
 

 

 

 



 

In the beginning of the 20th century two men, Abraham Maslow and Erno Goldfinger, were born on 
different sides of the Atlantic Ocean. Maslow in Brooklyn, United States, earned the title Dr Maslow 
and developed a theory known as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (figure 1) 1. Goldfinger born in 
Budapest, Hungary, moved to London and practiced as an architect. Goldfinger wrote a series of 
articles about issues as well as his own interpretation of architectural space and urban planning. In 
1942 Architectural Reviews published an essay titled “Elements of Enclosed Space” and this is a 
reflection on how Maslow’s model of human needs relate to Goldfinger’s vision of enclosed space. 
 

According to Maslow 
human beings first and foremost 
only care to accomplish the most 
basic needs in life: air, water, food, 
sleep etc. Only when the so called 
Physiological needs are (more or 
less) satisfied humans are motivated 
to pursue to the next category, the 
Safety needs. In total there are 5 
categories (please see figure 1 for 
more detail) where the need of self-
actualization is the ultimate one.  
 

In earlier mentioned article “Elements of Enclosed Space” by Goldfinger, a typical modern type of 
urban enclosure is illustrated in figure 22. From studying the picture and knowing this was published 
in the middle of the 20th century in one of Europe’s top countries we can draw the conclusion that the 
portrayed accommodation covers the most basic human needs.  

 
Figure 2: Modern type of urban enclosure 
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Figure 1: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 



 

The question lies in whether or not this type of living is meeting the criteria of love and belonging, 
self-esteem and self-fulfilment. A shallow judgement could establish that yes, this is housing designed 
for families, a lot of them, side by side generating great opportunities for a sense of community. That 
these apartment blocks were provided with shops, sport facilities, medical help etc to give the 
residents freedom, space and time to do what they desire to do, gain status and fulfil themselves. In 
theory this should be just enough to live a satisfied life, however reality does not follow theory.  

 It is impossible to talk about this typology of dwellings  
without mentioning Le Corbusier and his works. Twenty years  
prior to Goldfinger’s article Le Corbuiser shared his ideal version  
of town planning for redeveloping Paris. La Ville Radieuse (figure 3)3,  
a grid of identical towers, is left to our imagination but in 1947-52  
le Cité Radieuse (the Radiant City) or better known as Unite’ 
d'Habitation (figure 4)4 was built according to Le Corbusier ideals, 
with a great impact. As William Curtis states in his book Modern 
Architecture since 1900:5 

“It was a difficult building to ignore for any latter architect 
facing analogous tasks” 

Which suggests that Unite’ d'Habitation would give answers 
about how well this modern vision of block tower housing  
responds to Maslow’s theory. What happened on the opening  
day of Unite’ d'Habitation in 1952 advocates that it did, and does,  
not meet human desires.  

“Its design was so radical for the day that the intended inhabitants refused to move in. 
Instead, the city's educated elite, its doctors, architects and teachers flocked to what was 
then an eastern suburb to snap up the owner-occupied flats”6 

The ultimate proof that high rise living does not succeed like  
Le Corbusier and his like-minded colleagues expected, is the fact that 
ever since 1972 when Pruitt-Igoe (Missouri, United States) was 
demolished (figure 5)7 after only standing 18 years, anonyms tower 
buildings have been, and still are, being deconstructed. To find why 
that is, and why Goldfinger’s new type of urban enclose might not 
correspond with all human needs, we turn to where the inspiration 
came from.  
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Figure 3: model of La Ville Radieuse 
 

Figure 4: Unite' d'Habitation 

 

Figure 5: Pruitt-Igoe demolished 1972 



CIAM, a political and architectural program, founded 1928 and active til 1953 (after that known as 
Team X), that established goals for all architects to follow, goals based on Le Corbusier’s philosophies. 
In CIAM’s principles of urbanism one of the three essential objects in town planning is regulation of 
traffic.8 In addition, Le Corbusier writes about his fascination for and inspiration from machinery in his 
book Towards a New Architecture.9 Could it not be then, that Goldfinger’s view on urban enclosure, 
rising from the opinions of CIAM and Le Corbusier himself, actually responds to a hierarchy of needs 
for machinery (in particular cars in traffic) and not for humans? (Figure 6 & 7) 
 

 

Figure 6: Author's own interpretation  
of a car's hierarchy of needs 

 
Raised houses in order for cars to have space and parking, instead of a few storey high buildings (even 
Team X, former supporters of tower complexes acknowledges that above 6th floor, you lose contact 
with the ground10 which lead to recommendations for low rise, high density family residence in the 
1960s). Open highways instead of more narrow streets known by pedestrians and horses for 
thousands of years. Buildings in a bigger scale than ever before, less vegetation due to traffic instead 
of woodland human race is familiar with. Nigel Warburton comments in his book Ernö Goldfinger: The 
Life of an Architect:11 

“New forms of transport have affected the sensation of space in the city: we can approach a 
city by air, travel through it at high speeds by train or car. These new forms of travel create 
entirely different sensations of space from those experienced by the pedestrian” 
 

Dr Abraham Maslow bases his theory on human needs that could be dated back to the 
beginning of time, for instance O (oxygen) and H2O (water), yet also covers modern phenomena such 
as self-actualization. Where Erno Goldfinger’s analysis is based on a time period shorter than a 
century and arguably does not priorities humans the highest, therefor leaving room for inconsistency 
in the relationship between the two topics. 
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Figure 7: Architecture and urban environment adapting to cars 


