaves Teresa Caldeira described (Caldeira, 1996), but extending its traits to a 
larger scale. “Mega-Enclaves” would consist of spaces of residence, consumption, leisure 
and work, authentic centers of commerce, fashion and art, interconnected among them. 
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Figure 35: Hideyoshi, “Dome city” in Deviantart, 2019, https://www.deviantart.com/hideyoshi/art/Dome-City-780571361

Protected by a huge dome, with low-density housing, vegetation and parks, Mega-
Enclaves are the total opposite to the center of the city, offering clean air and 
entertainment. The access to these cities would be restricted, with various mechanisms 
to keep the poor apart. Guaranteed separation by security systems (guards, 
technologies of surveillance), enforcing rules of inclusion and exclusion (Caldeira, 1996, 
p. 308). 
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Figure 36: Tigaer, “Domes of hope” in Deviantart, 2015, https://www.deviantart.com/tigaer/art/Domes-Of-Hope-551373417

The security and comfort are a major concern in the Historic Center and Mega-
Enclaves. The Lower Ring is surrounded by walls, due to high contrasts of 
ostentatious wealth and extreme poverty (Caldeira, 1996, p. 304), while the 
Historic Center and the Mega-Enclaves are covered by a dome to preserve the 
quality of the air. 
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Exploring of utopian and dystopian universes showed the 
poossibilities or sceneries that could have happened is 
slums didn’t existed. It even allowed to understand that a 
world without slums is unimaginable, not possible at all. 
So, the question arises: Are we doomed or are we to thank 
whatever superior being for the existence of slums? At the 
end, this utopian and dystopian universes are parallel and 
they could even be sharing time with our own universe; 
one even becomes confused when trying to define the 
good and the bad. 

In this sense, the exploration of these alternative universes 
con contribute to recognize slums, thus legitimizing the 
wealth, intelligence and cultural identity of the poor. 

U(DYS)TOPIA





It is undeniable that housing is a pending issue, of 
such relevance and important throughout the whole 
world, that the progress of our society depends 
heavily on its resolution. Moreover, the government 
housing supply proved to be insufficient, and, 
therefore, 75% of the population, as Samper points 
out, decided to take a step forward and built their 
own homes, giving birth to slums.

Colombia is one of the countries of Latin America 
that took into serious consideration the housing 
modes of slums. In this sense, German Samper, a 
colombian architect that worked for 6 years in Le 
Corbusier’s Workshop in Paris, dedicated his life to 
research about progressive and productive housing, 

including self-construction and the possibility of 
extending the house. 

Also, he explored the relationships between the 
urbanism, blocks, parcels and the buildings, as 
well as low-rise/high-density projects. After his 
research, self-construction system became a 
housing policy in the Colombia. 
 
Projects he has made after 40 years have 
transformed physically, proving that low-income 
population have their own conceptions about what 
is housing, and these completely differ from what 
housing means to medium and high-income strata. 

OUR UNIVERSE

A NEW 
HOUSING 
MODEL

Figure 37: Diagram of Low Rise High Density housing concept

Figure 38: Photo of German Samper



La Fragua (The Forge in English) was deployed in two blocks that Samper’s would later unify by deleting the street. It was a complex similar to a 
town designed taking into account human scale with pedestrian roads and small plazas. 

Houses were built including self-construction as the main premise.  
Additionally, Samper addressed the inhabitants’ needs through 
the concept of productive housing, which was implemented in the 
architecture: the house would have two entrances, one destined to the 
housing and the other to the work/productive space. It was important 
to provide small lots for low construction costs and to minimize the 
impact of the cost of land. However, the most relevant outcome of the 
subdivision of the lots is that it duplicated the density. 

Thanks to La Fragua, self-construction became a housing policy in the 
country, and also indicated that it was possible to increase significantly 
the density, without high-rise buildings. Today, some houses of La 
Fragua preserve their original design, however , most of them have 
gone under great transformations. The usual ones consist in building 
two or three stories, while the room destined to productivity today 
consolidated as the commerce of the house (Samper, 2015).

LA FRAGUA

Figure 41: Recently built La Fragua

Figure 40: Image of La Fragua’s project

Figure 39: Diagram of original blocks and their transformations

Figure 42: Interior of one of La Fragua houses



La Fragua promoted dwelling, not only as a place to sleep and eat, 
rather as a complete and adaptable environment that supports 
and pushes forward the life of its inhabitants. At the same time, 
it highlighted the importance of defining the neighborhood as the 
receptacle of local practices and entrepreneurship that develop and 
knit together a community. 

La Fragua was the parallel universe where Samper applied the 
theory of the “wealth of the poor”, which essentially takes the 
processes used in building slums to construct the neighborhood, 
giving as a result the development of a strong sense of belonging, 
identity and empowerment within the community that used its bare 
hands to bring up their houses. 

However, the most crucial benefit of La Fragua is that it took less 
time and resources to come up with the double amount of housing 
units, and this was only possible through directed self-construction, 
a mode of urbanization that was born from slums. This is a vital 
advantage in our current times, because it offers a proven way of 
providing affordable and effective housing for everybody, as well as 
coming up with a more inclusive and just city. 

WHY SO IMPORTANT?

Figure 43: La Fragua, 40 years after Figure 37: Diagram of Low Rise High Density housing concept



Currently, the need for housing increases constantly, and will 
continue to do so over time. Some fortunate people would have 
the means to pay for that in the city, others would not have the 
same luck, and in the meantime, the state was, is and will be 
unable to provide enough affordable dwelling for everybody. 
Contrary to 50 years before, this crisis in enhanced by a model, 
that fosters gentrification processes and displacement, for the 
sake of “global cities”:

“… unfold within such a neoliberal framework diminish 
the importance of nations as containers of social, 
economic and cultural life, while they have promoted the 
importance of major cities. These processes have also 
contributed to changing class configurations in these 
cities, particularly the decline of working-class and 
middleclass living standards and the rise of a class of 
global winners: both global elites and certain sections 
of the professional middle class. These class divisions 
manifest themselves in the urban landscape in the form 
of new, flashy sites where the latest global fashions and 
trends are displayed, but that are often exclusive, out 
of reach and literally closed off to much of the urban 
population. Neoliberal globalization thus contributes to 
rising urban inequalities and forms of segregation in 
cities around the world” (Jaffe and De Koning, p. 115)

Accepting and understanding the future implications of this 
inequal and segregated context leads to the necessity of 
changing the model, the way housing is provided and how the 
city is shaped, in order to avoid an increase and acceleration 
of urban poverty. That is when German Samper’s research 
on slums becomes important, showing a different and very 
effective way to provide affordable housing and just city for 
low-income population. 

Figure 44: City constrasts in Mumbai

TODAY’S BREAKING NEWS...





In this sense, slums processes, self-construction, progressive 
and productive housing, probably are going the flagship of future 
housing. Built 50 years ago, La Fragua ends up being the precedent 
of future housing policies and urbanization rules. It tests and 
rehearses the efficient deployment of an urban pattern designed 
for the people, keeping the vehicles in the foreground and providing 
open spaces that foster social cohesion and citizen encounter. 
At the same time, low-rise high-density housing proposed in La 
Fragua increases density and offers affordable housing that allows 
its inhabitant to improve their financial situation and decrease their 
vulnerabilities. 

In the future, slums and its methods will become the most crucial 
part of city-making. Spontaneous settlements would be integrated 
to the urban fabric and city dynamics of planned settlements, and, 
through this main principle, slums would be recognized as an 
important sector of the city, rather than continue being peripheral 
and excluded. The stigmatization of slums, hopefully, would be over, 
and therefore considered as potential and innovative clusters of the 
new urban life. 

 

Figure 45: Parkurtommo, “Slum Market Place” in Deviantart, 2014, https://www.deviantart.com/parkurtommo/art/Slum-Market-Place-429373384



Figure 51: Jeyifous, Olalekan. 
“Makoko Canal”, in Shanty 

Megastructures, 2015, jeyifo.us/SMS



An approach to this kind of future has already been done in the public 
space of the Comunas of Medellín, which have gone through urban 
revitalization processes, made with the support and participation 
of the community. These urban projects consolidate and improve 
the public space through provision of services, infrastructure and 
endowment, relating to German Samper’s ideas: the strength of slums 
resides in their constructive capacity, while its flaws can usually be 
spotted in the urbanism. The provision of urban facilities was also 
quite relevantbecause it brought education and culture to Comunas. 
Usually, social projects try to reduce costs through the provision of 
cheaper supplies or executing less ambitious projects, because these 
are destined to lower-income populations. This was not the case of 
Medellín: the poorest of the poor were given the best of the best.

The Slumniverse is not conceived as a project, rather than a program: 
it would not be about the what, it would be about the how, why 
and who. More importantly, the Slumniverse should be considered 
as a work in-progress, possibly without a clear finishing date. 
Understanding and embracing the concepts of self-construction, 
progressive and productive housing would be an indispensable part in 
the general education of the society.

The extension of traditional cities and the creation of future ones would 
mostly happen in slums, therefore, it would be necessary to involve the 
guidance of interdisciplinary professional teams introduced to organize 
educational programs to the communities, providing them with the 
tools to make improvements to their houses and neighborhoods, as 
well as potentiating the flexibility that their housing units already have.  

Integrating slums to the city would involve getting slums into the 
building code of the cities: that means, including the constructive 
means of slums in law. Regularizing the legal situation of informal lots, 
would be desirable, including measures that prevent gentrification and 
speculation. General guidelines for urban growth would be proposed 
jointly with representatives of communities, while facilities and services 
would be built with the support of public-private partnerships.

All of these together can achieve general objective of equality and 
justice: people would have the same access to affordable and quality 
housing, without the risk of stigma and segregation. Also, slums’ 
inhabitants that have the means to live in wealthier neighborhoods 
would also have the opportunity to choose between moving or staying, 
to have the option without compromising their future and welfare.

SO WHAT’S THE 
SLUMNIVERSE?

Figure 46: España Library-Park

Figure 48: Directed self construction in Usme

Figure 47: Comuna 13 Improvements



A LOOK INTO 
OUR CURRENT 

REALITY

Figure 49:  Segregation in Capetown, South Africa

This picture shows a segregated city, with latent oppotunities and 
values that are awaiting to be revealed. 



A LOOK TOWARDS 
SLUMNIVERSE

Figure 50: Zirngibl, “Future Cape Town” in Deviantart, 2017, https://www.deviantart.com/zirngibl/art/Future-Cape-Town-678737843

This picture shows a sneak peek to 150 years in the future, full of 
social and environmental integrations, movement, life, identity and 
culture.



Figure 53: Jeyifous, Olalekan.  Plant Seeds, Grow Blessings: BKLYN Interfaith Seed Vault, 2021, jeyifo.us/MOMAFigure 52: Jeyifous, Olalekan.  Franklin Avenue Shuttle: Gateway Triple-Stack, 2021, jeyifo.us/MOMA

Olalekan Jeyifous also 
explores possible futures 
or parallel universes 
regarding informality and 
slums, as well as planned 
settlements around the 
world.



Figure 55: Jeyifous, Olalekan. Makoko Waterfront, in Shanty Megastructures, 2015, jeyifo.us/SMSFigure 54: Jeyifous, Olalekan.  Shanty Megastructures, 2016, jeyifo.us/SMS
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