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Introduction Retracing Use and Users in the History and Historiography of the 20th-Century Office Building

Jens van de Maele


A Banal World

In the afterword to a 1984 anthology of German-language fiction on “people in offices”, the literature scholar Hannes Schwenger reflected on the office as a research object. “It cannot take long”, he noted, “before the first office museum will open its doors – probably before the turn of the millennium”. Schwenger drew a parallel with 19th-century factories, which by the mid-1980s were gradually becoming museum-worthy because of the ongoing deindustrialisation in Western countries. “Over the course of the 20th century”, he continued, “large offices have appeared alongside factories as the ‘other side’ of the modern world of work, and in them, too, one can discover a piece of cultural history worth documenting”.1 Schwenger turned out to be right: in 1987, Scryption, a museum dedicated to the material history of written communication and office work, opened its doors in the Dutch city of Tilburg. The initiative was followed in 2000 by the establishment of a Museum of Historical Office Technology in the German town of Naunhof. Ironically, neither museum was destined to last. In 2011, a national round of cultural budget cuts led to the closure of Scryption. Without government subsidies, the fate of the museum’s collection of “old iron” – as one civil servant described the assortment of typewriters and other office equipment – was sealed.2 Although part of the collection was saved thanks to the efforts of volunteers, valuable objects did “get lost” around the time of the closure, including rare fountain pens and a typewriter that once belonged to the renowned Dutch novelist Willem Frederik Hermans.3 The small Saxonian municipality of Naunhof maintained its office museum until 2024, when it decided it could no longer finance an institution for which “the regional population has shown a lack of interest”. Following the death of its founder in 2011 and “years of decline”, closure became the inevitable outcome.4

Sure enough, throughout the world, one can find office-related artefacts in museums addressing topics such as design, labour, skyscrapers and computing.5 Various large institutions – including the Centre Pompidou and MoMA – have moreover hosted exhibitions on the history of office work.6 Yet a dedicated (non-virtual) “office museum” may be an overly ambitious leap, as demonstrated by the Tilburg and Naunhof cases, as well as by other unsuccessful attempts to establish lasting initiatives.7 The limited musealisation of the office, along with the limited heritagisation of office architecture and artefacts, can be explained by the absence of a “compensation effect”.8 Unlike industrial labour, which has largely receded from Western society and thus attained a certain significance for museum collections, administrative work continues to be a persistent and integral aspect of our daily lives. As stated by the architect and labour psychologist Élisabeth Pélegrin-Genel: “The office is a banal world that everyone thinks they know”, since “almost everyone experiences it at some point”.9 By the late 20th century, she added, “even the last remaining holdouts, such as farmers, shopkeepers and craftsmen, have no longer been able to avoid spending ever more time in offices”.10 The “banality” of office work and its material culture has two overlapping dimensions, both of which played a role in the demise of the museums in Tilburg and Naunhof: one quantitative and neutral (the office is still everywhere), another qualitative and subjective (the office is unspectacular).

Popular opinion thus seems to be that the omnipresent and “dusty” world of the office, just like bureaucracy itself, warrants some critical attention and historical reflection – but certainly not too much.11 This sentiment is echoed in the visual arts, where administrative work has not been a prominent theme.12 Until the 1980s, for instance, photographic representations of the office were, as Andreia Alves de Oliveira noted, “marginal or often nonexistent in relation to the documentation of manual labour”.13 Unsurprisingly, recent examples of artistic photography on office life have tended to dwell on its “unbearable ennui” and absurdity.14 In literature, numerous authors did depict the office: unlike factory labourers, many office workers have not only engaged in writing as part of their daily routines, but often also had the time to pursue creative work in their spare moments. Yet while the importance of novels as a primary source for understanding the past dimensions of office work is undeniable, the “office novel” genre – as historian Sabine Biebl observed – is typically devoid of “heroes” and “events”, often focusing instead on aspects external to the office environment itself, such as the protagonist’s mental ponderings and interpersonal relationships.15

[image: An empty office space with two tables, four chairs, a wooden side table and a telephone.]
Fig. 0.1. Interrogation room in the Hohenschönhausen prison complex, Berlin, 2012. Photo by Wikimedia Commons contributor Anagoria / CC By 3.0.

To explore the office of the past, one might nevertheless look to museums of a completely unexpected kind, such as the Hohenschönhausen prison in Berlin. Now a memorial (Gedenkstätte), this former Stasi complex features a cell block built around 1960, which also contains a floor with dozens of interrogation rooms, many of which have remained largely unchanged since the fall of the German Democratic Republic. As one journalist observed years after the prison’s closure, any of these rooms resembles a “seemingly normal office, with a large wooden desk, an old fashioned green telephone, two comfortable upholstered chairs at one end of the room and one small, meek wooden chair at the other” – the latter evidently intended for those under interrogation.16 Some tour guides have even been known to point out that “the frilly curtains give the [rooms] a fairly pleasant atmosphere”.17 In these generic-looking spaces, which – aside from the barred windows – could easily be mistaken for the private offices of mid-level administrators in a corporate firm or public administration from the 1960s, the often invoked banality of the office takes on an unsettling quality (Fig. 0.1.). At Hohenschönhausen, the familiar aesthetics of administrative work and its technological culture were mobilised to normalise the violence exerted by the Stasi officers. Rather than being settings for physical torture, the interrogation rooms served a key role in a process of psychological coercion, with interrogation becoming part of a seemingly reasonable and rational process of administrative efficiency.18 By making the rooms look like ordinary offices, the Stasi effectively reinforced the notion that oppression could be bureaucratised and symbolically embedded within the fabric of everyday life. As such, Hohenschönhausen not only illustrates the societal ubiquity of the office; it also serves as an example – albeit an extreme one – of the deep entanglement of bureaucracy and state power. Meanwhile, in the postwar “capitalist” West, bureaucracy and its material culture – including countless office blocks in the “International Style” – became strongly intertwined with corporate power, as has been demonstrated by Reinhold Martin’s architectural analysis (2003) of the so-called “organisational complex”. This complex complemented the “military-industrial complex”, another bureaucratic phenomenon par excellence.19 Seen from these perspectives, the office is far from “dusty”.



A Messy World

This edited volume aligns with the recent research trend of challenging the long-standing popular perception of the office, particularly its materialities, as a subjectively banal topic.20 Its focus is not on musealisation or heritagisation, although these themes certainly warrant enquiry at some point in the future.21 Instead, the volume explores the 20th-century history of office buildings through an exploration of users and use. Even if one agrees with the common opinion – which also appears to have long characterised historical scholarship, as we will see below – that the office is unspectacular “dry matter”, its analysis can reveal important insights about the way in which material and mental infrastructures underpin contemporary societies.22 There are indeed numerous “boring things”, as sociologist Susan Leigh Star provocatively called them, that maintain social stability, naturalise (in)equalities and create standards for conduct. Apart from infrastructures, such “things” include routines, classifications and operating procedures – all of which come together in the architectural and social space that is the modern office.23 The broad questions this volume thus seeks to address are as follows: How were use and users conceptualised by office planning professionals such as interior designers and architects? How was knowledge about user needs (mis)construed and operationalised? What kind of user categories can be retraced in sources produced by office design experts? How did office technology and management create path dependencies that were both material and mental? How were negative aspects of such path dependencies challenged by users? And what methodological or heuristic challenges emerge when one seeks to analyse histories of everyday use? Focusing on what happened “behind office doors”, the volume’s case studies thus scrutinise history through various thematic lenses, including (interior) architecture, workplace sociology, management, representations in popular media, and science and technology.24 Rather than expanding the “jungle of small specialities in different disciplines” that have tackled the office over the past four decades, this volume aims to enhance communication between academic domains, thereby contributing to the development of a more integral perspective that could be termed “historical office studies”.25 After all, like every manifestation of architecture, the office can be considered a “composite phenomenon” and an “assemblage of interlocking disciplines, techniques and strategies”, whose history cannot be adequately understood without transdisciplinarity.26

The societal importance of office spaces – along with the “office cultures” which have developed in them – cannot be overstated, and that fact was already recognised by some philosophers at an early stage. In the notes for his unfinished Arcades Project (1927-1940), Walter Benjamin wrote that around 1900 “the office emerged as the true centre of lived space”.27 This change was rooted in the 19th-century emergence of the bourgeoisie, which pursued its business interests in a public realm separate from the private sphere of domesticity. Dedicated administrative workspaces (first in separate rooms within townhouses, later in dedicated buildings) became the terrain where the bourgeoisie and its white-collar workforce effectively “lived” the majority of their lives. In 1935, another German philosopher, Martin Heidegger, emphasised the role of government bureaucracies in the advancement of office spaces. He did this by posing a rhetorical question: “Wherein lies the essence of the state: in the fact that the police arrest a suspect, or in the fact that many typewriters clatter in the ministries and take dictations from state secretaries and ministerial councillors?”28 The growing societal importance of bureaucratic environments, as observed by Benjamin and Heidegger, coincided with significant shifts in managerial practices. In 1936, the French philosopher Georges Friedmann argued that Taylorism, with its emphasis on efficiency and standardised management, had shaped Western society more profoundly than “any other moral system proposed by philosophers in the last five decades”.29 The importance of commerce, governance and management continued to grow after the Second World War, resulting in a situation by the late 20th century where a significant portion of the workforce in Western societies was employed in the service sector – the majority in office roles. As such, the British architect and leading authority on office planning Francis Duffy could aptly conclude in 1981 that “never have offices been so central to society”, and that “we would do well to take their design seriously”.30

Paradoxically, the factual significance of the office as a “spatial system” – which interrelates with the office as a “social structure” – is not as well-reflected in historiography as one would expect.31 The claim that the office has long been a “taboo subject” (Pélegrin-Genel) is undoubtedly hyperbolic, but the historians Gianenrico Bernasconi and Stefan Nellen were right when they observed in their edited volume Das Büro: Zur Rationalisierung des Interieurs (2019) that the economic history of the service sector and the social and cultural history of white-collar workers have largely offered analyses of the office without considering its material and architectural dimensions.32 Yet, even the topic of administrative management – which can be considered the “software” that interacts with the architectural “hardware” of the office – has remained underexplored in historical enquiry.33 In another recent volume (2019), literature scholars James Dorson and Jasper Verlinden argued that “in the humanities, [management] is often reduced to a Taylorist caricature; [it is also] tangled in a web of signifiers in which most of us are implicated, rather than a well-defined discourse we can define ourselves against”.34 The office’s apparent banality resurfaces here – but the personal familiarity many scholars have with it can obscure its historical complexity. Journalist Gideon Haigh has remarked on this familiarity as follows:


Historians and sociologists gravitate […] to extremes, directing their scholarship at governing elites and disadvantaged minorities, in a way that the Marxist historian Arno Mayer once observed bordered on the suspicious: “Could it be that social scientists are hesitant to expose the aspirations, life-style, and worldview of the social class in which so many of them originate and from which they seek to escape?”35



At first glance, the 20th-century office building may indeed seem like a relatively “simple” environment with “very few [design] variables” (as Duffy argued in 1974), characterised by seemingly static, time-honoured concepts such as open-plan layouts and a managerial preoccupation with efficiency.36 However, as we will see further on, there is no doubt that this continuity was underpinned by a permanent managerial flexibility, which allowed for gradual and piecemeal “fixing” of problems and of wrongful expectations.37 According to Dorson and Verlinden, “the task of analyzing the culture of management diachronically is complicated by the way it changes in response to critique in order to legitimize itself to workers and society”. This “necessity for constant adaptation”, they added, “makes [management] inherently messy”.38 Clearly, the “messiness” of management is also the messiness of the office.



Making sense of Messiness (1): The Canonical Focus

Over the past four decades, historical scholarship on the office (understood here as a spatial system interacting with a social structure) has attempted to make sense of this “messiness” using several hermeneutical strategies. This section and the next discuss some of these strategies, thus providing an essayistic (and by no means exhaustive) evaluation of the historiography of the office building, along with insights into its lacunae and limitations. The first major strategy has relied on an architectural canon, in which a number of high-profile office buildings and innovations are listed chronologically and commented upon. Typical inclusions in this canon are Frank Lloyd Wright’s Larkin Building (Buffalo, New York, 1906-1950) and Johnson Wax Building (Racine, Wisconsin, 1939), Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram Building (New York City, 1958), the Quickborner Team’s Bürolandschaft concept (West Germany, c. 1960), Herman Miller’s Action Office furniture series (United States, from 1964 onward), and Herman Hertzberger’s Centraal Beheer Building (Apeldoorn, the Netherlands, 1972). This architectural canon usually also doubles as a canon of milestones in management, which can be linked to specific buildings: the advent of the modern “Taylorist” office (Larkin), the partial “humanisation” of Taylorism through the emergence of the “human relations” school (Johnson Wax), the shift toward increasing flexibility reflecting capitalist expansion (Seagram), the growing emphasis on interpersonal communication (Bürolandschaft), the development of “ergonomic” expertise (Action Office), and finally the rise of flat hierarchies and “personalisation cultures” as part and parcel of the postmodern condition (Centraal Beheer). Even though the introduction of the computer – first as mainframes (1950s) and later as PCs (1970s and 1980s) – represents an important managerial and technological innovation by gradually integrating various office technologies into one, this evolution is typically not associated with any canonical office building.39 The same is true for older technological innovations, such as the punched card and addressing machines of the interwar period.40

As is the case with any canon, this approach veils as much as it elucidates. Consider, for instance, the Larkin Building. Its originality is beyond question, owing to its innovations in management (such as strict task division and a focus on the swift flow of documents) and environmental control (including sealed windows and air-conditioning), both of which would be adopted by numerous other companies.41 Yet the Larkin Building was also highly idiosyncratic. As historian Christine Schnaithmann argued, Wright and his client sought to socially legitimise the then novel office typology by presenting it as more than just a space for economic activity; it also had to embody and promote higher ideals. Consequently, the Larkin Building was imbued with a sense of “sacrality”, evident in the edifying inscriptions on the interior walls of the central atrium and the celestial daylight streaming in from above.42 This sacrality, combined with a rhetoric that framed the Larkin workforce as one big “family”, can be seen as part of a managerial strategy to counter the effects of the rigid task separation within the Larkin mail order company, which created significant potential for dissatisfaction and deviation among hundreds of atomised workers.43 In a rare discussion of these workers’ perceptions, architectural historian Zeynep Çelik Alexander noted that this strategy was certainly not always successful: “A minor mutiny almost broke out in 1914 […] when one clerk asked for permission to replace his ‘very uncomfortable’ Wright-designed chair with another; the clerk’s request was denied, and the chair remained in place”.44

The combination of Wright’s highly personal artistic language with a fusion of “the mundane with the profound” makes the Larkin Building an intriguing Gesamtkunstwerk, even though its very distinctiveness evidently limited its applicability as a template for widespread adoption.45 The vast majority of 20th-century office buildings did not resort to the legitimation strategies Wright incorporated, which makes the Larkin Building – at least from this perspective – an anomaly rather than a representative standard. (The 1950 demolition further underscores how the building’s unique design was believed to hinder its adaptability in an evolving architectural and managerial landscape.) Similar observations concerning exceptionality can be made about the Centraal Beheer Building, which Pélegrin-Genel has aptly described as a “cult place”. The “social spaces” and office rooms – both collective and private – of this insurance company headquarters were intentionally designed to enable a certain ludicity and avoid hierarchical connotations, thus aligning with some of the ideals of the late 1960s countercultural movement. Although it was “visited by the entire world”, the Centraal Beheer Building can – once again – not be considered representative of common office practices. In the medium term, this “exceptional outlier” (as architectural historian Amy Thomas refers to it in her contribution to this volume) did not even set a precedent for its own client, who added a number of conventional buildings to its office campus in later decades.46 At some point, as architect Hertzberger recently remembered, the original building’s occupants, too, began to re-embrace ostentatious signs of hierarchy, reportedly without any directive from management: “They started wearing suits again, the ties returned…”47 (Ironically, the spectre of demolition long hung over the Centraal Beheer Building as well; only after fifteen years of disuse has a redevelopment process recently been initiated.)

Office complexes like Larkin, Seagram and Centraal Beheer have always attracted historians of architecture – not only because of their originality and aesthetic refinement, but also because they embodied the high-minded ideals of their designers and clients. In the case of Seagram, this enduring attention additionally resulted from the fact that the building was a skyscraper: an architectural typology that has long been the focus of a relatively rich secondary literature (in contrast to low- and medium-rise office buildings, as Nikolaus Pevsner noted in his 1976 classic A History of Building Types).48 However, most office buildings were not designed by “messianic” figures like Wright or Mies van der Rohe.49 Instead, they were the outcome of unspectacular and little-publicised bureaucratic processes, with their collective authorship shared among various little-known designers and specialists.50 Immediately after the Second World War, the American critic Henry-Russell Hitchcock famously described the outcome of this erosion of personal authorship as the “architecture of bureaucracy”, which he opposed to the “architecture of genius”. For Hitchcock, the latter applied to just a small number of functional categories – such as religious buildings and townhouses, where the individual artistic expression of great architects was believed to remain crucial.51 While Hitchcock did not look down on “architecture of bureaucracy” (he indeed considered it as important as “architecture of genius”), the postwar shift towards ever increasing specialisation in ever larger teams did affect the social status of office designers and the objects they created. In a discussion of 1960s Britain, the architect Patrick Hannay (1992) for instance recalled that even among professionals in the building trade, the job of office interior consultant was “hardly [considered] a respectable calling”, with interior designers often being “unknown or despised”, and office interiors deemed by many “unworthy of serious intellectual consideration”.52 Francis Duffy (1992) added that the profession of “management” held much more prestige in those postwar decades, and that “any crumbs of management consultancy which could be fed to architects were bound to be gratefully received”.53 Amy Thomas noted that the social status of office design professionals further suffered due to “their close relationship with [real estate] developers”. As such, they “were criticized by the architectural establishment for the very characteristics that made them attractive to their clients: an economical approach; an affinity for using planning loopholes; and, above all, a working method that privileged cost calculations over other ambitions”.54 In all these accounts, the figure of the architectural expert as a powerful “genius” is notably absent.55

Occasionally, designers working for large architectural firms did acquire personal fame – and hence canonical acknowledgment – for their designs, the best-known example being Gordon Bunshaft from the company Skidmore, Owings and Merrill (SOM), who co-designed the Lever House in New York City (1952), among many other office projects. In a recent monograph, Nicholas Adams credited Bunshaft with “providing an identity for SOM that was an alternative to Hitchcock’s binary of genius and bureaucracy”.56 While there is no doubt that the corporate modernism of architectural firms like SOM depended on numerous highly talented individuals – smaller and larger “geniuses within the bureaucracy”, so to speak – the postwar period inevitably saw the proliferation of myriad “banal” office buildings that had no chance of entering the canon.57 On the rare occasion when the designers and clients behind such buildings did aspire to create an architecture that stood for more than mere businesslike efficiency and profit maximisation, those aspirations were not necessarily recognised as such by the public (including architectural critics). This is illustrated by architectural historian Erik Sigge’s account of a large government office complex in Stockholm. Completed in 1972, the so-called Garnisonen complex was “typical of the buildings of its time in its streamlined production and monotonous expression”, boasting an almost 350m-long façade and 70,000m² of office space (Fig. 0.2.).58 However, in the eyes of a leading architect within the design company (who reflected on the commission decades later), the complex had explicitly been conceived as an ambitious “expression of democratic welfare”:

[image: A long modern six storey building with endless rows of equally sized windows, featuring a fire truck on the street alongside parked cars and bicycles.]
Fig. 0.2. Garnisonen office complex, Stockholm, 2014. Photo by Wikimedia Commons contributor Holger Ellgaard / CC By-SA 4.0.


Naively, I had considered government officers the servants of the people. A large building filled with civil servants meant that Sweden was prosperous enough to serve many. Instead, in the public consciousness, the long façade turned out to illustrate that the bureaucracy had risen over our heads.59



In the age of mechanical reproducibility, the office typology thus took part in what in Benjamin’s philosophy of art has been described as the “disappearance of the aura”.60 When “architects of bureaucracy” did try to emulate examples of “architecture of genius” such as the Seagram Building, the aura immediately vanished, often prompting analysts to condemn the copies as “dismal”.61 The non-auratic character of the vast majority of office buildings has seen its ultimate embodiment in what the Dutch architect Rem Koolhaas dubbed the “Typical Plan”. Koolhaas understood this concept as “zero-degree architecture, […] stripped of all traces of uniqueness and specificity [and] […] as empty as possible: a floor, a core, a perimeter and a minimum of columns”. While Koolhaas saw the “Typical Plan” as a uniquely American phenomenon of the postwar period, it is clear that the tendency of “erasing specificity” has marked business districts throughout the world, leading to parts of cities becoming “an accumulation of […] deliberately empty containers, programmatical voids and undefined sites to a degree never before experienced in the history of mankind”.62 Such developments – often associated with the destruction of residential urban fabric – did little to improve the image of the “banal” office building among scholars and members of the broader public alike.63 Even after they became occupied and loaded with “function”, society remained wary of these “containers”, as has been suggested by cultural scientist Hartmut Böhme:


An office was and is a formally defined space with an internal structure that regulates information processing and input/output relationships. Therefore, from the outside, an office is perceived as a black box. This is the deeper reason for the widespread mistrust – sometimes silent, sometimes vocal – toward what actually happens “in there”.64





Making sense of Messiness (2): The focus on Surveillance

Böhme’s observation brings us to a second hermeneutical strategy scholars have often deployed to make sense of the “messiness” of the office, which is directly related to what happens “in there”. When discussing the actual functioning of office buildings, two themes have been mobilised significantly more than others: surveillance and gender. This section will focus on the first – although both themes overlap considerably, with surveillance often reinforcing power relations along lines of gender (and class). The concept of surveillance, usually understood as visual and/or auditory control of superiors over subordinates, has become strongly associated with the historical interpretations and social theories of Michel Foucault. His Surveiller et punir (1975) in particular has provided an important analytical tool for interpretations of office life, by presenting Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon as a metaphor for pervasive surveillance in modern societies. Under conditions of “panopticism”, Foucault argued, power is maintained by making individuals feel they are constantly being watched, leading them to regulate their own behaviour.65 It is telling, in this respect, that one of the first historical accounts of office cultures, The Enormous File: A Social History of the Office by the British author Alan Delgado (1979), did not delve much into control strategies, having appeared just a few years after the publication of the English version of Foucault’s book (1977). Rightly stating that his popularising study dealt with “more or less unexplored [historiographical] territory”, Delgado discussed the long-term development of office spaces, devoting ample attention to the 19th-century precedents of the modern open office.66 Up until the early 20th century, he argued, “the idea was to get as many people into as large an area as possible without much thought as to whether the conditions under which they worked contributed to efficiency”. The advent of scientific management changed this; from this point on, office managers and architects avoided “crowded” arrangements, the aim being to “correctly [channel] the flow of work”, make it “simple to communicate” and establish “easy supervision”.67 As such, for Delgado, surveillance was just one of multiple – and desirable – elements that buttressed the proliferation of the Taylorised open office, while pre-1918 designs were not interpreted as “spaces of control” at all.

Published around the same time, Francis Duffy’s short but excellent historical article on “office buildings and organisational change” (1980) remains valuable today for its main argument that “technology and organisation” (or, in other words, office “hardware” and office “software”) must be considered in unison. With this conceptualisation of the office as a “socio-technical system”,68 Duffy prefigured similar methodological frameworks later proposed by architect Hans-Joachim Fritz (1982), social psychologist Gustave-Nicolas Fischer (1984), managerial expert Christopher Baldry (1997), architectural historians Chrysanthe Broikos and Donald Albrecht (2000), and historians Michelle Murphy (2006) and Delphine Gardey (2008).69 However, like Delgado, Duffy did not position surveillance as a major category of analysis. Rather than explaining the advent of the open-plan office as solely driven by “supervision” requirements, he tentatively argued that this design may also have been inspired by the need for efficient ventilation.70 A few years later, in 1982, Foucault’s ideas on disciplinary power did trickle down into Fritz’s groundbreaking 1982 monograph on the history of office buildings. Essentially unknown outside of the German-speaking world, the aptly titled Menschen in Büroarbeitsräumen (People in Office Workspaces) is probably the first in-depth academic treatment of the topic (Fig. 0.3.).71 While both Delgado’s and Fritz’s books adopt a multi-century perspective – an approach largely avoided in present-day academic history, with Fritz even beginning his narrative in the Middle Ages – the latter work is distinguished by its theoretical ambitions.72 Arguing that the arranging of office interiors equals “the arranging of the people occupying those spaces”, Fritz sought to unravel “the social contexts that play out behind the façades, [by questioning] […] people’s cohabitations and collaborations for the purpose of work”.73

[image: Book cover with author’s name (Hans Joachim Fritz), title (Menschen in Büroarbeitsräumen) and two illustrations: left a historical illustration of a man writing in a book on a desk, and right a spacious, columned hall with people each working on a separate desk.]
Fig. 0.3. Front cover of Hans-Joachim Fritz’s 1982 monograph.

Central to Fritz’s enquiry was the application of Norbert Elias’ sociological theory of the “civilising process” (1939), which describes the long-term, intergenerational evolution towards increasing self-regulation, greater control over impulses and the establishment of complex social norms. Fritz linked Elias’ macro-historical perspective on the internalisation of behavioural norms to Foucault’s more recent focus on the micro-techniques of surveillance and discipline within institutions.74 According to Fritz, the large office spaces that first emerged in the late 19th century and were further developed after the First World War under Taylorist principles could only function with workers who had duly internalised notions of discipline and shame.75 Alluding to Max Weber’s theories on the 19th-century bureaucratisation process – which was likewise aimed at a “rationalisation” of both mind and body – Fritz described these successful conditions of disciplined office work as a “bureaucratic domestication”.76 This domestication relied strongly on visual surveillance, whose disciplinary force led to increased self-surveillance. Open-plan offices thus served as a Foucauldian dispositif that enabled both types of surveillance:


Unclear spatial zones, obstructed sightlines caused by work materials, […] hidden niches and concealed areas of the workroom, as well as all forms of disorganised gatherings of people […] where the human body itself could become a means of shielding, and all undirected diversity of movement, had to give way to […] spatial-social homogenisation. […] The increasingly complete visibility of the now ever more segmented work processes corresponded to the permanent visibility of all workers and their spatial-social actions. Only a comprehensive overview of the space and people in the workroom ensured the efficiency of surveillance. As the field of vision expanded step by step, more and more people could be subjected to the controlling gaze of surveillance specialists. Various methods of visual control, as they can be found throughout architectural history in the spatial organisation of different building types, up to the principles of the panopticon developed in prison construction, were now applied to the expansive, single-room solutions of office workspaces.77



Fritz’s 1982 study was an early application of the concept of panopticism to the study of everyday usage patterns in 20th-century offices, anticipating a wave of similar approaches that gained traction in later scholarship. Many of the subsequent authors who gave surveillance an important role in their historical explorations did so by referring to Foucault and/ or Bentham’s panopticon.78 Such references usually pertained to the architectural dimension (viewing panopticism as a phenomenon with crucial spatial ramifications), even though some scholars also used the term in a broader sense, for instance by conceptualising the managerial surveillance of work performed on computers as constitutive of the late-20th-century “information panopticon”.79 Exploring surveillance and self-surveillance has helped illuminate some of the paradoxes related to office users and use. According to historian Dirk van Laak, all types of infrastructure are designed not only to enable but also to regulate and constrain movement.80 Yet in open-plan offices, where most of the “order” is imposed through the furniture arrangement, the open design – promoted for its inherent flexibility – can still unintentionally allow for a wide range of unscripted movement. From a managerial point of view, this potential for disruption had to be curtailed through (self-)surveillance, which functioned as a mental infrastructure complementing the physical one.81 Furthermore, while the results of industrial labour are typically visible and easily measurable for supervisors, office work indeed operates more like a black box – also for those within the office.82 Since outcomes are not as directly observable, managers generally shifted their focus to monitoring their workers’ presence and seating.83 A compelling analysis of this phenomenon has been offered by sociologist Rainer Paris:


[…] [Panoptic] disciplinary power essentially offers two possibilities: either it imposes visibility on people and controls them through actual or presumed constant observation (this is the principle of the factory hall and also of the open-plan office), or it ensures their presence at the desired locations through complete surveillance of the in-between spaces (as in modern prisons). This latter variant, in a weakened form, also applies to the office: the empty corridor signals that everyone is working […]. From the perspective of smooth organisational operation, office corridors are therefore ideally deserted spaces. The everyday certainty of authority and the completion of work is guided by the maxim “if no one is to be seen, everything is in order”.84



Much like the canonical approach, however, use of the panoptic metaphor runs the risk of clarifying and obscuring in equal measure. To illustrate this, let us consider a few more paradoxes, this time with regard to historiographical analyses of offices. Firstly, as literature researcher Graham Thompson has observed – and as historian Nicola Bishop (who also contributes to the present volume) later re-emphasised – it is “somewhat surprising” that the office “remained outside the orbit of Foucault’s attention in his studies of surveillance […], especially against the clear facts that the office and its various functions are tied so closely into capitalist development”.85 Foucault saw this development precisely as the driving force behind “disciplinary power”, which could be operated “in the most diverse political regimes, apparatuses or institutions”.86 That the French philosopher never analysed offices, is, according to Bishop, yet another indication of “the ways […] the office is underplayed as a significant part of modern society”.87 While one might argue that the late-19th-century rise of the office typology fell outside Foucault’s temporal focus, it is worth noting that the philosopher did (briefly) examine 18th- and 19th-century factories (ateliers, usines), whose institutional and architectural forms he regarded as analogous to those of the quintessential typology of surveillance: “Is it any wonder that the prison resembles factories, schools, barracks, hospitals, all of which resemble prisons?”88 Given the similarities between industrial labour and low-ranking office work (a parallel I will revisit later), it is unsurprising that subsequent authors have applied Foucauldian theory to the office. Ideally, however, such applications must consider continuities and discontinuities in relation to typologies such as the prison and the hospital. This is certainly not always the case. One does not have to be hypercritical of Foucault’s legacy – like political philosopher Perry Anderson, for example, who mentioned “the banalization of power in Foucault’s overstretching of the concept” – to ascertain that panopticism has become “overused” in the humanities, often serving as a catch-all term for any generic situation where some kind of surveillance is operational.89

Architectural historian André Patrão has argued that Foucault’s analysis of Bentham’s panopticon owes its popularity to the fact that it “reduced a long thorough work into a few clear straightforward pages, written in a captivating style merging eye-opening philosophical insights with powerful imagery, by a highly popular contemporary philosopher addressing current and pressing social issues”.90 This brings us to another paradox: while Foucault never wrote about administrative workspaces, Bentham actually did. This fact has gone virtually unacknowledged in the historiography of the office, precisely because Bentham’s ideas are rarely examined beyond Foucault’s interpretation.91 The English utilitarian philosopher discussed office spaces in his monumental (but unfinished) treatise Constitutional Code (1822-1832), which he intended as a globally applicable blueprint – a “constitution” – for rational governance, aimed at maximising transparency, accountability and efficiency in public administration. A firm believer in the idea that architecture could shape behaviour (a principle nowadays known as architectural determinism), Bentham was convinced that good governance depended on specially designed ministerial office buildings, enabling the aforementioned qualities.92 Like in all his architectural proposals, he placed enormous importance on surveillance, reflecting a methodological distrust of people – whether prisoners, politicians or civil servants. However, in contrast to his earlier writings on panopticons for prisons, schools, hospitals and factories, Constitutional Code did not suggest that the occupants of government office buildings (i.e. ministers and civil servants) had to be subjected to the permanent, monocentric visual gaze of an unseen supervisor. Instead, Bentham proposed that ministers have personal offices, from where they could converse at any moment with their colleagues through so-called “conversation tubes”.93 Meanwhile, any member of the public would be allowed to follow each minister’s conversations and actions from adjacent observation spaces, as if they were seated “in the boxes of a theatre”. Only in exceptional cases, when informants had to be protected against eavesdroppers, did Bentham suggest allowing the use of private meeting rooms.94 All users of government office buildings – including visiting citizens – were thus to play a role in a regime of mutual surveillance, with the public observing state officials as well as the other way around.

Consequently, the inventor of the panopticon was not only one of the first theorists on office architecture (with historian Cyprian Blamires even arguing that Bentham “should […] be seen as a progenitor of the open plan office”).95 He also understood well that different social institutions – as well as their corresponding architectural typologies – should rely on different regimes of surveillance and management: despite certain similarities with regard to (self-)surveillance, the power dynamics in offices are inherently different from those in prisons.96 This is why the unmediated application of the panoptic metaphor to the office runs the risk of introducing semantic noise, as has already been observed by a few authors. Rainer Paris emphasised that “bureaucracies are certainly not total institutions and offices are no cells”, while Graham Thompson focused on the fact that “workplaces are not prisons, […] and the relationships between employers and employees are not equivalent to those of guards and inmates”.97 Management historians Alan McKinlay and Robbie Guerriero Wilson moreover noted that “the striking, dystopian image of Bentham’s Panopticon […] has distracted many from Foucault’s insistence on agency and resistance”.98 Even though there is no doubt that offices can be like “hell” and in certain contexts even approximate “a Dickensian sweat shop”, they can also – and this in firm contrast to the prison – be an attractive and even glamorous environment.99 The American office layout consultant John Pile emphasised this diversity of potential experiences in a 1978 handbook:


Office workers have complex views of their jobs and the places where they work, which are not always easy to discover and explain. The job may be a challenge, a pleasure, or a burden. The office may be a purgatory, a social center, a second home, or some combination of any or all of these things.100



Office work, though often characterised by rigidity, structured routines and hierarchical control, also, as social scientist Martin Albrow noted, provided a sense of stability, job security and comforting predictability.101 This duality is especially evident when considering the gendered history of the office. From the early days of clerical work, women have faced systemic inequalities, with gender functioning as a crucial “signifier of power and difference”.102 Yet, as Francisca de Haan observed in the context of the Netherlands during the pre-war period, office work also offered women opportunities for collegiality, personal development, job satisfaction and financial independence – qualities that helped shape the image of the “modern woman”.103 Michelle Murphy’s analysis of American office workers up to the 1960s further underscores this complexity, highlighting how white working-class women were drawn to office work not only for its safety and cleanliness but also for its aura of middle-class respectability. With its codes of dress and decorum, the office became a desirable alternative to factory labour even as women subtly pushed the boundaries of organisational norms through fashion and self-expression.104 The scholarly association with the panoptic prison has indeed tended to overshadow the fact that office workers – obviously including men as well – generally possess more agency to resist control, deviate from norms and respond to their supervisors. “Complicity or even mere implication in power relations,” McKinlay and Guerriero Wilson argue, “necessarily entails latent conflict, from open, perhaps knowing, collaboration, to tacit opposition and open resistance”.105 Conversely, as Foucault stated in one of his studies on the history of sexuality, “power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of itself; its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms”. Manifestations of power that are “entirely cynical”, the French philosopher added, have a limited chance of establishing themselves durably.106

Most importantly, with regard to questions on the history of use and users, the panoptic regime of surveillance as proposed by Bentham for prisons does not capture the various “codes of visibility” typically present in office spaces, where surveillance was often not unidirectional but polycentric – something which Bentham himself already recognised, as is shown above.107 In the open-plan office, higher-ranking observers were also subject to scrutiny from their subordinates, while within a group of surveilled workers, individuals could observe not only their supervisors but also one another through “sideways glances”.108 In line with the aforementioned notion of workers’ resistance, polycentric surveillance could also “turn the hierarchy on its head”, as historian Julie Berebitsky argued: “The (male) supervisor kept an eye on the workers, but a (female) worker could also catch the supervisor’s eye in a sexual sense, disrupting the efficient, impersonal ideal and complicating the balance of power.” In return, “this surveillance could work in the opposite way, too, giving men free rein to gaze on women against their will, while also allowing the men to waste time” – a practice that went against the managerial impulse of efficiency.109 Obviously, not all components of the office were uniformly “gaze-able”: some spaces and workers were more surveilled than others.110 Combined, however, the complex patterns and relations of visibility in the office – which could reflect, enforce or distort horizontal as well as vertical hierarchies – were clearly more representative of everyday realities of modern surveillance than those prescribed for the Benthamite panoptic prison. These patterns also included “auditory visibility”, to use an oxymoron that has been coined, in a different context, by art historian Anna Vemer Andrzejewski.111 The open-plan office created a dynamic of acoustic proliferation, where silence often functioned as both a shared expectation and a tool of restraint. Even in managerial and architectural settings that actively promoted verbal exchange (such as the Bürolandschaft, discussed later), workers who spoke felt constrained by the awareness that their noise disrupted others, while simultaneously relying on their peers’ silence to maintain focus.112 Technologies such as the telephone – and Bentham’s much earlier hypothetical “conversation tubes” – further demonstrate how sound could serve as a medium of surveillance.

Therefore, if one catch-all term must be used to describe surveillance patterns in offices, the omniopticon might be a better candidate. Proposed by historian Patrick Joyce, “omnioptic” surveillance is not about “the few seeing the many” but about “the many seeing the many”. Joyce conceived this notion to describe liberal principles of urban life emerging in the 19th century, when “the city became a place where one watched and was watched; in the public park, in the municipal museum, in the public squares of the city, people were led to present themselves in ways that would be ‘publicly’ acceptable, and in presenting themselves to others, these others, in a reciprocal ‘calculated administration of shame’, presented themselves in turn to them”.113 The principle of omniopticity not only aligns better with the mutual surveillance dimension typically present in office buildings; it also reflects the managerial ideas prescribed by the early-20th-century French mining engineer Henri Fayol. A pioneering theorist of administrative work, Fayol’s ideas are often overlooked in the historiography of the office building, overshadowed as they are by the more prominent Taylorism (which was originally conceived for industrial labour). Highly influential in French-speaking countries from the interwar period onward – a time that also saw the advent of managerial thought more broadly – Fayol’s ideas were, according to management historians John C. Wood and Michael C. Wood, integrated into Anglo-Saxon managerial theories after the Second World War.114 One of the key “Fayolist” principles is the “good example” set by the administrative chef, who was expected to maintain a high degree of visibility to subordinates. This visibility was not merely a top-down form of control (“the few seeing the many”); rather, it was designed to foster a reciprocal dynamic in which leaders, under constant observation, were compelled to embody the standards they imposed on others.115

In her 1992 study on the history of gender segregation across various architectural typologies, Daphne Spain drew attention to a set of management handbooks by American specialists Harry Levinson and Eugene Emerson Jennings – published between 1968 and 1981 – that align with concerns about managerial visibility also found in Fayol’s work. These rarely cited examples of “grey literature” emphasised the need for workplace leaders to “shine and show them” (“them” referring to lower-ranking employees), along with the concept of “visiposure”: a blend of “visibility” and “exposure” that described the requirement “to see and be seen by the right people” as a means of accelerating career progression.116 Whether such ideas emerged through direct transmission from Fayol’s work or represent a case of parallel development remains to be fully explored in a transnational framework. Hans-Joachim Fritz, too, in his 1982 monograph, examined dynamics that resonate with Fayolist principles. He did not reference the French theorist, whose possible influence in Germany has likewise received little scholarly attention.117 Yet his discussion, drawing on the work of Elias and Foucault, highlighted how, from the normative perspective of senior managers and office layout consultants, “the simultaneous presence of supervisor and supervised in a shared workspace guaranteed their mutual disciplining”.118



Bringing in use and Users

Notwithstanding inherent disadvantages, the focus on canonical architecture and panoptic surveillance, together with the focus on gender, has proven crucial to our current understanding of the office building and its workers as historical objects. Behind Office Doors seeks to add to this understanding by proposing a double shift in perspective. First, this book moves away from a creator-centred analysis by deconstructing canonical approaches (as seen in Petra Seitz’s chapter on the Herman Miller company, and in Ruth Baumeister and Shaun Fynn’s contribution on Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh project), while also examining lesser-known, non-canonical architectural cases (as the other authors do). Instead of exploring the ideas and ideals of “starchitects” and their “enlightened” clients, we attempt to shed light on the interactions among actors within complex, “messy” frameworks during various moments in a building’s lifecycle – from intellectual conception to everyday use. Second, by disassociating the office from the overtones emanating from Bentham’s panoptic prison and a reductionist reading of Foucault’s “carceral archipelago”, this volume seeks to re-emphasise the importance of analysing the everyday interplay between office workers and the managerial and technological norms imposed upon them.

Aspects of this double shift have already informed earlier scholarship. Besides Fritz’s monograph, important work on non-canonical “everydayness” has for instance been authored by Adrian Forty (whose 1986 monograph on British interior and furniture design I will to return later), Delphine Gardey (who focused on clerical labour and administrative workspaces in pre-war France), and Michelle Murphy (whose study on Sick Building Syndrome bridged a wide gap between architectural history, environmental history and gender studies). Another example is the recent anthology Back to the Office, which did not abandon the notion of the canon but rather sought to expand it by retracing diachronic evolutions in the usage of fifty buildings with either international fame or merely regional renown.119 Also highly inspiring for our purposes is design historian Jennifer Kaufmann-Buhler’s equally recent call for “a more inclusive understanding of the office that gives greater weight to the experiences, intentions, and meanings constructed by workers rather than focusing exclusively on the intentions of designers or the organizations that employ them”.120 In her monograph on the open-plan design in the post-war United States, Kaufmann-Buhler argued that “the real life of the open plan office is in its use over time: the array of mismatched office chairs, dingy systems furniture components, tangled power cords and communication cables under the desk, workstation drawers filled with papers and office supplies, partitions with personal items pinned to their surfaces, and an ever-growing collection of aging computers and other technologies”.121 In an article on the “misuse” of office equipment by workers, she additionally highlighted the strategies office workers have deployed to circumvent the managerial ethos of efficiency and to “reassert their own individuality and autonomy within the organizational system” – for instance through subversive use of photocopiers, telephones and computer software.122

A focus on the user perspective, as architectural historian Kenny Cupers has shown in a general discussion of modern architecture, allows for an exploration of “a […] universe of everyday experience that remains outside of the designer’s direct control”. Much of “architecture’s meaning” is indeed not made “on the drafting board” but “in the complex lifeworld of how it is inhabited, consumed, used, lived or neglected”.123 This lifeworld is “peculiarly under-explored”, not only in historiography but also – with regard to the office typology – under-analysed by furniture designers, interior consultants and managers themselves.124 Of course, important aspects of future use are inherently unknowable, while any act of designing by definition assumes an unequal exchange, as design critic Thomas Hine argued:


In a sense, design is the enemy of culture. Culture evolves; design is imposed. Culture is tacit; design is explicit. Culture values stability; design is radical. Culture is a complex transaction among large numbers of people; designers may consult with workers but, in the end, design is dictatorial. Culture generates deep and arcane knowledge; design wipes out wisdom and forces everyone to start over.125



However, the under-exploration of the office lifeworld also resulted from the professional habitus of design, planning and real estate professionals, which often inhibited them from thoroughly enquiring into users’ experiences. Kaufmann-Buhler demonstrated this in a discussion of office furniture designers of the 1970s and 1980s, who typically only engaged in “worker participation […] as a [strategic] […] means of ensuring that the workers felt heard even if their ideas or comments were not reflected in the final design at all”.126 Speaking from his own experience as an office layout consultant, Francis Duffy (1992) pointed out that “the architect’s brief, too often, represents client requirements – not user requirements – and then only at one point in time”. Furthermore, Duffy argued, “there is no financial motivation at all for architects to interest themselves in the use of buildings through time”.127 The effect of mercantile impulses has also been highlighted in a historical essay by the engineer Federico Maria Butera, who used post-war office towers as an example to illustrate the disdain architects and engineers often had for the user. Tower interiors, Butera argued, inevitably become either too cold or too hot, while their glazed façades create glare. These problems were usually addressed by installing air conditioning and blinds or tinted glass, which, in turn, tended to create an unpleasant environment that had to be artificially illuminated. Real estate developers – who could expand their marketable surface areas by getting rid of interior courtyards as means of natural illumination – and industrial actors specialising in electricity, lighting, ventilation and glazing obviously benefitted from this, to the extent that they could be characterised as “hidden persuaders” who “manipulated the architectural culture”.128

Yet, what Butera saw as manipulation was perhaps not so much an anomaly but rather the very essence of the architectural and managerial cultures of the office. Indeed, starting with the rise of scientific management in the 1910s and 1920s, the office increasingly became the domain of experts who, to varying degrees, vied for epistemological influence and commercial success.129 In historiography, the association of Taylorist principles and experts with office work has often – and undoubtedly for good reason – been regarded as an important foundation for phenomena such as the “industrialisation”, “mechanisation”, “degradation”, “alienation” and “proletarisation” of lower-ranking (and often female) clerical labour throughout the 20th century.130 In the field of science and technology studies (STS), too, Onno de Wit et al. have demonstrated that suppliers of technologies like punched card machines and computers reinforced principles of scientific management by embedding managerial control into office workflows.131 If we consider Taylor’s managerial ideology to be the “original sin”, it becomes clear that countless other categories of professionals – architects, interior planners, furniture designers, appliance manufacturers, indoor environment engineers, plant care providers, landscapers, and so on – have succeeded in making a living by mediating the problematic effects of Taylorism in office buildings.132 In so doing, they also tended to “lock in” and perpetuate Taylorism’s core features, including the focus on hierarchy, surveillance, depersonalisation and continuous efficiency improvement.133 Even though “no one today takes Taylorism seriously”, Duffy wrote in 1997, “the kinds of office interiors [and] buildings […] that Taylor indirectly created are still being replicated” – despite the advancement of “far more sophisticated and humane ideas and practices in management thinking” since the mid-20th century.134 Empirical investigations of the history of use and users can reveal how these dynamics of mediation evolved through time and space, thus contributing to our understanding of the reception and practical implementation of managerial ideas (rather than presenting management as a “caricature” of all things dismal, as Dorson and Verlinden urged researchers not to do).135 Such investigations can also reveal how management, architecture and technology developed their own internal logics and rationalities, intertwining in ways that could lead to unforeseen consequences – with, as in all sociotechnical systems, “winners and losers” along the way.136

One of the most prominent examples of mediation is offered by the Bürolandschaft model that emerged around 1960.137 Promising a radical break from the rigidities of Taylorist planning, its German inventors proposed a “cybernetic” paradigm of workplace organisation, aimed at dissolving hierarchies and actively encouraging communication between all workers.138 Consequently, the paradigm represents an almost ideal-typical example of omniopticism, with open spatial arrangements intended to foster both interpersonal interaction and a more democratic information flow. Another component of the cybernetic paradigm was the notion of actively seeking users’ feedback during processes of design and adaptation, which, as John Pile noted in his 1978 handbook, necessitated involving employees “at all hierarchical levels” in planning.139 Architectural historian Andreas Rumpfhuber argued that this marked “an emancipatory moment in the history of workplace architecture”, with “dissenting opinions” becoming appreciated for the first time as “knowledge feedback within the organization”.140 However, in historiography, the Quickborner Team’s claims to innovation have also been subject to deconstruction. Joseph L. Clarke pointed out that office landscape designs generally gave workers “much less access to daylight and fresh air” than previous models, without resolving any of the problems related to the open office, especially noisiness and a lack of privacy.141 Iñaki Ábalos and Juan Herreros saw the Bürolandschaft as little more than an “enlightened reexamination of Taylorism”, while Kaufmann-Buhler regarded the model as part of “a repeated recycling of the same ideals, the same solutions, and even the same failures over and over again”.142 Old wine in new bottles: this was also the evaluation of architect Peter Blake in a 1974 essay highlighting the gap between everyday reality and the pretensions of the modernist movement. Commenting on the office landscape when it was still fairly new, Blake ironically argued that “few of the architects ever move into one of their own ephemeral creations, since they know what is best for them: places with solid walls, solid doors, and real windows that let in real air and real light”. As such, these “creations” were “for somebody else, preferably someone who is deaf to noise, blind to views and equipped with his or her own portable supply of air”.143


The argument on the relative lack of originality can also be reversed. Many of the “enlightened” ideas propagated by the Quickborner Team had already been proposed in the interwar period by various theorists of office design and management, although most were not widely implemented during the heyday of classic Taylorism. Such ideas include the focus on swift communication between employees (promoted by Henri Fayol in the 1910s), the removal of physical barriers between employees at different hierarchical levels (advocated by, among others, Fayol and the American office planning theorist William Henry Leffingwell in the 1920s), and an emphasis on “feelings of belonging” (promoted by the American “human relations” school in the 1930s).144 The historiographical questions, then, are why a technical and managerial update like the Bürolandschaft came to be perceived as radically new, and what qualities it did offer that made it so influential.145 It is doubtful that the theoretical principle of seeking all users’ feedback both during and after the planning stage (as praised by Pile in 1978) was a major factor in the Bürolandschaft’s appeal among clients. The Quickborner Team itself, for that matter, was acutely aware of the ease with which this principle could be ignored in practice.146 According to Rumpfhuber, many organisations indeed loosely adopted office landscape elements without incorporating the Quickborner Team’s cybernetic “ideological base” – most importantly the requirement to “incorporate dissenting opinions”.147

A more plausible explanation for the model’s popularity was already suggested in 1986 by architectural historian Adrian Forty, who, in a seminal monograph on interior design, argued that the office landscape owed its popularity to its capacity to symbolically reconcile competing demands. In the post-war context of full employment and increasing worker mobility – with the West German Wirtschaftswunder and its corollaries in many other countries in full swing – employers faced growing pressure to attract and retain clerical staff. The office landscape offered a cost-efficient means of enhancing the workspace’s appeal: it broke with the industrial appearance of Taylorism by projecting egalitarianism and middle-class respectability, while still preserving top-down managerial dominance.148 The model thus helped managers “calm anxieties” about the status of office work and deflect the appearance of hierarchical control at a time when democratic and participatory ideals were gaining ground.149 From this perspective, the office landscape aligns well with the logic of “consociational democracy”, a concept from political history used to describe the ideological climate in various Western European countries during the first three post-war decades.150 In this period, political stability and economic growth were achieved by containing ideological conflict through elite-driven frameworks of consensus and controlled inclusion. Both consociational democracy and the Bürolandschaft emerged as mediation devices in response to pressures for democratisation; their approach did not involve dismantling hierarchies, but subtly reconfiguring them. While these systems did introduce tangible, if limited, shifts toward broader participation, they also served to create an appearance of democratisation: authority was redistributed just enough to preserve institutional continuity, allowing existing power structures to adapt without fundamentally transforming. Ironically, even the managerial imperative to attract and retain personnel (as observed by Forty) was not entirely new. In 1930, the German cultural critic Siegfried Kracauer already noted in his landmark article series Die Angestellten (translated as The Salaried Masses: Duty and Distraction in Weimar Germany) that many companies had begun implementing “neo-paternalist ideologies of community” through initiatives such as sports clubs and “Sunday excursions with wives and children” – measures intended to improve “the well-being of their staff” and thereby reduce turnover.151 Across the Atlantic, the “human relations” school, which emerged around the same time, was part of a similar trend.

An elitist and indeed “neo-paternalist” logic was not only embedded in the theoretical underpinnings of the Bürolandschaft, but also in its visual language. Rather than inviting genuine input, the Quickborner Team’s staggeringly intricate floor plans and communication diagrams could also function as instruments for reinforcing expert authority. They rendered the planning process opaque, lending it the air of a “technique [with] the character of an arcane mystery, from which [workers and uninitiated managers] were excluded and yet to which they were subject”.152 In his 1978 handbook, Pile for instance described the visually chaotic design language of the Quickborner Team as “shocking” to clients and planning professionals of the early 1960s (Fig. 0.4.).153 The shock may well have been part of the Bürolandschaft’s power. Clarke (2023) observed that the new design language made a strong artistic statement, with “workstations [appearing] to be strewn helter-skelter, flouting the building’s structural grid, as though the office had been ransacked by burglars”.154 The layouts symbolised rebellion against the conformist ennui of repetitive desk rows, and in doing so, probably contributed further to the model’s popularity. The apparent disorder conveyed a sense of radical innovation, aligning with what historian Peter Gay described as modernism’s “lure of heresy” – a drive to assert the unprecedented.155 At the same time, the aura of mystique most likely energised a new inner circle of planning experts who saw themselves as initiates in a specialised knowledge system, reinforcing the model’s authority even more. As Clarke argued, the office landscape aligned with an “ascendant managerialism”, with layouts not being “the result of employees’ positioning their own desks to improve communication from their standpoint”, but rather “the result of a rational design process undertaken by specialists”.156 Much like Frederick Winslow Taylor and Henri Fayol in the 1910s and 1920s, the Quickborner Team and later advocates of the office landscape thus excelled at a key aspect of expertise: authoritatively selling their ideas – boosted, as journalist Lance Knobel (1987) noted, by their “unequalled […] polemical ability”.157
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Fig. 0.4. A 1963 office layout plan by the Quickborner Team, commented on by John Pile in his 1978 handbook Open Office Planning.

In this volume, contributions such as Joeri Bruyninckx’s on light and noise management, Petra Seitz’s on the Herman Miller company, and Craig Robertson’s on the filing cabinet offer fresh insights into the performative aspects of expertise. These case studies demonstrate that companies pushed for “solutions” by framing established practices as insufficiently “efficient”, thus creating a seemingly natural demand for their knowledge and products.158 In this context, a striking parallel emerges between the trajectory of the Bürolandschaft and Herman Miller’s Action Office furniture series, whose intended “emancipatory” characteristics were gradually lost through the replication of formal features. Obviously, in the “contested terrain” of the 20th-century office, mediation processes did not originate solely from the impulses of expertise and commerce; they also arose in response to bottom-up pressures driven by various categories of employees. High-ranking personnel for instance resisted the equalising force exerted by the open-plan layout (as shown in Marco Ninno’s contribution on the offices of the European Commission in the 1960s), while non-executive workers protested against techno-managerial innovations that threatened their health and, in extreme cases, even their lives (as Amy Thomas’ article on workplace activism in Britain and Tatsuya Mitsuda’s study on air conditioning in Japan demonstrate).159 Governments played a role in this process as well, as they imposed another layer of mediation through the enactment of workplace regulations (as shown by Bernd Holtwick’s contribution on “screen work” legislation in Germany).

In the wake of Michelle Murphy’s groundbreaking study on Sick Building Syndrome in offices, a significant field of enquiry remains vacant for historians to investigate workers’ feedback and resistance, most clearly exemplified in this volume by Thomas’ contribution (which also brings in a focus on trade union activities). Foucauldian interpretations regarding the “microphysics” of managerial dominance – and the potential for the corresponding microphysics of workers’ resistance – will surely continue to provide an essential framework for this, complemented with insights from STS and theorists of “everyday life” such as Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau.160 Still, alternative approaches invite further exploration. A valuable perspective can for instance be found in the field of (de)industrialisation history, where scholars investigating the post-war West have used the notion of moral economy to refer to the “norms and sentiments regarding the responsibilities and rights of individuals and institutions with respect to others”.161 These mediating principles informally limited how far industrial corporations could exploit their labour force and generate environmental pollution, ensuring a balance between corporate interests and the well-being of workers and their communities. In this context, the French historian Gérard Noiriel has spoken about the existence of a “secret factory” (usine secrète): a realm of everyday life beyond official regulations and representations, where workers partook in workplace flânerie, casual drinking, petty theft and bricolage (i.e. on-the-job tool and material use for personal projects).162 Tolerated by workplace supervisors to varying degrees, these activities effectively created an omnioptic system of mutual complicity between the observers and observed, fostering personal bonds among them, softening the harsh realities of labour, and generating a sense of autonomy and agency among workers.

There is no doubt that similar types of social contract shaped life in administrative workspaces as well, thus helping to stabilise architectural, managerial and technological regimes.163 Like the regimes themselves, these social contracts must have been in constant need of maintenance – sometimes being successfully “repaired”, while at other times being the subject of “regrettable substitution”, whenever a problem was addressed by introducing a novelty that eventually proved to be just as harmful (or even worse).164 Of course, one can also point to maintenance in quite a literal sense, performed by workers such as cleaners, technicians and doorkeepers, whose activities are “part of the background and invisible by virtue of routine (and social status)”.165 In this regard, historians might find inspiration in the recent essayistic work The Office of Good Intentions: Human(s) Work (2023) by architectural critics Florian Idenburg and LeeAnn Suen. This visually rich book examines present-day life in historical office buildings, shedding light on aspects overlooked in historiography, by drawing on lesser-used source materials (including advertisements) and raising thought-provoking questions, such as the role of window cleaners and the place of breastfeeding employees (or rather the absence of it).166 The “secret office”, we might conclude, calls to be opened for investigation.

[image: ]


Overview of the Contributions

As demonstrated by the preceding historiographical exploration, Behind Office Doors aims to develop a new awareness of empirical case studies on places beyond the Anglo-Saxon realm, as well as of secondary literature in languages other than English. Indeed, the articles deal not only with the “usual suspects” – the United States and the United Kingdom – but also with Germany, Japan, Portugal, India, the Belgian Congo and the workspaces of the transnational European Commission. (Evidently, one could argue that this selection is still not quite generous enough, given the near-universality of the office.) By primarily focusing on the post-war decades, this volume moreover aims to complement the chronological scope of previous key studies, such as Delphine Gardey’s monographs and the edited volume Das Büro, both of which focus on the interwar period and the fin de siècle. On a related note: embedding analyses of the office within a broad chronological context will undoubtedly remain one of the most effective ways to offer nuanced interpretations of important recent developments, such as the widespread rise of remote working from 2020 onwards. Although generally viewed as a radical shift, the technological foundation for this change was laid as early as the 1980s with the emergence of the personal computer.167 Likewise, the advent of the home office is not quite the revolutionary novelty it is often portrayed as, but rather a partial return to the 19th-century paradigm of domesticity, which Walter Benjamin noted had begun to transform around 1900.

Unlike the other contributions, which are grounded in specific case studies, the first two chapters take a broader view, offering interpretive frameworks for thinking about how office users have been categorised and represented. By problematising the notion of the “user” in relation to a single new technology – the filing cabinet in the early 20th-century United States – Craig Robertson’s essay urges reflection on the varied categories of users in the office and the sources available for investigating them. In line with Gardey’s call to “situate [oneself] at the level of understanding as experienced by […] the actors themselves”, Robertson demonstrates that filing cabinet users were not a homogeneous group.168 Instead, “in defining one group of users, sources defined other groups of […] users in a hierarchical relationship of use based on the intersection of class and gender”. These groups – characterised by Robertson as including “expert users”, “valuable users” and “enthusiastic users” – held different degrees of status and visibility. While expert users and manufacturers played a role in defining ideal practices, the design of filing cabinets relied heavily on assumptions about gendered and class-based labour, particularly targeting women for repetitive, manual tasks. The chapter highlights the epistemological challenge posed by the top-down nature of design, which often renders the experiences of the most common users, such as low-ranking female clerks, invisible. Robertson, however, succeeds in tracing how filing cabinets materialised Taylorist ideologies of efficiency and control while also exploring how such technologies inscribed power relations and stratified labour. The filing cabinet, he argues, simultaneously embodied and reinforced hierarchical relationships in the office, shaping users into categories of status and skill, while excluding many from practices of innovation and influence.

Focusing on 20th-century Britain, Nicola Bishop examines the representation of the office in popular culture. Although “office novels” have received significant attention in historical scholarship, Bishop explores them alongside less-studied media like television and film, providing perspectives on how the office is portrayed across various formats.169 She finds evidence of a persistent trope that views it as a “negative cultural space”, with “longstanding prejudices against office work, bureaucracy, administration and the people who engage with it professionally [remaining] deeply entrenched”. In contrast to Robertson’s fine-grained user categorisations, Bishop argues that popular opinion commonly homogenises all experiences of the office into the category “singularly boring”: “Without question, assumptions are drawn from the four-word phrase ‘work in an office’ about the nature of the architectural space […], the activities the users within are occupied with and, by extension, the type of person that they are.” As such, Bishop suggests that the long-term stability of Taylorist principles is mirrored by the popular association of these principles with the character of office workers: “Office types are much more likely to be used as a shorthand that implies rigidity, pedantry, method and a lack of humanity than those who work in the factory environments for which rationalisation was originally intended.” Of course, the degree to which this perception reflects reality, is another question. Bishop offers some insight into this issue by stating that “users of the office space [have been] particularly vocal in exploring their own status and in offering critical and creative responses to their experiences”. One typical criticism can for instance be found in numerous novels that describe the unhealthy nature of administrative work, with clerks often falling victim to the rapid spread of diseases in crowded rooms. These representations were also strongly linked to gender, with the majority of office novels written by men and featuring male protagonists, whose masculine identity was often at odds with the enervating environment the office was perceived to be.

In the next part, four chapters further explore workplace health and well-being and how these were often compromised in pursuit of efficiency. Tatsuya Mitsuda’s analysis of air-conditioning in Japan during the first post-war decades contributes to the expanding literature on the history of climate control technologies. While much of this research has focused on the West (particularly the United States), where such technologies were a driving force behind the evolution of socio-technical regimes, Mitsuda’s work shows that in Japan, too, climate control was far from “a neutral piece of technology”.170 The introduction of mechanical cooling in the subtropical Japanese climate “served as a techno-economic tool for extracting the maximum amount of labour from both humans and machines”, while it also “helped reinforce office hierarchies and discipline female bodies”. Driven by a desire for predictability, the architecture and business communities called on physicians to determine norms for the “optimum climatic conditions that offices should achieve”. Such “objective” norms inevitably created winners and losers, as rooms often became too cold for women who, in line with recent trends in female emancipation, “dressed lightly”. The solution to one problem – hot and humid summers – was thus subsumed into a new one, with female workers being told “to wear trousers, jumpers and cardigans to keep warm”. Like Craig Robertson, who notes that clothes were “a site of struggle over control and individuality in the office”, Mitsuda observes a tendency to standardise not only the physical environment but also the physical appearance of workers, thus reinforcing gendered expectations and limiting personal autonomy.171 In this context, he operationalises the notion of the social contract, arguing that such a contract was severely lacking. Despite the fact that female office workers “knew in their bodies” that the temperature was abnormal (to paraphrase a recent study from the field of repair studies on the “cold office problem”), and despite numerous complaints attesting to this embodied knowledge, they usually had to endure an uncomfortable indoor climate.172 Senior managers indeed believed that their norms, and the promise of efficiency embedded in them, far outweighed the “subjective” experience of individual, low-ranking users.

Notions of comfort and a top-down interpretation of efficiency by historical actors are also central to the next contribution on “light, sound and focus” in British and American offices. This chapter by Joeri Bruyninckx retraces the emergence of the concept of the workplace “environment” during the mid-1960s. The concept was a typical update of older ideas: Bruyninckx for instance mentions the influence of the “human relations” management school, though one could also point to precedents such as the quantitative standardisation of building design championed by the German architect Ernst Neufert from the mid-1930s onwards, the attention devoted to lighting in French periodicals such as Mon bureau during the same decade, or the ergonomics handbook The Measure of Man by the American industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss (first published in 1960).173 The novelty of the post-war “environmental” approach, as discussed by Bruyninckx, lay mainly in its attempt to incorporate subjective perspectives into theoretical frameworks, with workers being used “as meters to register […] their experiences” of indoor climate and noise. While this offered a theoretical opportunity for the democratisation of expertise, office environment researchers failed to develop this potential, as doing so would have undermined their self-understanding as experts. Consequently, they continued to treat workplace comfort in a reductionist way, determining “ideal” threshold levels within which workers were believed to perform their tasks in the most focused manner. Such ideas were implemented in response to the constant need to “repair” the open office layout concept, whose inherent inadequacies – particularly regarding ambient noise – had been evident from the very outset. Moreover, as Bruyninckx notes, experts typically took complaints from users seriously only when they were voiced by executive workers.

The problematic position of low-ranking workers is further explored in Amy Thomas’ contribution on workplace activism in post-war Britain. “Unlike housing”, Thomas argues, “office design has rarely (if ever) been used as an infrastructure for social change; it has simply moved with the mode of production due to the continued necessity for productivity under capitalism”. The foundations of office design indeed largely remained unchallenged during and after the 1960s, when the dogmatic nature of modernist principles came under attack in both architectural circles and society at large. This persistence can once again be understood as a result of the adaptability of both office management and office architecture, which effectively succeeded in absorbing criticism without fundamentally altering their core principles. A notable example of such criticism, explored by Thomas, emanated from the Women and Work Hazards group established in 1977. By operationalising the new concept of Sick Building Syndrome, this group of feminist workplace reformers challenged the widespread belief that administrative work was largely free of occupational health risks. Like Michelle Murphy, Thomas demonstrates how architectural and social analyses of the office can draw valuable insights from the field of environmental history: “Environmental activism […] not only sought to raise awareness of the damaging effects of chemicals [or] oil spills […] but also challenged the ways in which the scientific establishment was interconnected with political and economic power structures” – including those affecting administrative work. Although fundamental reforms were not achieved, new expert groups did manage to capitalise on workers’ dissatisfaction. By the 1990s, Thomas argues, “well-being in the office became divided into two disciplinary conversations: the ‘hard’ science of comfort, involving the technicalities of light, heat, sound and air, which fell under the domain of architecture and building technology; and the ‘soft’ factors of employees’ mental health, which resided in an imprecise and unstable coalition of psychology, self-help and management theory”.

The role of new groups of experts also features prominently in Bernd Holtwick’s chapter on the rise of “screen work” in West Germany between the 1970s and mid-1990s. At the start of this period, the government initiated the “Humanisation of Working Life” programme, aimed at improving conditions across various sectors. Despite the ambitious goals implied in the programme’s name, the government allowed the debate to be dominated by technical experts who viewed office work primarily through the lens of quantifiable ergonomics. These experts essentially treated electronic terminals as “typewriters with a screen”, neglecting the broader implications of digitalisation. That such implications were nevertheless significant has been demonstrated by earlier historians of the office. In 1982, Hans-Joachim Fritz, for instance, already noted that the computerised automation of administrative tasks had long been a pipe dream for managers, who sought to reduce reliance on employees. While complete independence was obviously never realised, the introduction of electronic terminals did create – as Adrian Forty observed in 1986 – a new category of office tasks characterised by monotonous data entry.174 In Holtwick’s narrative, the 1996 enactment of a screen work regulation marked the conclusion of the German debate by establishing a legal, updatable repository of norms and regulations that determined which conditions were “ergonomic” and therefore desirable. Through this repository, “the experiences and assessments of the workers themselves became less important”; feedback from below and processes of workplace negotiation were effectively sidelined in favour of “alleged scientific neutrality and objectivity”, which “disciplined the workers ‘for their own good’”. Yet Holtwick ends on a positive note, noting that the personal computer, as it developed in the 1990s, contributed to a partial flattening of office hierarchies. Its multifunctional capabilities made typing and data entry part of the tasks performed at all levels, including upper management, while lower-ranking employees, in turn, generally gained access to more varied and complex roles.175


The next set of chapters shifts the focus from the office as an environment influencing health and well-being to a more explicit examination of managerial discourses surrounding offices, with an emphasis on the way administrative elites understood their own office use. Petra Seitz’s case study on the Herman Miller company offers a fresh perspective on the creators behind Action Office, a canonical product (with various iterations) that first appeared in the mid-1960s and played a significant role in the proliferation of the “cubicle”. Marketed as a revolutionary design promising flexibility and efficiency, Action Office is interpreted by Seitz as a case of regrettable substitution, entrenching many of the long-standing problems of open-plan offices, including lack of privacy and personalisation. Paradoxically, Herman Miller acknowledged that “cubiclisation” often degraded working conditions by imposing sterile rigidity, but the company insisted that this degradation resulted from improper implementation rather than flaws in the original Action Office concept. Seitz exposes a deeper issue by investigating the managerial principles at Herman Miller itself. Her analysis reveals that the Action Office designers developed their understanding of office work through their experiences as high-ranking, relatively autonomous, middle-class men. Consequently, their design reflected the needs of this narrow demographic. As Seitz observes: “Herman Miller’s white-collar employees may have been able to self-direct their work patterns and tasks, but other white-collar employees were expected to conform to and follow specific working patterns established by management.” This disconnect between the designers’ idealised vision and the realities of office hierarchies ultimately facilitated the transformation of Action Office into the rigid cubicle system. Seitz situates this failure within broader trends in capitalist labour relations, illustrating again how the ideological assumptions underpinning mid-century office design often obscured the practical needs and experiences of workers.176

The self-understanding of senior office workers is also central to the chapter by Marco Ninno on the office spaces of the European Commission (1950s-1970s). This case study examines the spatial and organisational challenges faced by a transnational institution with little precedent, where officials from diverse national backgrounds worked together under a shared administrative structure. A key question addressed is how the Commission sought to foster “cohabitation” among its multinational staff while maintaining administrative efficiency. Ninno shows that senior officials regarded private office rooms as central to their professional identity and status. These officials invested considerable effort into legitimising this preference, commissioning a report (1969) to explore potential links between office layouts and productivity. However, this justification clashed with dominant office planning theories, which favoured open-plan layouts to promote collaboration. Despite the absence of empirical evidence connecting private offices to greater efficiency, private spaces were ultimately allocated to senior officials, reflecting the Commission’s hierarchical ethos. Ninno further incorporates perspectives “from below”, particularly through letters and cartoons published in an employee periodical. These sources highlight the dissatisfaction of lower-ranking staff, who were often accommodated in shared offices. Their criticism brought attention to inequalities in spatial arrangements and frustrations with rigid hierarchies. By juxtaposing these viewpoints, Ninno emphasises the tensions between the Commission’s attempts to project an elite identity through office design and the lived experiences of its broader workforce.

The volume’s fourth part offers three essays which centralise visual sources. As suggested by photography theorist Elizabeth Edwards, a focus on photographs offers “a different scale of historical engagement”, as it inserts “the telling detail that opens the imagination and informs thinking about scale, [such as] global versus local histories, network flows versus individual experience, societal versus experimental dynamics”. Moreover, Edwards argues, photographs “provide a continual reminder of human experience”.177 With regard to the office, as we have seen above, the breadth of this experience is rarely retraceable in the abundant number of normative sources produced by architects and managers. Drawing on a wide selection of visuals – including photographs, artworks, architectural plans, technical specifications, cartoons and book covers – Johan Lagae and Jens van de Maele’s contribution explores governmental and commercial office cultures in post-war Belgian Congo. From the perspective of the architectural canon, this represents a doubly peripheral location: a “follower” of a minor “metropole” that is not known for any noteworthy innovation in office design or management. However, when considering the users’ viewpoint, the colonial office reveals itself as a site of mediation par excellence, where Western views were adapted to the local context. An analysis of architectural drawings, for example, uncovers racial segregation patterns in post-war office buildings in Kinshasa. Lagae and Van de Maele highlight the need to understand these patterns within a broader spatial context that also considers the overall segregation dynamics of the colonial city. At the same time, mediating power was also exercised by the colonised. Numerous Belgian propaganda photographs depicted African clerks as “civilised” and “evolved” – terms rooted in colonial racism – and as having mastered all the skills of their lower- or middle-ranking Western counterparts: they operated tabulating machines, typewriters and telephones, thus fully contributing to the “bureaucratisation of the world”.178 While these images sought to affirm the colonisers’ narrative of control and modernisation, they also veiled the true extent of the clerks’ agency. In the offices of post-war colonies, this agency was perhaps even more pronounced than in Western offices, given the colonisers’ reliance on a local workforce, the various opportunities for African clerks to assert themselves within a still unfolding terrain of power (also politically), and their ability to navigate between Western bureaucratic norms and their own cultural traditions. This in-betweenness allowed them to use their positions not only to facilitate colonial administration, but also to subvert it.

Government offices are also the focus of the subsequent short visual essays on Portugal and India. As Delphine Gardey argues, from the late 19th century onwards, the civil service in various countries became increasingly subject to “rational, mechanical and objective processes carried out by interchangeable personnel”, with the “mechanisation of routines” anticipating the “technical mechanisation” later developed by architects, office layout planners and appliance companies.179 Both essays show how efforts to impose this double “mechanisation” were continually reshaped by the material constraints of office spaces and the practices of their occupants. Ana Mehnert Pascoal’s contribution examines Portuguese government offices under the Estado Novo dictatorship (with a focus on the 1930-1960 period), during which the historic buildings on Lisbon’s Terreiro do Paço served to project the regime’s authority and link its governance to the nation’s glorious past. Although these ministerial buildings embodied the centralised and hierarchical nature of the state, they also exposed the difficulties of working within outdated and restrictive spaces. Mehnert Pascoal’s use of photography resonates with an approach taken earlier by archival scholars Barbara L. Craig and Heather MacNeil, who examined British civil service photographs from the first half of the 20th century to reveal tensions between the “ideology of efficiency” and the limitations of inherited buildings never designed for such purposes.180 In the Portuguese case, rather than undermining the regime’s authority, the permanent need for on-the-ground improvisation illustrates how the Estado Novo managed to reconcile its emphasis on heritage with logistical challenges.

Ruth Baumeister and Shaun Fynn explore a similar dynamic in Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh office buildings, which were conceived as symbols of government order and progress. An iconic showpiece of modernism, the Chandigarh complex has in recent years been re-examined as both an exponent of and a countercurrent to modernisation, embodying tensions between supposedly universal ideals and the specificity of the local context.181 This tension is reflected in Fynn’s photographs from the early 2010s – commented on by Baumeister – which reveal interiors no longer dominated by the architect’s ideals but by the pragmatic adaptations of their users. By tracing these adaptations, Baumeister and Fynn – just like Mehnert Pascoal – show how government offices are not static symbols of state power but evolving environments, whose occupants mediate daily between design ambitions and the practicalities of governance. Additionally, Baumeister highlights the problematic environmental impact of much 20th-century office architecture. Office interiors were often built – and subsequently routinely discarded during rounds of refurbishment – with little regard for sustainability, a phenomenon also discussed in Daniel Abramson’s 2016 monograph on obsolescence in architecture.182 Despite technological, managerial and economic shifts enabling the rise of working from home during and after the COVID-19 pandemic – a trend embedded in the “history of the present” and mentioned in various chapters in this volume – office buildings and the commuting infrastructure they depend on indeed continue to be significant contributors to environmental pollution and climate change.183 Artificial intelligence, the defining emerging technology, will continue to reshape office work by altering the need for physical workplaces and office workers themselves – but whether these transformations will help address or instead set in motion social, economic and environmental problems remains to be seen.

The final contribution to the volume is an epilogue by Martin Kohlrausch and Andreas Fickers, who emphasise the office’s centrality to 20th-century transformations in work, politics and technology. They explore two key dimensions: first, the office as a political space where bureaucratic power and violence underpinned major ideological and historical developments – from totalitarian regimes to liberal democracies; and second, the office as a socio-technical environment in which technologies such as the typewriter, filing cabinet and photocopier reshaped labour, gender roles and communication. Drawing on literary, architectural and media examples, they argue that the office was both a symbol of modern rationality and a site where its darker logics were enacted.
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Part 1 Categories and Representations of Office users





Chapter 1 What’s the Use? The Users and Usability of the Filing Cabinet

Craig Robertson


Introduction

The filing cabinet, an American invention, rapidly transformed the storage and circulation of paper and information in offices in the early 20th century (Fig. 1.1.). It was one of a number of new office technologies that signalled the emergence of the modern office as a site of efficiency. I examined its history in a recently published monograph.1 The purpose of that history was to use textual and visual sources to reconstruct how the filing cabinet was understood in the context of the modern office: what made the filing cabinet possible and what did the filing cabinet make possible? In one sense, it is my take on Taylorism-influenced ideologies of efficiency; my intervention is to argue that those ideologies contributed to a reconceptualisation of information. In another sense, it is a history informed by the focus on materiality and infrastructure in my academic home of media studies. However, neither of these frameworks pushed me to prioritise the experience of users. When I did discuss use, the combination of my theoretical framework and the limitations of my sources made it an analysis of the “ideal file clerk” created in the prescriptive literature. This chapter provides the opportunity to re-read my sources and to think more critically about what they say about the users of the filing cabinet.

By shifting my focus from the object in use to those engaging with it, I aim to explore what their perspectives reveal about the value of user as an analytic category, rather than concentrating on the filing cabinet as a material object. My title, which I borrow from Sara Ahmed’s book on use, is intended to capture this change in focus and to highlight the question of how something is used.2 However, I also intend it to convey an element of its more common meaning – the uselessness of something. As a title, it signals that a historical examination of users, while valuable, requires some important caveats. The experiences of many users do not make it into archives; this is especially true of women office workers in the early 20th century, whose rare archival appearances tend to be as data points in surveys of workers rather than in their own words. When users’ words are found in archives, it necessitates caution, not celebration. The so-called “actual” users that researchers find in archives are always mediated; their subjective experiences are expressed and recorded within complex ideological formations.

[image: A filing cabinet with the top drawer open, displaying its labelled slots for organisation.]
Fig. 1.1. A common four-drawer filing cabinet featured in a promotional brochure by Globe-Wernicke, with drawers sized to hold letters and similarly sized documents. (Steel Filing Cabinets, 1931. Trade catalogue collection, Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, Delaware.)

To reflect on the use and usability of the filing cabinet, this chapter is divided into two sections. In the first section, I briefly discuss the emergence of the filing cabinet in the United States in the early decades of the 20th century to explain how it was represented as a useful technology. It was celebrated as an original invention, but despite (or because of) its novelty, the filing cabinet was quickly seen to have value. It became useful because specific people in specific situations found it useful. It had value because of the way it stored paper, and because, in the name of efficiency, it made storage a problem of retrieval. In the second section, I focus on the people who used it. However, because of the very limited subjective descriptions of actual user experiences in historical sources, my analysis centres on the relationship between the categories of use and the types of users constructed in sources that document historically specific relations of power. That is, I highlight different moments of use (selling, indexing, instructing, learning and filing), with each moment having a different user with a different relationship to the act of use.




The Usability of the Filing Cabinet

The filing cabinet was invented in the United States in the 1890s. The most popular origin story attributes it to the Library Bureau, a company founded by the racist and misogynist Melville (or Melvil) Dewey of the Dewey Decimal System. In 1893, the secretary of a charity organisation asked the company to design something similar to their new library card catalogues, but larger, to store sheets of paper. However, it was not until the turn of the century that the Library Bureau (along with other office furniture companies) started to market filing cabinets. In less than a decade, they were on their way to becoming pervasive in American offices of all sizes.3 The filing cabinet was an innovative storage technology because it allowed loose paper to be stored on its edge. Loose paper cannot stand on its edge on its own; it needs support. A filing cabinet provided that support through follower blocks, folders and specially designed drawers. Critically, it allowed paper to stand on its edge but retain its looseness as an individual sheet – unlike a book, which stored paper as pages, binding them into a fixed place.

Storing paper on its long edge had two important advantages. It is easier to retrieve a piece of paper standing on its edge in a filing cabinet than from within a pile of papers (storing paper on its edge was called vertical filing in contrast to flat, horizontal piles). Second, it can be easier to find a particular sheet of paper. Loose paper can be grouped together in a folder with other relevant pieces of paper regardless of when they were created. In a vertical filing cabinet, subject trumped chronology. As this suggests, the innovation of storing loose paper on its long edge moved from gimmick to useful because paper was the preferred medium to record and store information at the turn of the 20th century. The filing cabinet helped make pervasive the idea that information was discrete and instrumental, a thing that had presence in the world.4 The filing cabinet did not invent this conception of information, but it provided a way to make sense of it, including a set of tools still used today as concepts that shape how information is encountered: file, folder, tab. A quote from a 1912 issue of a magazine called Machinery gives a sense of what was new about information and what made it distinct from knowledge: “Not only does scientific management depend upon information, but this information is carefully and systematically collected; once obtained, [it] is classified and digested until it is instantly available whenever a problem is presented to the management.”5 The filing cabinet turned knowledge into something instrumental and more useful: information.


Information emerged from knowledge through increased specificity: it was carefully and systematically collected, then classified and finally rendered instantly available. Its particularity granted it a facticity. Inside a filing cabinet, a file drawer showcased this understanding of information. It identified loose sheets of paper via a system of folders, guide cards and tabs to make classifications highly visible; a piece of paper or a manila folder of sheets could be extracted so the user had all the available information on a particular customer or product. The attraction of the filing cabinet to the 20th-century business imagination lay in how quickly it allowed hands to get to that information. In an environment besotted with the idea of efficiency, classification was defined as a temporal problem as well as a spatial problem; storage became a matter of retrieval. Advertisements claimed that a filing cabinet allowed a user to find papers “at a moment’s notice” or “almost instantaneously”.6

In the spirit of the times, these assertions were quickly quantified. According to a solicited letter from a satisfied customer, “almost instantaneously” translated to twenty seconds to find one letter and ninety seconds to file five folders.7 In the 1930s, an advertising agency president noted that “information does not rot in our files, it is continuously shuttling back and forth between file and everyday business use”. Claiming that “within a few minutes” a clerk could retrieve sales presentations from thirty different companies in thirty different fields, he concluded that “thus our file lives”.8 In focusing on retrieval, filing cabinets challenged the concept of storage. The “living” documents contrasted with older forms of paper storage that hid papers in drawers or pigeon-holes or left them lying flat in piles, leaving their contents “dead”. “Shuttling back and forth between file and everyday business use” signals how the vertical filing cabinet facilitated the flow of information; during the interwar period, the notion of “workflow” indeed began to influence the design and organisation of offices.9 This emphasis on workflow highlighted the continuous movement of documents and personnel, with the aim of enhancing productivity through greater efficiency. As one office manager remarked, “every time a piece of paper stops, a dollar is resting”.10 Within this framework, the filing cabinet became indispensable, as the rapid retrieval of paper was understood within the collective flow of people, paper and work (Fig. 1.2.).

The primary function of the modern office thus became the organisation of objects, people and tasks. As with other office technologies developed in the early 20th century, the filing cabinet was designed with a heightened sensitivity to the bodies and motions of the assumed user. According to a trade catalogue, a regular filing cabinet was four drawers high because that is “about as high as an ordinary girl can work to advantage”. Similarly, a drawer was only 27 inches (68.5 cm) long because it could be pulled “by the file clerk as an arm operation”. Any longer and filing would become a “walking operation” as the user would have to move to the side of the drawer to reach files at the rear.11 A filing cabinet was initially designed with a woman’s body in mind because dominant ideas of gender suggested that women had naturally nimble fingers and an affinity for repetitive work, which meant they were ideally suited to once again be employed to assist men. Images used to promote office equipment presented filing as manual labour distinct from thought or so-called mental work.12 Occasionally, images of drawers also included hands. When close-ups of drawers were necessary to show the guides and tabs, it was not possible to show the body attached to the hands. The result was an image of gendered but disembodied hands that not only pointed out how filing equipment functioned, but also represented the ideal relationship of labour and technology that underpinned efficiency in an office. A disembodied hand highlighted a filing cabinet as a machine to be operated on – not a machine to think with. Therefore, the visual use of disembodied hands established filing as manual labour. It emphasised this by not showing a connection to the body and mind. In filing, the processes of choice and deliberation (thinking) were transferred to the predetermined pathways of tabs; as one advertisement put it, tabs were “the intellect of the filing machine”.13 Or put another way, the filing cabinet housed an “automatic memory”.14 Therefore, the ideal users of the filing cabinet did work that required neither thought nor interpretation and did not directly produce knowledge – they used their hands, not their minds. This fitted within the redefinition of office work as machine work centred on the recording and circulation of information on paper; a redefinition that, by articulating deskilling and feminisation, opened the way for women to work in offices.

[image: A detailed view of an organised index drawer containing four types of labelled file tabs, displaying alphabetical sorting.]
Fig. 1.2. A file drawer in a promotional brochure by Shaw-Walker showcases a complex system of folders and tabs designed to enable the filing and retrieval of information. (How to File Letters and Cards, 1920. Trade Catalogue Collection, Hagley Museum and Library, Wilmington, Delaware.)




The users of the Filing Cabinet

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “to use” is to take hold of or deploy something as a means of accomplishing or achieving a goal. A user is most commonly a person who uses or operates something, and it is this relationship that distinguishes the categories “user” and “worker”. To identify users is to create a distinct group of people who use or interact with a technology. For example, Ahmed argues that usefulness must reside within the user.15 The status of different filing cabinet users highlights how specific skills and tasks constituted them as users. Often, in defining one group of users, sources defined other groups in a hierarchical relationship based around the intersection of gender and class. In this section I explore what these differing statuses suggest about user, use and usefulness as both social categories and categories of analysis. Technologies emerge from and are used in specific historical contexts shaped by dynamics of power; in this instance the driving force was dominant economic ideas, particularly a gendered conception of efficiency. Linking filing cabinet users with gender and efficiency illustrates that, from a social perspective, different users have different degrees of agency, and this in turn offers a more nuanced understanding of use as a category of analysis. I examine the available historical sources to argue for a more expansive understanding of users inspired by Andreas Fickers and Annie van den Oever.16 As their work shows, this allows us to better understand the social and cultural role of technologies. While their approach and taxonomy of media users has shaped my analysis, the categories of users I discuss below are not offered as “ideal types”, as their project required. Rather, they are categories that allow me to explore the users of one technology (the filing cabinet) in such a way as to consider the social and cultural role of users and use. Different users found the filing cabinet useful in different ways: it allowed them to practise or create expertise, to be a professional, to be paid. They also had different relationships to the act of use: they were expert users, valuable users, enthusiastic users, clerical users or distracted users.

[image: Magazine cover with a drawing depicting a busy street scene with vehicles and crowds near gigantic filing cabinets (instead of office buildings).]
Fig. 1.3. The LB File, the Library Bureau’s monthly company magazine, primarily featured reports of successful sales. (Courtesy of the Herkimer County Historical Society, New York.)

In promoting their products, office equipment manufacturers claimed the position of expert users for themselves, manifested in certain employees. The Library Bureau, the company identified with inventing the filing cabinet, provides a good example of this. Founded in 1873, it became a mid-level library and office equipment manufacturer by the 1920s. In 1926, Remington Rand bought it as they sought to dominate the American market and make inroads into the European one. Like similar companies, the Library Bureau had multiple publications, including yearly catalogues, brochures and pamphlets for specific products. Appearing in the 1910s and 1920s, The LB File was a twenty-page monthly in-house magazine (Fig. 1.3.). It highlighted the work of salesmen who uncritically embraced dominant ideas about the filing cabinet as a machine with an automatic memory that could be easily operated without thought. Much of the magazine detailed successful “installations”: sales that involved the purchase of multiple types of filing technologies. These brief articles used the authority of the company to position its salesmen as expert users.

A Library Bureau salesman was an expert user based on his knowledge of the product. He – and the company he represented – defined usefulness according to dominant managerial values and discourses, suggesting that it resided in the expert’s knowledge rather than in the users’ experience. The salesman sold the filing cabinet by showing how it could make a business more efficient. This involved selling a range of company products to create a system for filing. According to The LB File, an installation could involve one or more of the following: filing cabinets for different types of paper (e.g. correspondence and invoices), standardised forms and folders, an index system (alphabetical, numerical, etc.), and a system for getting rid of old records. Efficiency provided the framework for assessing which of these needed to be included in an installation. The American LaFrance Fire Engine Company had a typical Library Bureau central file installation. While it had previously used eight separate departmental files, the installation replaced these with a central file department; selling centralisation as efficiency involved the company buying thirty new filing cabinets. Twenty were for correspondence, with the bottom two drawers of each cabinet kept empty to accommodate expansion (more frequently, a four-drawer cabinet was split using the “two-period plan”, with the top two drawers for current files and the bottom two drawers for files from the previous year). The ten cabinets assigned to store invoice folders replaced a system of loose-leaf binders that had been stacked on shelves in a vault. The complete order included smaller units for documents, a cabinet for cheques, a cupboard, tabulating units, two 125-division Automatic Indexes for correspondence (one for transferred material), several 25-division and 60-division Direct Alphabetic indexes for smaller papers, reinforced folders, pressboard expansion fastener folders, sorter trays and guides, letter trays as well as other unlisted supplies.17 The LB File also recorded installations carried out by the company’s Indexing Service. Created in 1915, its goal was to prevent usage failure and therefore the loss of current customers (and through bad reputation, future customers). The Indexing Service sought to avert failure through the work of trained women who were presented as another kind of expert user. In 1922, seven years after the Indexing Service was established, it employed forty permanent “indexers”. That year, with 700 clients seeking assistance, the Library Bureau hired thirty on-call indexers as the division generated $3.23 million of business in today’s U.S. dollars.18

Indexers determined the best system and the necessary equipment and supplies to realise it. They also typed up labels and transferred existing files into drawers and folders. This work could take considerable time. An installation at the Department of Public Welfare in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania required the work of three women: Mrs. Smith spent three months on the general file, Miss Kinney spent five months on the business library and Miss Young spent one month on transfer files. The success of that installation saw the neighbouring Department of Public Instruction hire the Indexing Service. A two-week analysis of the existing system in its Bureau of Instruction led to a report which resulted in an order for four operators to combine eleven separate files into a 500-division Automatic Index, a job that was expected to take eighteen weeks. A second report for all the bureaus in the department produced an order for a central file and a business library.19 Indexers also did smaller jobs, such as dividing existing files following an inspection. As a result of a Library Bureau report, the Los Angeles office of Aetna Life Insurance hired two indexers to “separate vital information into folders filed by policy number from non-essential correspondence”. The latter was to be filed in an eighty-division Automatic Index along with general office correspondence.20 The description of their work identifies the indexers as a specific type of expert user, shaped by the gendered nature of their tasks which simultaneously granted and denied them expertise. Female indexers focused on organisation within filing cabinets, and were distinguished from male salesmen, who were seen as having a broader grasp of office technologies, including their mechanics.

The women’s role emphasised an overlooked aspect of filing: the intellectual labour involved in creating and implementing classification systems that enabled clerks to efficiently file and retrieve documents. As expert users, these women created the “automatic memory” that advertising attributed to the filing cabinet. While the Library Bureau promoted their expertise, the greater promotion it gave to the filing cabinet as a machine made their work invisible. As the disembodied hand devalued the usefulness of file clerks, automatic memory performed a similar function for indexers. Most indexers experienced this double erasure as they were former file clerks. While their experience produced anecdotal evidence based on personal instances rather than aggregated data from technical test reports, indexers did ground their expertise in claims of empirical and scientific assessment. The indexers’ work reflected the broader professionalisation of librarianship, particularly in business libraries, and, within the world of the Indexing Service and its customers, challenged prevailing office management literature that downplayed the need for specialised training in filing.

Training in filing was available to some women. However, rather than conferring expertise, this training was intended to create use value. It made young women useful by instructing them how to quickly file and retrieve papers; the emphasis was on physical dexterity more than mental dexterity. From the perspective of office managers, these women were valuable users: education techniques directed them towards useful ends.21 Filing was a potential subject within the commercial education curriculum that emerged as part of a shift to vocational education in the early 20th century. The Library Bureau was one of the few office equipment companies to supply materials for instructing filing in high schools. By the 1920s, it had sold its training tools to more than 250 schools, integrating filing instruction into the two- and four-year commercial courses offered by many institutions; the company’s Educational Division also ran a handful of filing schools and a distance learning programme. Students practised filing at their desks using small boxes designed as miniature file drawers. These boxes held four-by-six-inch sheets of paper, scaled-down versions of real business documents, including incoming and outgoing letters and carbon copies – complete with typos and errors that occasionally frustrated teachers. Each set included seventy-five sample letters, forty-two guide cards matching the standard layout of a full-size filing drawer, alphabetical index sections, state and town guides, and various blank and cross-reference cards. These materials simulated real filing tasks, allowing students to engage with the mechanics and logic of classification.22 In longer courses, students used the same set of correspondence to practise different types of alphabetical systems, a geographical system or, very occasionally, a subject system. Library Bureau salesmen pitched the idea that “by treating this correspondence from various angles, the student develops a sense of classification and is made to realize the importance of accuracy”.23 According to this argument, by prioritising rationality and procedure, classification was the gateway to understanding “system”, which was central to the organisation of work and production. In this way the successful graduates of these courses became valuable users: through their education they made themselves useful – in this instance being beneficial or profitable. Their training did not remove them from the parameters of the ideal worker found in office management literature. The value of the valuable user was their efficiency: they used filing cabinets to file and retrieve papers in a timely manner (Fig. 1.4.).

A sub-group of valuable users tried to make filing a profession, based around the idea of a “file executive”. I label them enthusiastic users. They constituted a minority of the people who used filing cabinets in offices, but they are the only group who left an archival trace in their own words, albeit heavily mediated by ideas of efficiency, gender and professionalisation. Enthusiastic users cannot be identified as professional users because their professionalisation campaign failed. This campaign appears in two sources: Filing, a magazine which began publication in 1918 and appeared ten times a year for four years until it abruptly stopped publication in 1922, and The File, a ten-page monthly bulletin published by the New York Filing Association after the demise of Filing. The two male editors of Filing presented the magazine as a broker for information on filing and a precursor to the formation of a national filing association, which would lay the groundwork to professionalise filing. Neither happened, but from 1920, Filing included a column that reported the activities of filing associations that had formed in several large cities. Although membership in most associations struggled to reach a hundred, the associations continued to exist until at least the 1940s. Filing associations typically held monthly meetings that featured one or two invited speakers. Most of the speakers were women who discussed filing practices at their places of work. Common problems provided additional topics for discussion: in 1921, the Chicago association reported a “lively discussion” on transfer files, with the participation of twenty of the sixty people in attendance. Other issues covered at association meetings related to the quality of work. “Personality” was a recurring topic across associations in the 1920s and 1930s. A favourite speaker at the New York Filing Association delivered a talk entitled “I Like My Job” in 1921, and in a speech the following year, she stated that “personality, brain power and interest are assets to success, when combined with observation”. By the 1930s, most associations were beginning to broaden the topics addressed at meetings to include such things as fashion and home decorating advice.24

[image: A room filled with women focused on their office work, seated at long wooden tables with paper and tools.]
Fig. 1.4. A 1923 promotional photo showing students at Lowell High School (Massachusetts) practicing filing with equipment produced by the Library Bureau. The company introduced miniature filing equipment to allow high school students to practise filing at their own desks instead of waiting in line to use full-size cabinets. (Author’s collection.)


The shift in focus away from office work acknowledged that filing was not going to be a profession. In other words, it is an example of how expert discourse constrains users.25 The campaign to professionalise filing was a discursive struggle for a group’s identity. The association members failed to displace the dominant idea that filing involved nothing more than putting papers away and retrieving them on demand. They failed to convince people that their usefulness was located in their minds rather than their hands. The idea of filing as unskilled manual labour had quickly created a homogeneous clerical user who could do their work guided by a machine. However, the call to recognise filing as a profession came from the world of the office, in which filing cabinet users were not a homogeneous group. While gender provided some homogeneity, class intersecting with race and ethnicity created diversity among users. White middle-class women populated filing cabinet associations, and their campaign was in part an expression of the collapsing of identity into work that made professions the basis of a still-developing middle-class identity. The professionalisation movement also challenged the gendered expertise of office management literature. Many of the key figures in file associations wrote books on filing, which established them as expert users in their own world, while the office management books written by men with a broader brief spoke to a wider world of male readers.

In contrast to enthusiastic users, the largest group of filing cabinet users was indeed clerical users. These were users defined in relationship to their employment rather than their expertise or attitude. Their usefulness was in their hands: they epitomised the user represented in office management literature as requiring no skills other than the basic literacy needed to file and retrieve letters. Clerical users were useful to employers because they assisted men in offices and, as women, they could be paid less than men in junior positions. They are found in a range of sources, although not in their own words. Census data and surveys performed by religious groups and the Department of Labour’s Women’s Bureau in the 1920s and 1930s identified the typical female office worker as a woman in her mid-twenties; half of them had begun office work before they turned seventeen. Regardless of job title, clerks were expected to have some high school education, but there was no expectation that they would have completed high school. They tended to be lower-class young women, many the children of immigrants with aspirations to be part of the middle-class. On average, they earned $25 ($450 today) per week, but file clerks earned considerably less than that.26 One survey referred to the position of file clerk as a “beginning job”.27 Only 5 percent of clerical workers were designated as specialised file clerks; the two largest categories of female office workers, each comprising one-third of workers, were “general clerk” and “stenographer”.28 General clerks almost certainly filed, and I categorise all these workers as clerical users. Despite the focus in office management literature on large offices with specialised clerical positions, most women worked in small offices with fewer than twenty-five employees where all female clerical workers did filing work.

If to use is “to take hold of or deploy something as a means of accomplishing or achieving something”, these women used clerical employment to make money for themselves and their family and possibly to gain middle-class status or a husband. The author of one of the most detailed 1920s surveys of women office workers concluded that young female workers possessed a “sublime faith in early marriage”, and she recommended that they be given “vocational training for marriage”.29 Faith in marriage encouraged young women to accept the short-term nature of work, which, according to the survey author, was one reason for the lack of unionisation in clerical roles. Society promoted the idea that a woman’s greatest value lay in becoming a wife, positioning the office as an ideal environment for meeting a potential husband.30 Within this context, popular culture and advice literature aimed at working women often portrayed the clerk as a distracted user. An experienced female office manager captured employers’ concerns about the priority young women gave to socialising in the city when she instructed file clerks to “leave fine clothes, the theatre, pleasant parties, Tom, Dick and Harry, at home”. This was necessary because “important tasks cannot be accomplished with your hands while unimportant details fill your head”. Put differently: “You cannot file ‘Amusement’ under ‘Work’, [since] they are at the extremes of the alphabet.”31 Thus, a clerical user would misfile if she failed to compartmentalise and keep her personal concerns and work duties in their proper place and order. Instructions to “leave fine clothes […] at home” to avoid distraction originated in the somewhat novel proximity and behaviour of men and women in the relatively public space of the office.

Clothes became a site of struggle, a sign to an employer that clerical users could lose their usefulness in the office. Debates over “transparent flimsies in blouse and hose, and the high-healed [sic] unhygienic pumps” positioned younger women against older women in offices.32 In most offices, dress codes were little more than series of suggestions regarding styles considered appropriate and inappropriate. In the late 1930s, the Transcription Supervisors Association told high school girls interested in office work that it was acceptable to dress in ways that were “modish and becoming but not rakish or bizarre”. They also informed the “girls” that “unobtrusive jewellery and straight heels on polished shoes are recommended, and fragmentary heels and toes are […] akin [to] poor taste”.33 These choices were important for clerical users who saw the office as a site to claim middle-class identity (and possibly a husband, as previously mentioned). Other advice addressed young women exclusively as clerical users. Responding to the need for clothing that did not restrict arm movement, a Library Bureau booklet targeting potential file clerks suggested that “the loose Russian blouse or Norfolk jacket worn outside the skirt is neat and comfortable and does not expose you to the possibility of its working loose untidily, as sometimes happens with the best-behaved of shirt-waists”.34 One newspaper columnist went so far as to attribute the demise of the corset to the “loose-fitting sensible style” of “businesswomen whose office day usually consists in bending over a desk, playing the typewriter keys or stooping over filing cabinets”.35 Clerical users also had to navigate the expectations of the men who hired them, who saw their presence as providing another kind of usefulness in the office. The male manager of an employment service believed women were hired to “add to the general attractiveness of the office”.36



Epilogue

The filing cabinet’s innovation came from the way in which existing technologies were utilised to allow unbound loose paper to stand tall on its long edge. However, originality only gets an invention so far: it must have value, and it must be useful. The filing cabinet was useful because it emerged from ideas of efficiency and the division of labour: it put information at one’s fingertips (a phrase that came into use in the early 20th century). Its usefulness, however, depended on users, specific groups of people with different relationships to use. Designers and manufacturers inscribed ideal use in the filing cabinet, which, along with how-to literature, configured an ideal everyday user. Actual everyday users, whether valuable users, enthusiastic users or clerical users, had no direct involvement in the design of filing cabinets, but with different degrees of agency they positioned themselves as specific types of users. Highlighting their experiences from historical sources helps us think critically about categories of use and user.

As I have implicitly argued, focusing on users does not automatically centre control or agency. However, users can voice their rejection of ideal use practices through intentional misuse, inverting the idea that design completely controls actions. The historical record provides tantalising glimpses of this from filing cabinet users. Misuse offers another way to think about the categories of use and user. Patents occasionally indicate instances of misuse and the existence of an indirect relationship between filing cabinet users and manufacturers and office designers. Inventors occasionally present their innovations as a response to unanticipated practices of use. For example, tabs began as projections cut away from the back of manila folders or cardstock glued to the back of a folder or guide card. However, problems arose because operators used tabs as handles to remove folders. In this “misuse”, paper tabs absorbed moisture. The first attempts to prevent this, celluloid tabs, resulted in injury to an operator’s fingers as the tabs bent, curled or cracked from continued handling. Tabs were redesigned using different methods to attach the celluloid more securely so they could be used as handles without injuring the worker or becoming unreadable.37 In 1939, an office equipment company representative candidly told a meeting of the New York Filing Association that “for every one organization where efficient control of records exists there are hundreds sadly lacking on this score”.38 Rather than store paper inefficiently, other clerical users turned filing cabinets into surrogate wardrobes, lockers and wastepaper baskets.

Another example of misuse comes from a 1921 comic strip, which recounts an attempt by a file clerk to obtain a pay rise (Fig. 1.5.).39 When his boss refuses the increase, the clerk empties the filing cabinet drawers in a fit of anger, scattering paper on the floor as he prepares to quit. While he is doing this, his boss changes his mind. The clerk gets his pay rise, but now he must deal with the mess of files he has created. This comic stood out to me, not only because the clerk was male, but because when the boss makes the decision to increase the file clerk’s pay, he identifies the man as “Mr Google”. The coincidence of the name Google being associated with access to information is uncanny to say the least. The fact that the image I found online was from an issue of Filing marked as “digitized by Google” made it even weirder. Filing had reprinted it from one of the most popular cartoon strips of the 1920s – a nationally syndicated cartoon about the “hen-pecked” Barney Google, who only ever spent that one week working in an office. In the early 1920s, even a brief stint as a file clerk would have reinforced his lowly masculine status. By this point, male clerical users had become obsolete; they had fallen out of use with the feminisation of the office.

[image: Top left: a boss says to a man that he must quit if he is not happy with his wage. Top right: the angry man throws the files of the filing cabinet on the ground for his successor to clean up the mess. Bottom left: Someone convinces the boss to give the man a pay rise. Bottom right: Someone tells the man he can stay and gets a rise.]
Fig. 1.5. Reprinted in an issue of Filing, this 1921 cartoon about a male file clerk’s ultimately successful attempt to get a pay rise features one of the most popular comic characters of the 1920s, Barney Google. (Google Books.)


Prescriptive literature presented the filing cabinet as a machine: it provided an organisation with an automatic memory and would only malfunction through misuse. This belief stemmed from the dominant view in the machine age that attributed the fault for misuse or misfiling to the file clerk’s fallibility. Following this logic, the unreliable user lurked in all non-expert users. Like a version of the Hulk, when Mr. Google got angry, his unreliable user emerged to misuse a machine that, as a mild-mannered clerical user, he operated efficiently. Albeit in the excessive manner befitting a comic strip, Barney Google’s bad day at the office shows misfiling to be an example of what Victoria Olwell calls “bodily malfunction”, in the sense that it punctures the fiction that a filing cabinet is automatic. As a form of misuse and error, it draws attention to the fact that filing depends on users; it is not an abstract system. As Olwell argues, “the cloak of invisibility covering the body drops away […] the moment that body makes a mistake”.40 Outside the low-level masculinity of Mr. Google, misfiling was usually associated with a very particular type of body (and mind, albeit a distracted one): that of a young woman, a body dressed to be a certain type of user. As the clerical user distracted by Tom, Dick and Harry illustrated, age and sexuality could override gender in explaining the failure of the innate dexterity and sense of order typically cited when presenting women as ideal users of the filing cabinet.

In terms of the arguments of this chapter, the “cloak of invisibility” is the naturalisation of the power relations through which technologies create use and categories of users, each with different degrees of agency. To study users is to study a distinct group of people who interact with a technology. A technology and its users emerge from specific historical contexts shaped by social dynamics of power. The plural is critical: a technology has different kinds of users, granted different degrees of status and visibility. Expert users are generally visible, their use occurring outside the daily functioning of a technology. However, that is not always the case. The Library Bureau’s indexers remained largely invisible, existing only in the company’s sales literature – although a version of their expertise shaped the campaign to professionalise filing. But this type of expert user was not found in the dozens of books about office management written by men in the interwar period who expounded the role of office equipment in creating efficiency in the office. As with all groups of users associated with the filing cabinet, gender and class intersected in different ways (along with age and race) to create space not only for expert users but also for valuable users, enthusiastic users and clerical users. Use is always situated in time and space; therefore, users are always situated in time and space. To study use and users in the history of the office is to shed light on the uneven distribution of use in the office.
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Chapter 2 The Office in Popular Culture, or the “Plight of the Clerk”

Nicola Bishop


Introduction


Put the key of despair into the lock of apathy. Turn the knob of mediocrity slowly and open the gates of despondency – welcome to a day in the average office.1



In a line memorably delivered by comedian Ricky Gervais in The Office (2001-2003), anarchic manager David Brent captures the essence of attitudes towards office life. A mockumentary show that ran for just two seasons in the U.K. (plus two Christmas specials) before Greg Daniels adapted it for the United States where it ran successfully for nine seasons, The Office is still considered one of the most iconic television programmes of the early 21st century. Indeed, Christopher Olsen and CarrieLynn Reinhard have suggested that The Office “changed the face of television production for years to come”.2 A key part of its success was the use of a real office building as a set and the accompanying attention to the authenticity of the uses and users of the office space, giving viewers scenes that were so familiar for many: the “average office”. The Office struck a chord because it drew on a scenario and setting that Ingrid Jeacle and Lee Parker refer to as a “ubiquitous feature of daily life”,3 while simultaneously entering a ready-made market of fictional depictions from across the 19th, 20th and 21st centuries of the office – and by extension office work and office workers – as intrinsically dull, boring and uninspiring. From their earliest literary incarnations, office spaces were written about as environments that could stifle individuality, redirect energy to obscure or meaningless ends or simply grind down their inhabitants. Examining these depictions offers an important contextual lens through which to understand broader histories of office buildings and office culture, as well as contemporary attitudes that frame the wider backdrop to any research in the field. The pervasive and persistent rendering of this environment as a negative cultural space through multiple media has certainly had an impact on various aspects of office life, from scholarship, policy and employment to health and well-being.

Fictional representations that chart the office space and offer a reading of the lives of those within date back to the very beginnings of the office. In 1825, Charles Lamb wrote: “I am grown to my desk as it were; and the wood had entered my soul”,4 demonstrating the type of deep and often obsessive relationship with the labour of bureaucracy that many later depictions would return to. Charles Dickens, most famous as the author of the working-class experience, of factories, workhouses and poor houses, was equally negative about the office in his many novels, particularly those “dismal little cells” housing the clerks that were involved in the grinding mill of the growing bureaucracy.5 Dickens’s Ebenezer Scrooge, famous from the many adaptations of A Christmas Carol (1843), is, like David Brent, an example of the typically problematic manager so often represented in fictional depictions; using his meagre power to further his own ends, to perpetuate problematic personal agendas or to undermine the purpose of the work that should take place within the office space. At the same time, Bob Cratchit is the “typically” enfeebled, ill-treated clerk who has little choice but to continue in his employment due to his financial and social status. Equally numerous in British literary portrayals are clerks who sat at their desks dreaming of escaping the walls of the office – of making a living from writing rather than copying. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, aspirational figures who had made the transition wrote often about their journey from desk ledger to authorship. Writers like Arnold Bennett, Shan Bullock, P.G. Wodehouse, even T.S. Eliot, all penned narratives about the clerical lives that they inhabited before moving into more literary pursuits, showcasing not only the appetite for this path but the potential for people to succeed. Indeed, Bennett wrote a series of instructional essays (1901-1903) that told aspiring writers exactly how to follow in his footsteps. As Scott Banville has discussed, “authorship as a transformative occupation for lower-middle-class men becomes a common Victorian literary trope”.6 It continues beyond this into the Edwardian period but is also evident in more contemporary literature (see George Orwell’s Keep the Aspidistra Flying from 1936 and Julian Barnes’s Metroland from 1980).


Later in the 20th century, this association met the development of film and television. Capturing the essence of the white-collar workplace became a key aspect of many productions, with films such as The Rebel (1961), Mary Poppins (1964), Girl from Rio (2001), Bridget Jones’s Diary (2001) and more recently Living (2022), and television shows like The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin (1976-1979), Ever Decreasing Circles (1984-1989), The Office and The IT Crowd (2006-2013) using the office as a backdrop. In addition to television series that focus on the office environment explicitly, there are also prominent office workers in a much wider range of situations, like Captain Mainwaring in Dad’s Army (1968-1977), Richard Bucket in Keeping Up Appearances (1990-1995), Gary Strang in Men Behaving Badly (1992-1999) and Mr. Brown in the two Paddington films (2014, 2017), all of whom carry a certain set of characteristics and stereotypes linked to their employment. Part of the context for understanding the office as a site rich in cultural meaning comes from the historic status of those who inhabited it. The clerk has long been seen as a comedic figure in representational terms, from the mocking tone of T.W.H. Crosland’s The Suburbans (1905) (in which he referred to suburban clerks as being “browbeaten” at the office)7 to music hall songs,8 George and Weedon Grossmith’s pompous fictional diarist Charles Pooter and bank clerk Private Pike’s dependency on his mother in Dad’s Army. In Britain, as in many other countries, this rested on the class status of this newly white-collar worker, who did not fit into straightforward understandings of either working-class identity (despite being a paid labourer rather than a business- or landowner) or a middle-class identity. Levels of education, literacy, expectations of formal dress, white-collar rather than manual conditions of work, income level and the ability to afford to live in the new suburbs, all complicated the status of the clerk and the newly growing petty bourgeoisie rested uneasily between the more established class categories. As E.M. Forster wrote in Howards End (1910) of his intellectually eager yet down-at-heel clerk, Leonard Bast:


[…] the angel of Democracy had arisen, enshadowing the classes with leathern wings, and proclaiming, “All men are equal – all men, that is to say, who possess umbrellas”, and so [Leonard] was obliged to assert gentility, lest he slipped into the abyss where nothing counts, and the statements of Democracy are inaudible.9



Being lower middle class traps Leonard Bast in an untenable situation; he has neither the means to remain respectable nor the options to find himself in a better position. Instead, he becomes an object of pity for the middle-class Schlegel family, suffering from their well-intentioned but naive interventions.

Although women began working in offices from 1870 onwards,10 representations in popular culture have tended to focus on men like Leonard Bast. The Dickensian clerk of Victorian culture was pervasive, and the association between masculinity, white-collar labour and a series of issues that were perceived as affecting the population (poor health, sedentary bodies, and in the face of the Second Boer War, an ill-equipped potential army) became culturally ingrained. As Michelle Johansen has argued, “it was broadly accepted that lower-middle-class occupations offered few opportunities for masculine self-realisation”.11 In response to this, caricatures soon developed that captured what many critics and commentators saw as the “everyman” of these problems: the clerk. In Sketches by Boz (1837), for instance, Dickens draws attention to the “tall, thin, pale person, in a black coat, scanty grey trousers, little pinched-up gaiters, and brown beaver gloves” who walks “up and down before the little patch of grass on which the chairs are placed for hire, not as if he were doing it for pleasure or recreation, but as if it were a matter of compulsion”.12 The sartorial choices here betray the clerk’s lack of funds, while the formality of dress highlights the tension between low wages and high standards that plagued the lower-middle-class white-collar worker. Dickens’s clerk is thin (malnourished), pale (indoors too much) and unsure of how to behave on the grass or to enjoy his hours outside work, which Dickens uses to draw attention to the type of “dingy little back office into which he walks every morning”.13

This chapter focuses on fictional representations like these of the office in British popular culture, exploring a variety of depictions from the mid-Victorian period to the early 21st century and arguing that, as a cultural phenomenon, the office is almost universally shown in a negative light. It will look at the ways in which authors, filmmakers and television writers have responded to organisational changes, administrative practices and architectural culture to show how the office and office users have become a wider metaphor for the mundane aspects of everyday life.



Historiography

Studies of office work have often focused on the economic, architectural, organisational or administrative histories of these spaces, which provide a rich exploration of the structures and systems of bureaucracy and white-collar labour. Likewise, scholarship discussing the office worker has focused on the economic status of this figure and the effects of the rapid expansion of administration at the end of the 19th century on the identity of clerical workers, before the later developments of mechanisation, Taylorist principles and technological advancements, and the arrival of typists, secretaries and administrators. Much of this research has centred on the class status of the Victorian and Edwardian clerk, and there are ongoing, if infrequent, contributions to a debate about the concept of a “lower middle class” that includes a wide – and ever-increasing – subsection of society which sits between the traditional middle and working classes, and which closely subscribes to the socio-economic status of the white-collar office worker.14 However, as Rita Felski pointed out, “being lower-middle-class is a singularly boring identity”, and this impression has certainly resulted in far fewer critical studies than have been written about the working class.15 Stephen Mihm also observed that many “deskbound academics” actually have the same insecurities as lower-middle-class clerks themselves, particularly when it comes to discussing the implications of participating in non-manual labour, and this may also be a factor in the reluctance to engage with lower-middle-class issues and white-collar work in particular.16 The work that has been done has largely focused on the position of the clerk within a Marxist framework, aiming to make sense of a petty bourgeoisie that was overlooked in Karl Marx’s stratification of class hierarchies.

As a result, between the 1930s and the present day, scholars such as F.D. Klingender, David Lockwood, Michel Crozier, Gregory Anderson, Geoffrey Crossick, Ross McKibbin, and more recently Michael Heller and Dan Evans have written informative studies on the impact of changes to white-collar workers across the 19th and early 20th centuries, arguing that clerks became either part of the proletariat because of poor working conditions, real wages and societal expectations, or part of the middle classes through standards of living and the ability to improve their situation and education.17 Meta Zimmeck, Graham Lowe, Gregory Anderson, Julie Berebitsky, Helen Glew and Nicole Robertson have also explored the gendered makeup of this administrative class of worker, analysing the implications of increasing numbers of female workers in the industry and the impact this had on the position of male clerks.18 These various histories have sometimes reiterated stereotypes and popular cultural representations, and occasionally explored the underlying accuracy of assessments made by novelists, social commentators and cartoonists, but such cultural depictions have not been explored in depth as frequently as the economic status of the white-collar worker. John Carey began a conversation about the cultural significance of office workers in The Intellectuals and the Masses (1992) that was picked up by Jonathan Rose in a chapter in his seminal work The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (2001). Carey suggested that the impression of office work – and by extension those who engaged in it – as degrading and mind-numbing was flawed; it was an impression created by “intellectuals” to maintain distance between them and the self-educated clerks who were getting too close for comfort.19 Evidence to the contrary, Carey proposes, was the wide range of literary texts produced by those who were participating in this labour. Likewise, Rose has argued that engagement with literary culture from within the “masses” demonstrates the intellectual interest and literary capabilities of the “Leonard Basts”. When looking at autobiographies for evidence of this, Rose acknowledges that there is a potential bias, suggesting that “those clerks who did leave behind literary works probably also had the drive and imagination to rise above the kind of office routine that would have anaesthetised others”.20 Like the novelists, poets and scriptwriters who came from offices, autobiographers are self-selectively those who are striving creatively beyond their nine-to-five labour.

As Rose argues, many of those Bastian authors went on to write non-fiction and novels that were far more popular at the time than those written by the intelligentsia (even though they have remained stubbornly outside of the canon). Crucially, however, many of those same clerks-turned-authors went on to produce novels that captured and lamented the monotony of their former existence – for instance, the novels of Shan Bullock, Arnold Bennett, Frank Swinnerton and Edwin Pugh. As a result, as Jeremy Lewis put it in his collection of literary quotations about office life: “Not all clerks, it goes without saying, are figures of pathos, though this is how the literary world loves to see them”.21 While Carey is right that office workers should not be collectively assumed to hate their work, it is nonetheless important to scrutinise the cultural phenomenon that surrounds the office environment and its overwhelmingly negative portrayal, coming from writers who are writing from lived experience. Jonathan Wild revisited Carey’s ideas in his important monograph on the literary life of this class, with The Rise of the Office Clerk in Literary Culture, 1880-1939 (2006). Wild talks about the dominant late-Victorian image of the “‘quarter-educated’ board school clerk feebly sipping culture while shackled to an office desk” which pervaded literary culture at the time.22 While he argues that there is a shift away from this wholly negative portrayal at various points before the Second World War, Wild also suggests that the term “clerk” and the assumptions that by this point dogged the idea of clerical work did much to prevent a complete rethink. Certainly, there are traces of this board school clerk character in The Office’s Tim, who wants to go to university at the age of thirty but finds himself unable to break away from a job he hates at the paper company Wernham Hogg.

The first study to look at the distinctive representations of office workers in literature by authors such as George Gissing, Arnold Bennett, Frank Swinnerton, Edwin Pugh and Walter Besant, as well as long-neglected work by Rudolf Dircks, Herbert Tremaine and writers who published anonymously about their experiences as clerks, Wild’s work inspired the investigation of class, culture and the clerk that led to my own study Lower-Middle-Class Nation: The White-Collar Worker in British Popular Culture (2021), an exploration of the lower middle class in representations that included print and screen media and continued the cultural cartography of depictions up to the present time. Within that study, I argue that there is a universality to the negative portrayals of office spaces, in terms of architectural design and decor, categories of tasks and labour, and the characters and personalities of those within, that remains surprisingly consistent from the mid-Victorian period to today. More broadly, I also suggest that there is something universal about the perceived plight of the office worker in 21st-century society that brings us together as a society. Aside from these more specific examples focusing on the office worker in popular culture, the development of the field of middlebrow studies (which often includes the type of literature that was widely assumed to be read, and was often also written, by former clerks, typists and secretaries) means there is a growing understanding of this area.23 Studies specific to literary interpretations of the office worker in middlebrow culture include A. James Hammerton’s articles on Charles and Weedon Grossmith’s The Diary of a Nobody (1892),24 Richard Higgins’s work on clerks in H.G. Wells’s novels,25 Lena Wånggren’s mention of the popular motif of the New Woman typist in fin-de-siècle literature,26 and Erica van Boven’s recent work which demonstrates how lower-middle-class office workers, teachers, civil servants and journalists were referred to as “the common reader” by publishers across Europe.27

Within the fields of literary criticism, history, architecture, organisational and business studies, there are further pockets of research into the significance of cultural attitudes towards the office environment and the office worker. As Leah Price and Pamela Thurschwell indicated in Literary Secretaries/Secretarial Culture (2005), there is a literary preconception about “deskbound clerks in dead-end jobs” that resurfaces across a wide chronology.28 Likewise, Carl Rhodes and Robert Westwood talk about the ways that popular culture frequently showcases representations that are “explicitly critical of work and its organization”,29 while Alexia Panayiotou writes about this as a distinctly gendered issue: “Popular culture is imbued with images of managers, employees and organizations from the novels we read to the music we listen to, daily life is filled with images of blue collar heroes, ruthless bosses and bored office workers – typically male”.30 Francis Duffy reinforces this point when he discusses the legacy of the Victorian male clerk. For Duffy, the Grossmiths’ Charles Pooter, the anti-hero of Diary of a Nobody, remains a formidable “ghost” while “the office buildings which were designed to meet [the clerks’] need and foster their fantasy still exist”.31 In this sense, Scott Banville’s conceptualisation of “remediation”, or the process by which popular cultural expressions transcend a particular moment, intertextually informing and shaping future impressions, is hugely significant. Banville compares contemporary sitcoms with Victorian music hall acts and traces the multiplicity of interrelated tropes and types, arguing that “all of these cultural forms have one thing in common, the goal of representing the lived experiences of ourselves and others to both ourselves and those others”.32 A palimpsest is created of cultural attitudes that are embedded to create a long-lasting and surprisingly coherent perception of office life.

The office as a space is once more at the forefront of critical debate as the legacy of the COVID-19 pandemic has forced a global rethink about the fundamental practice of working collectively in a designated space. Very recent scholarship on office work has therefore focused on mental health and wellbeing and on the logistical, psychological, environmental and systematic challenges that the office faces.33 In this regard, the long-standing, deeply embedded cultural impressions of offices and office work discussed as part of this chapter may yet still impact the arguments that are had about the return to the office, or further support a revolution in home working.



Methodology

There is a wide catalogue of fictional examples of the office and office worker available to the historian, which demonstrates the social, economic and representative continuities that are woven across the last two centuries. Many of the traits ascribed to Victorian clerks – pedantry, caution, fussiness, inactivity, dullness – continue to be part of comical outlines of contemporary bureaucrats and administrators. As a result of this, a particular series of temperamental behaviours and physical characteristics remain frequently invoked. See, for example, the assumption that male office workers are short in stature and are likely to experience premature hair loss or have boring personalities (more on which later). At the same time, the environments that clerks work in are presumed to either suit or shape these behaviours – offices abound that are characterised by rigid expectations or monotonous tasks, and that are architecturally stifling, unwelcoming or ill-suited for their purposes. Understanding these representations is key in conceptualising why certain traits and assumptions are commonly made about the office as a space, its administrative occupants and the place that work more widely holds within our lives. Alongside the empirical data about office management, administrative history and records of companies, architectural firms and office suppliers, these sources are a valuable way of exploring the tensions between intention and perception. They also help us to understand how the office is often seen as synonymous with the practices of everyday life and yet can frequently be chronically understudied – which is remarkable given the place it holds in modern society. Those long-standing prejudices against office work, bureaucracy, administration and the people who engage with it professionally remain deeply entrenched.

Studying and understanding Victorian novels or contemporary office-based sitcoms offers a way into the wider representational framework through which scholars (and society) encounter both users and uses of the office, helping to dissect the recurring tropes and to explore the relationship between society and art. Certainly, historical imagination owes much to the work of writers like Dickens; as Sigurd O. Schmidt argues, people’s perception of the past is more likely shaped by fiction than it is by the work of historians.34 Likewise, television is even more pervasive, reaching much wider audiences and, as Andrew Crisell suggests, “[acting] as a kind of mirror on, or relay mechanism of, events in the outside world”, from which we can draw conclusions about the ways in which particular moments in society can be reflected in popular shows.35 This does not mean that literature, film or television should be used without caution; Allan Pasco’s work on the role and use of literature as a historical source raises valid warnings about the fact that “reality is never pure, simple, or linear” and suggests we should avoid the “mimetic fallacy” of assuming that cultural artefacts have “a one-to-one relationship with reality”.36 What is clear is that there is a predilection for those working in offices to explore this environment, particularly through creative writing discussing the white-collar condition. This means that many of the multimedia illustrations of office life come from the imaginations of those who are time served. As Paul Jordan has explored, the connection between the clerk and the author is long established, in part because the early practice of being a “scribe” placed the office worker precariously between the “creative” and the “routine”.37 For the young men who first arrived in London at the end of the 19th century, coming from their board school educations, eager to stand out in the clerical crowd and aware that self-education was a potential pathway to future social mobility, writing was increasingly a way to achieve some of these aims.

London was a very visible centre of publishing as well as of administration, and the parallel growth of various charitable and social enterprises that prioritised the cultural development of this new and vast demographic – partly as a philanthropic urge but equally as a mechanism to prevent less salubrious occupations – put scholarly pursuits high on the agenda. The new free public libraries, enabled by the 1850 Public Libraries Act, as Michelle Johansen explains, saw many enthusiastic “upper-working and lower-middle class readers seeking out instructional and productive leisure opportunities”,38 as did organisations such as the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA).39 Jerome Bjelopera and Timothy Alborn both comment that an additional benefit of these extra-curricular clubs and activities was to avert office workers’ attention from the increasingly mechanised direction that their professional lives were heading in; as Alborn argues, they offered a “solidification of friendships to compensate for increasingly impersonal offices”.40 Literary examples at this time commonly contain the clerk-who-wants-to-be-a-writer trope. Richard Larch in Arnold Bennett’s A Man from the North (1898) and the first-person narrator in Edwin Pugh’s The Broken Honeymoon (1908) both take part in a punishing timetable of additional writing practices before and after a long day as a clerk in a bid to become an author. Felski, in her essay on the lower middle classes, calls this the “talisman that offers the promise, however opaque, of entry into a higher world”.41 Both Bennett and Pugh were clerks while they were developing as writers, as were many others,42 which leads to a natural bias offering a negative rendition of office life and the prioritisation of authorship as an “escape”. By extension, those who enjoyed their employment were much less likely to want to write about that experience, thereby further reinforcing negative attitudes.


Jeremy Lewis, editor of The Chatto Book of Office Life (1992), draws attention to the fact that aspiring writers were also more likely to find their way into writerly environments than jobs where numbers formed a larger part of the daily working experience. As he says: “Probably because most writers are more familiar with newspapers and old-fashioned publishing houses than with City solicitors or merchant bankers, and have grown up on a diet of Dickens, those offices that find their way into print tend to be dingy, decrepit places with dirty windows and scuffed carpets.”43 Those working in fields like banking, finance and accounting, where conditions were often much more genial (Alborn describes “palatial” offices in insurance),44 were thus less likely to be authoring narratives about their working lives. At the same time, as Ceri Sullivan suggests, there is a form of Weberian “creative bureaucracy” that creates a freedom for experimentation and imagination once there is an “absence of friction produced by systematic regularity”.45 Instead, this contribution of bureaucracy is often undervalued because the lingering impression about office work (and by extension the office worker) is that it is “deeply dull”.46 In Colin’s Sandwich, a 1980s sitcom about Colin, a would-be author stuck working in the complaints department of British Rail (in a role where photocopying endless customer complaints forms fills most of his working day), the protagonist makes a similar point: that “the nuts and bolts of the daily round” require true creativity in order to enable survival.47 As he puts it, “anyone can hold down a glamorous job”, but the routine work of bureaucracy leaves space for the imagination. Colin refers to Franz Kafka and Richard Adams (author of Watership Down, 1972) and their ability to “scribble” down novels whilst maintaining their white-collar jobs. These observations do not prevent Colin from being utterly miserable at work and frustrated by the lack of progress made on his journey to full-time authorship, but they situate routine work and creative pursuits as being compatible.

Equally, as Ali Haggett has argued, we should not dismiss the pervasiveness of some of the “themes [that] emerge with regularity in popular culture” about white-collar men who are dissatisfied, disengaged or deeply unhappy with their working lives, particularly given that discussions about these representations are often missing from “organised debates about men and psychological illness”.48 Negative impressions, even if they originate from a bias against office work, are pervasive and deeply ingrained. This has become particularly apparent across the 20th and 21st centuries as screenwriters have continued the representations begun by Victorian authors and positioned the office set as a stage on which to explore the mundanity of everyday – and particularly male – life. The TV Tropes Wiki (a website that catalogues recurring tropes across popular culture) mentions the “Soul-Crushing Desk Job” as a common sub-trope within what it terms the “Standard Office Setting”, summarised as an often comic, sometimes tragic environment that involves generic paperwork and a hierarchy in which the management have substantially nicer offices than the workers, who endure “cubicles and the fluorescent lighting that never turns off”.49 Most examples in this trope come from male characters, from the office supplies salesman in the popular American sitcom Friends (who Phoebe rescues from committing suicide) to Jim Halpert in The Office (U.S.), who comments: “If this was my career, I’d have to throw myself under a train.”50

This widespread, negative representation of offices, office workers and office work is culturally significant and deserves attention. Methodologically, the use of media and fictional sources offers a myriad of viewpoints that disseminate through society in multiple ways, reaching vast and varied audiences, many of whom compare what they see and read with their own experiences. In this sense, the source base proliferates, engaging in dialogue with other versions, stories and narratives, and forming a canon of workplace depictions which then forge further culturally attuned perspectives. As Gail Honeyman says in her 2017 novel Eleanor Oliphant is Completely Fine:


In almost nine years, no one’s ever asked what kind of office, or what sort of job I do there. I can’t decide whether that’s because I fit perfectly with their idea of what an office worker looks like, or whether people hear the phrase work in an office and automatically fill in the blanks themselves.51





Office Spaces

If contemporary impressions of the office space have become characterised by strip lighting and shared desk spaces, the conditions in the earlier Victorian workplace were also markedly glum. In Dickens’s Dombey and Sons (1848), the office is “enveloped in a studious gloom” and in The Pickwick Papers (1837) the clerks work in a “dark, mouldy, earth-smelling room”.52 Robert Thorne, in Shan Bullock’s novel of the same name, has a “carpet [that] was thin and shabby” and a “hearthrug worn through in the middle”; the passages between offices are “long, narrow, gloomy”.53 In another of Bullock’s novels (Mr Ruby Jumps the Traces, 1917) there is an office that is “small, poorly lighted by one window, and [that] needed cleaning”.54 The lack of good light pervades, with authors like Frank Swinnerton and Edwin Pugh similarly remarking on this feature, while later, in the mid-20th century, crime writer P.D. James would also comment on the “dusty and ill-lit rooms” that her office-working murderer occupies.55 Another recurrent trope is the stuffiness caused by windows that leaked heat in cold weather while insufficiently opening in the warmer months to create a “dusty wilderness”.56 Later literary texts demonstrate the continuity of the trend: in Elizabeth Jane Howard’s After Julius (1965), the office is described as “very small, permanently dirty, and either stuffy or freezing depending on the window”.57 Reginald Perrin’s office in The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin by David Nobbs has a “threadbare green carpet” and the building is so poorly maintained that more letters fall from the exterior sign reading Sunshine Desserts each day.58 These conditions are represented as shaping the mood of the occupants within. Each day Perrin leaves his suburban house to his wife’s cheery instruction to “have a good day at the office” and he verbosely retorts that he “won’t”.59 In 1989, in his autobiography, Irish television writer and dramatist Hugh Leonard referred to his civil service workplace as having “cheerlessness […] too absolute to have been accidental; despair seemed to have been knowingly mixed in with the paint and ingrained in the dark wooden floor tiles”.60

Even where expensive new office buildings feature, those constructed in steel and with vast glass-panelled rooms and swanky new technologies, they remain problematic for their users. In the sitcom W1A, set in a hybridised fictional/non-fictional world of BBC management and filmed in the flagship new building based in the titular London postcode, the office workers are constantly tripped up by the complex set of “innovative” technologised infrastructure systems – doors that refuse to unlock for meetings, iPads that “digitally handshake” and share confidential information with random nearby users, and networks that spew printouts from potentially any machine in the building without warning. The users of the office are all champions of creativity because they are forced to hot-desk (with the exception of the bosses who reinforce hierarchy with their own designated spaces), which results in constant battles for privacy and meeting rooms to host guests. In Christie Malry’s Own Double-Entry (1973), by experimental novelist B.S. Johnson, Christie’s journey into violent sadism is depicted as being in response to this type of environment at the bank where he works, as “the atmosphere was acrid with frustration, boredom and jealousy, black with acrimony, pettiness and bureaucracy”.61 Johnson’s story, as John Lanchester observes in the introduction to the Picador edition, takes the significance of the double-entry bookkeeping method of accounting and turns it into a “way of structuring and comprehending the world”.62 Shaped by the cold, heartless office space, he takes bureaucratic organisational method and pushes it to a darkly rational end point – handing out lethal punishments and penalties for minor infractions. While many clerks talk about how the changing methods and technologies in the office resulted in them becoming merely cogs in a machine, Malry pushes mechanisation to its post-human conclusion.

Johnson was not the only author to play with this trope: Nigel Williams’s The Wimbledon Poisoner (1990) works on a similar premise, with the suburban, white-collar Henry Farr accidentally poisoning a large number of his community during a bodged attempt at murdering his wife. His office is described as follows:


“Cupboard” would have been a better description. It was a room about eight to ten feet square, offering, as an estate agent with whom Henry was dealing had put it, “a superb prospect of a ventilator shaft”. It was, like so many other things in Henry’s life, more like a carefully calculated insult from the Almighty than anything else.63



As a pastiche of the suburban novel, Williams’s character Henry is deliberately attempting to play up to cliché, calling himself a “dull wounded little man whose horizons were bounded by the daily journey to the office” and who sees personal injury in each of the predicaments that he faces.64 Another character later refers to him as a “little man in a bowler hat”,65 which shows that there remained a long-lasting association between the behatted clerk of Dickensian culture and the late-20th-century office worker, even though office workers no longer wore such millinery by 1990. There is also consistent cross-referencing between Henry’s occupation and his dullness, his suit wearing, his small office and his feelings of powerlessness. In the novel, Detective Inspector Rush aligns with others in the crime genre (like Agatha Christie in The ABC Murders, 1936) in assuming that the poisoner he seeks is a “drab little man, obscure, meek and mild, hen-pecked perhaps” and that he “thinks the world owes him something” because he does not find satisfaction in his work.66 This presumption that the conditions of clerical labour are intrinsically damaging to the psyches of those who operate within the office is a widespread assumption in fiction and one that is often repeated across fictional forms.




Office Workers

As mechanisation continued apace at the end of the 19th century and office workers increasingly became party to Frederick Winslow Taylor’s methods of efficiency and control, the representations of male clerks as facing a period of emasculation at work that rendered them both poignantly and comically moulded by routine began to filter through literature, as we have seen. The daily tasks associated with office work – and particularly those drawn from the assumption that such work was mechanised, repetitive and intellectually unstimulating – saw the terms clerk, office worker, bureaucrat, paper-pusher and pen-pusher increasingly used as shorthand for a set of characteristics and personality traits. This included various assumptions about the size and physical stature of office workers. See for instance Victor Canning’s eponymous character Mr. Finchley, who is described as “forty-five, short”, H.G. Wells’s Mr. Polly who is a “short, compact figure”, Jimmy Perry and David Croft’s Captain Mainwaring in Dad’s Army, whose shortness is in contrast to his second in command in both the Home Guard and the bank (Sergeant Wilson), and David Brent, who in one episode of The Office wears heeled shoes.67 Other concerns include hair loss: T.S. Eliot’s clerk in The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock worries that women comment on “how his hair is growing thin”, and the Grossmiths’ Charles Pooter reduces his hair brushing on the advice of his hairdresser for fear of losing more.68 R.F. Delderfield’s Edgar Frith is described as “timid, hopelessly indecisive about everything and excessively dull”, while Captain Darling in Ben Elton’s Blackadder Goes Forth (1989) is a bureaucrat by nature, expressing enjoyment in an evening spent unloading a shipment of paperclips.69 Many of these physical attributes were also central to the undermining of masculinity that went hand in hand with attitudes towards office work.

Some of this comedy came from the ways in which office workers were subject to what was seen as enhanced surveillance and control. In Bullock’s 1907 novel Robert Thorne (based, in part, on his own experiences as a young clerk), Robert receives a copy of “office regulations” on his first day at the Tax Office, which outline the many “personal conditions of service” to which he is supposed to adhere.70 In many offices, these covered not only behaviours at work itself but expectations in society more widely for those in the role. While Thorne is a serious character in Bullock’s work – a young man starting out on the career ladder, who eventually sees the light and leaves the office for an outdoor life of farming in New Zealand – he captures the angst felt by so many young clerks that working in an office is going to prevent him from becoming a “real” man. In one lament, he even refers to himself as a “miserable little pen-driver” and adds that the “real men” – the bricklayers and bus drivers – rightly look down on office workers like him.71 In the same novel, the older clerks – Mr. Cherry and Mr. Hope – offer a glimpse of the internalisation of this bound rulebook. Mr Cherry spends “an hour every morning” getting ready for work: “Everything had its own place, green pencil beside red, and blue between red and black, scissors paired with paper knife, pins lying head to head, inkpots square to the fraction of an inch”.72 Mr. Cherry is a personification of the Taylorist principle that had gained popularity at this point; everything is set out and ready to be used. Likewise, Mr. Hope is presented as being “before everything, in everything, […] an official” – his personality is fundamentally shaped by the processes undertaken in his role. The poignancy of Mr. Hope’s retirement and the character’s utter desolation at a future in which he is no longer working at the Tax Office capture the recurring trope of the office worker as a bureaucrat in personality, character, behaviour and mindset:


He lived for the office. It had his heart, filled his thoughts. Through the most of thirty years he had slaved devotedly; had shaped himself and been shaped into an almost perfect part of the machine. He never made a mistake. […] He was order itself. Like a planet he moved in eternal routine.73



Other clerks are presented in this way on the date that they too leave service. In fact, the retirement of the office worker figure is an established moment across a wide range of cultural examples: Mr. Josser in Norman Collins’s London Belongs to Me (1945), Herbert Norman Smeeth in J.B. Priestley’s Angel Pavement (1930) and Bill Tidyman in Ever Decreasing Circles (1984). Retirement (and redundancy, seen as an even crueller practice for the office worker character) even forms the basis of The Legacy of Reginald Perrin (1996), a television series made without the titular character after Leonard Rossiter’s death, which explores Reginald’s friends/family as they find themselves ousted from various white-collar jobs because of their age. The first series of The Office is similarly predicated on the existential threat to the Slough branch and what would happen to the characters within.

This conflation of character and profession is unique to the office worker: in literature from the late 19th century through to the present day, there is, as Georg Lukács put it, an assumption of a “rational mechanisation [that] extends right into the worker’s ‘soul’”.74 Office types are much more likely to be used as a shorthand that implies rigidity, pedantry, method and a lack of humanity than those who work in the factory environments for which rationalisation was originally intended. Indeed, office workers are frequently depicted as “cogs” in the machine of bureaucracy: Robert Thorne calls himself “like a machine, grinding out its daily portion, mechanically turning pages with cold grimed fingers”, while Bennett’s Richard Larch talks about being “part of a business machine”.75 These machine clerks embody their function, blurring the divide between office work and office worker. In his reference to aged clerk Mr. Josser as little more than a walking set of ledgers in London Belongs To Me, Norman Collins evoked the anonymous contributor to the International Labour Review of 1936, who commented that “the invoice clerk who now works a book-keeping machine all day is nothing but an impersonal unit”.76 Later still, in the popular suburban sitcom The Good Life (1975-1978), the first episode sees Tom quit his stable office job and dive into the world of backyard self-sufficiency because he is merely a “grotty little cog in a great whacking machine”.77 In Keith Waterhouse’s Office Life (1978), the main character Clement Gryce is wryly aware of the wider assumption that clerical types are shaped so deeply by their work behaviours that they struggle to exist without them:


That he led any kind of life beyond the office he was fuzzily aware of, in a sleepwalking kind of way, only while he was leading it. He had found in all his previous billets that once he had hung up his mackintosh and got his feet firmly beneath his own desk, the outside world evaporated, like the waking memory of a dream.78



This lack of awareness of the “outside world” illustrates what would be understood, in more contemporary terminology, as a poor work-life balance that brought with it various issues around ill health for these fictional office workers. In many such instances in literature, clerks are depicted as not being particularly healthy specimens: George Gissing has a clerk in The Odd Women (1893) who is “trembling and bloodless”, Mr. Meggs (one of P.G. Wodehouse’s clerks from 1917) is “a chronic dyspeptic”, D.H. Lawrence refers to one of his white-collar characters as “old [and] decaying” in Sons and Lovers (1913), R.F. Delderfield depicts his character Harold Goodbeer, a solicitor’s clerk in The Dreaming Suburb, as “physically frail […] fussy, pedantic, and inclined to be pompous”.79 Even without any specific physical ailment, George Orwell’s Gordon Comstock, in Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936), is “a small frail figure” worryingly described as “rather moth eaten”, and the narrator “J” in Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat (1889) is a susceptible hypochondriac who finds himself experiencing any symptoms that he reads about, including typhoid fever, Bright’s disease, cholera and diphtheria.80 In Angel Pavement (1930), J.B. Priestley diagnosed the issues behind this when describing one of the clerks in the office:


He was obviously neither sick nor starved, yet something about his appearance, a total lack of colour and bloom, a slight pastiness and spottiness, the faint grey film that seemed to cover and subdue him, suggested that all the food he ate was wrong, all the rooms he sat in, beds he slept in and clothes he wore, were wrong, and that he lived in a world without sun and clean rain and wandering sweet air.81



This type of ill-health was not just rendered in literary portrayals. Anderson suggests that tuberculosis (commonly known as consumption at the time) was a serious condition among clerks “due to the damp and draughty conditions, inadequate sanitation and especially overcrowding”.82 His research shows that tuberculosis was the most common cause of death for those in the Liverpool Clerks’ Association death insurance scheme, and while white-collar workers were not subject to the levels of dust that many manual labourers encountered during the course of their work, the close proximity of workers and general overcrowding meant that disease spread easily. Other less dangerous but nonetheless concerning illnesses ascribed to clerks included what Michael Zakim refers to as “desk diseases”: “giddiness, liver problems, bladder and urinary infections, a swimming of the head, deafness, stomach and bowel disorders, piles and strictures”.83

The rise of institutions like the YMCA in Britain provided opportunities for young office workers who spent many of their working hours in poor conditions, to engage in physical development. Rambling societies became very popular in the first half of the 20th century, giving office workers the chance to escape the city on weekends and Bank Holidays and to put their white-collar bodies to the test on long walks in the countryside. This too made its way into fiction, as early as in 1859, when Thomas Hughes wrote his The Scouring of the White Horse: or, the Long Vacation of a London Clerk. Later novels like H.G. Wells’s Love and Mr Lewisham (1899) and The Wheels of Chance (1896), Canning’s Mr. Finchley Discovers His England and Francis Brett Young’s Mr. Lucton’s Freedom (1940) continued this narrative of the office worker emerging from a two-week vacation as a newly vigorous, energised and masculine specimen. Even more interesting are the ways in which this office-walking rambler tapped into particular constructions of identity that channelled a nostalgic rural nationalism and connected urban white-collar workers with their “yeoman” forebears – something Rose suggests hints also at a “nostalgia for a rigid social hierarchy”.84 What this trend demonstrated was a belief in the premise that, freed of the office, the clerk could become a different kind of person: outside the class structures that imperilled their financial and social existence, the office worker would become brave, adventurous, even more manly. And yet so many of these escapes reluctantly only take place in the brief holiday periods that the office worker is granted before the inevitable return to the desk. In a modern rendition of this, in The Office, Tim tries to quit the job he hates at Wernham Hogg and vows to go to university to follow a different path. After David Brent offers him a meagre pay rise, he capitulates and rescinds his resignation, and, in the script, the stage directions poignantly point to “Tim back in the office, still trapped behind his desk”.85



Conclusion

From the interiors of crumbling Dickensian cellar spaces depicted in novels to the inadequacies of modern workplaces equipped with Kafkaesque technologies shown on screen, the office environment continues to be presented as grinding down its weary inhabitants. More even than the specific issues raised by authors, television writers and filmmakers regarding daily irritations, unsociable behaviours, environmental challenges and poor management, the key impression from multiple media is of a general negativity of experience. Without question, assumptions are drawn from the four-word phrase “work in an office” about the nature of the architectural space (in terms of design, interior and even mood), the activities the users within are occupied with and, by extension, the type of person that they are. The wide array of literary and media representations examined have demonstrated that there is a certain power to the ways in which the office – and office workers and office work – are portrayed, one that is long-lasting, surprisingly stable and largely uncritically replicated across forms. What is less commonly commented on is the fact that users of the office space are particularly vocal in exploring their own status and in offering critical and creative responses to their experiences. Abigail Schoneboom has linked the more recent proliferation of office-based work bloggers to this “rich, legitimizing tradition” of “intellectual clerkdom” through her ethnographical approach to the long canon of office workers who wrote about their working lives and who, she argues, helped shape a literary culture that is still present today.86 While certain stereotypes persist and can cause unreflective imprints on the ways in which the office is encountered – resulting in generalisations about peoples’ impressions and experiences – there is merit in understanding how these function, how they have developed over the course of the last two hundred years and how they feed into inferences that continue to be made. This is important because, as Rose, Felski and Schoneboom point out, if we ignore the ways in which office workers are rendered “subhuman, machine-like, dead inside” – as the Edwardian clerk so often was – then we subconsciously reinforce the assumption that “middlebrow” culture is not worth studying.87

And yet, office cultures – made up more broadly of the architectural and interior design, the collective, individual and managerial practices and behaviours of those working within and the resultant experiences of office users – across such a vast range of global industries and employers affect or are relevant to so many of us. In Germany, for instance, the proportion of the population working in offices is reportedly around fifty percent; in the United States, thirteen out of every hundred people are employed explicitly in office and administrative roles while at least another twenty percent are in professional roles likely situated in offices.88 Likewise in the U.K. census of 2021, the most common socio-economic classification in England and Wales was “lower managerial, administrative and professional occupations” – office workers – at just under twenty percent of those surveyed.89 New television shows, films and novels – like Apple TV+’s Orwellian Severance (2022), Kazuo Ishiguro’s 2022 film Living (itself adapted from the Japanese film Ikiru of 1952), Netflix’s comedy Unstable (2023) and Natalie Sue’s I Hope This Finds You Well (2024) – demonstrate the ongoing interest in office-based cultural representations. While changes during the COVID-19 pandemic meant that many started to question the future of the office, amid predictions that much of the existing infrastructure (office buildings, commuter rails, coffee shops, convenience stores) would be rendered obsolete by home working, those trajectories seem overly alarmist. Many “office workers” indeed have the potential for home or hybrid working rather than being situated in the office space five days a week, but the physical spaces, social interactions and methods of arranging work have largely settled into a new normal of around half of the working week spent on site. As a result, both historical and contemporary depictions of the office, as cultural products that simultaneously mirror and shape our expectations of the users and uses of this working environment, remain significant, relatable to audiences and thus worthy of understanding.
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Part 2 The impact of Normativity and Standardisation on the Office as an “Environment”





Chapter 3 Too Cold? Gendered Conflicts over Mechanical Cooling in Early Post-war Japanese Office Spaces

Tatsuya Mitsuda


Introduction

A key feature of the modern workplace is the extent to which white-collar employees around the world spend a significant proportion of their working lives “encased” in air-conditioned offices, hermetically sealed off from the outside urban environment.1 Since the Milam Building in San Antonio, Texas provided the first fully air-conditioned office in 1928 – “to out-oftown firms whose personnel were not used to the local climate” – climate control technology has become a standard feature of curtain wall office towers.2 It has even been adopted in temperate regions, where external climatic conditions do not necessarily make the installation of air-conditioning a foregone thermal solution. According to architectural historian Carol Willis, who has studied high-rises in New York and Chicago, before the 1950s commercial buildings interacted with the outside environment: office interiors relied on natural light and air to make the workplace habitable.3 From the 1950s, however, skyscrapers became increasingly disconnected from their surroundings, as office buildings became self-sufficient in manufacturing artificial light and air through electrical and mechanical means. As a result, office buildings have become largely dependent on fossil fuels to maintain optimal indoor climatic conditions, laying the foundations for today’s criticism of the impact of air-conditioning on global warning.

Much of the appeal for employers behind the self-manufacture of “perfect weather conditions” – to paraphrase the marketing claim made by the management of the Milam Building – was the technology’s potential to extract more labour out of workers’ bodies during periods when their performance lagged.4 Air-conditioning thus dovetailed with the scientific management principles of Frederick Winslow Taylor, whose influential 1911 book inspired managers to apply factory-floor insights to the office to boost productivity and efficiency in clerical work. In the words of one satisfied client, who became one of the first 565 occupants of the Milam Building:


[The] deciding factor was the prime efficiency of the building provided by the modern air-conditioning system. Being able to work in a constant comfortable temperature undisturbed by noise, drafts and dust, every day sees more work accomplished with less fatigue and more real enjoyment.5



As the architectural historian Joseph Siry has recently shown, the investors who underwrote the construction of office buildings in the United States believed that air-conditioning was critical for keeping tenants and securing high rents. During the Great Depression, offices equipped with air-conditioning were calculated to be 50 percent more valuable than those without it. Such financial benefits to developers, real estate agents and employers alike have remained relevant, shaping the character of office buildings as embodiments of capitalism. However, as demand for air-conditioning has grown, the International Energy Agency has warned that increased reliance on mechanical cooling, particularly in hot and developing countries, poses an existential global energy crisis that could have severe environmental consequences.6

As “cool” office spaces have become the norm, scholars have shown that mechanical cooling can also have profound social and cultural consequences. Historian Raymond Arsenault argued that the “regional distinctiveness” of the American South was lost when air-conditioning colonised 90 percent of high-rise office buildings, banks, apartments and railway carriages by the mid-1970s.7 In his damning verdict, the technology served to irreparably alter “the daily and seasonal rhythms that were once an inescapable feature of southern living”.8 In an overview of the global impact of the “homogenising” tendencies of air-conditioning, geographer Stephen Healy similarly pointed out how the “thermal monotony” of mechanical cooling has transformed “climatically influenced and thermally configured practices”.9 In Mexico, for example, the rise of cool offices has led to a decline in the practice of the siesta; the national government went so far as to ban the custom of napping in government offices in 1999, forcing civil servants to conform to the capitalist and Western norm of working without interruption throughout the day and year.10 Thermal comfort researchers have contended that the imposition of universal thermal standards which ignore “important cultural, climatic, social and contextual dimensions of comfort” has led “to an exaggerated ‘need’ for refrigerated, cool still air”.11 The social historian Marsha Ackermann has argued, applying a Foucauldian lens, that “air-conditioning can be and has been used to discipline both the individual human body and the social order, forbidding sweat, enforcing uniform and continuous productivity, and muddling traditional connections with time, weather and season”.12 As air-conditioning becomes increasingly embedded in modern societies, some have recently called for policymakers to promote alternative, low-tech or traditional thermal coping strategies before it is too late.13

Building on these insights, my chapter asks how and why office spaces in Japan – which is one of the most air-conditioned countries in the world – became “cool”. In doing so, it follows the work done on Singapore to provide a much-needed example from outside the United States – on which most past research has focused – to enrich the history behind the rise of “thermal modernity”.14 Focusing on the 1960s as the critical period when a decisive shift towards an air-conditioned society took place, the chapter shows that, as in the United States, which was highly influential in the adoption of mechanical cooling in Japan, economic priorities took precedence in the diffusion of climate control technology. Viewed as a necessary investment in a country that was considered to suffer from the “wrong” climate for economic growth, especially during the hot and humid summer months when commercial activity could be severely affected, I argue that the colonisation of office space by the air-conditioner was by no means inevitable. Initially, traditional thermal norms – which taught people to endure rather than escape summer – did not make mechanical cooling the most obvious solution, especially in vernacular houses that had been designed for the summer. Eventually, as Western-style commercial buildings – which tended to amplify the thermal experience – came to dominate the cityscape, the case for installing air-conditioning in offices to improve productivity became compelling. Equally important to the creation of cool offices, I argue, was the need to maintain stable climatic and hygienic conditions where electronic computers could operate. Finally, skyscrapers cemented the place of cool offices, as the constant exposure of upper floors to high levels of radiation and wind made it essential for these buildings to manufacture their own climates throughout the year.

In exploring the relationship between the office and mechanical cooling, this chapter also takes seriously the call made by historians Gianenrico Bernasconi and Stefan Nellen to interrogate the spaces where office life unfolded. Bernasconi and Nellen frame the office as a complex space in which “architectural shells, the interior design, the placement of machines and the adaptation to atmospheric conditions” shaped workers’ interactions in powerful and disciplinary ways.15 Because men and women shared the same office space, such interactions were also highly gendered: in the interwar period, male bosses constructed office spaces where an army of female clerks, working as typists and data punchers, were made to collaborate with machines in the production of information.16 It was into this “gendered economy” that air-conditioners became embedded in the post-war era. In his chapter on the history of the filing cabinet, media historian Craig Robertson writes that there were discussions about appropriate clothing for female workers: he shows how female clerks in the interwar United States were required to wear clothes that were neither too revealing nor obstructive in order to do their jobs as filers properly.17 Within the Japanese post-war context, a major consequence of the rise of mechanical cooling in buildings was its disproportionate impact on the bodies of so-called “office ladies”. As part of their emancipation from a patriarchal society, women had embraced lighter, more revealing clothing for the summer. But as the cool office spread, female workers struggled to acclimatise and were instructed to dress up, nominally to protect their health. In the heated debates about appropriate summer dress, it was thus invariably women, not men, who had to change their clothes. Although they were subjected to withering criticism about their own style of dress, men benefitted from the advent of cool offices: they could cling on to their shirts, jackets and ties in the summer. It was only when the political and economic risks of reliance on imported fossil fuels from the Middle East became apparent in the 1970s that men began to shed some of their clothing, in response to state encouragement. In this way, the chapter demonstrates – echoing arguments from science and technology studies – that air-conditioning was far from a neutral piece of technology: it helped reinforce office hierarchies and discipline female bodies.18



The Sweltering Office

In the summer of 1955, Tokyo experienced a prolonged heat wave, with highs consistently exceeding 30 degrees Celsius and 75 percent relative humidity.19 As the long summer dragged on, the Asahi newspaper reported on scenes of sweltering workplaces, mocking the ineffective methods used by male office workers to cope with the heat and humidity of the capital’s summer, where the urban heat island effect was beginning to exacerbate the thermal experience.20 At the Ministry of Construction Building, where officials from various ministries worked in cramped conditions, workers from the manager to the catering staff took off their shirts and stripped down to their vests. Trying to work through the heat and humidity, workers took turns buying ice, leaving their seats from time to time to douse themselves with cold water and rearranging their desks to maximise exposure to the outside air. Because of the humidity, this did little to cool their bodies. The indoor climate of the nearby Prime Minister’s Residence was no better: the American architect Frank Lloyd Wright had not taken into account the unpleasantness of the Tokyo summer and had designed a poorly ventilated building in which about a hundred mandarins worked in oven-like conditions. The two exceptions to the lack of cool spaces in the government district of Kasumigaseki were the Cabinet Room and the Ministers’ Room, to which the Prime Minister Hatoyama Ichirō escaped during Diet sessions.21 Two kilometres away, in the Daiichi Insurance Building, where General Douglas MacArthur directed the politics of the American occupation, office workers laboured in a pleasantly cool indoor environment, with air-conditioning helping to keep the temperature at 27 degrees throughout the building. Employees were reportedly so happy with their cool office space that they chose to stay at work rather than go home or take summer holidays.

In the 1950s, most office buildings in Japan did not have air-conditioning. A few units had been installed in factories in the 1920s and 1930s, where the primary purpose was not to cool human bodies but to preserve the value of goods – a precedent that later cast shadows on how human bodies interacted with mechanical cooling. As in the United States, manufacturing facilities producing food, medicines, cotton, matches, weapons, prints and photographs needed to fabricate stable climatic conditions to prevent either spoilage or combustion.22 Mechanical cooling was also introduced in the livestock industry, where the same economic rationale was applied to cool down animal bodies to prevent the loss of meat or dairy. The production of uniform products, achieved by limiting exposure to seasonal variations and the vagaries of the weather, was a must for businesses involved in the mass production of goods at stable prices. Mechanical cooling was then extended to theatres, cinemas, department stores and offices, most of which were concentrated in the two major metropolitan areas of Tokyo and Osaka. However, the uptake of air-conditioning was slow. Between 1926 and 1931, for example, only about ten units were installed in offices nationwide, mostly in banks that could afford them.23

Cost was not the only factor holding back the spread of mechanical cooling. Traditional thermal norms that encouraged people to endure heat and humidity also played a part.24 Exposure to the summer sun was considered healthy for strengthening body and mind; morning exercises designed to warm rather than cool the body were encouraged to prepare workers for the hot and humid day ahead; and cultivating the right frame of mind by visualising cool places was also common practice in the pre-air-conditioning era. Crucially, Japanese vernacular architecture, which was built primarily with the summer in mind, helped to mitigate the effects of the heat and humidity. In Tokyo, houses were typically built on an east-west axis to invite the summer winds to pass through the dwellings; floors were raised to reduce the impact of refracted sunlight; wooden corridors and verandas that formed the perimeter of the houses shielded the living areas from the scorching sun; sliding doors and blinds that would otherwise function as room dividers could be rolled back to expose the dwelling to natural ventilation and coolness. As climate change has sparked an interest in environmental architecture, architects have looked to Japan and Asia for inspiration on how to make buildings more sustainable.25

In contrast to domestic housing, less attention was paid to designing office buildings with summer in mind, as public buildings modelled on modern European architectural styles predominated. In the 1930s, the German architect Bruno Taut, living in Japan as an exile from the Nazi regime, criticised how Western-style architecture was exacerbating thermal conditions in places such as schools and offices. On a visit to a governor’s office, Taut was alarmed to find that the building completely ignored local climatic conditions because it had “thick massive walls” and was “without any draught”:


The European windows had no eaves and there were stone tiles on the big balcony. […] The blazing sky dazzled us and the tiles on the balcony heated the air which entered the room. The cloudy sky seemed to burn more than ever. Its diffused rays penetrated everywhere. There were no cool shadows: the heat and light blazed intolerably.26



It is important to note that such descriptions did not mean that workers could not stand the heat and humidity. Most rarely complained about their thermal predicament and turned to practices that maintained a cool mindset – a mindset that the state exploited to full effect in wartime propaganda that called on the country to show thermal solidarity with troops fighting in hotter and more humid conditions in the Asia-Pacific.27

[image: Photo of a bustling city square with numerous cars, trees and people surrounded by tall office buildings and a large red brick building on the right.]
Fig. 3.1. The Marunouchi financial district in the late 1950s before the advent of curtain-wall towers. (Reproduced with permission from Ikuta Makoto.)

Office buildings were certainly not climate indifferent. To palliate the heat and humidity (as well as to compensate for the lack of light), office buildings in Tokyo (whose height was limited to 31 metres because of fears of earthquakes, typhoons and fires) were largely built in the shape of a cube or a rectangle, with a central courtyard that served as a pathway through which air and light could enter the buildings to cool and refresh the bodies of their occupants.28 As Carol Willis has written about New York and Chicago, office interiors – before the advent of artificial light and air – depended on sunlight and breezes for lighting and ventilation.29 For less temperate climates such as southern Europe and South America, Le Corbusier famously conceived climatically-sensitive buildings with brise-soleils, louvers, screens and blinds to mitigate the effects of the sun and adapt building façades to local conditions.30 By the 1950s, however, it had become increasingly clear that such buildings were becoming part of the urban heat island problem.31 As the post-war construction boom transformed the cityscape of the Japanese capital (which had been devastated by aerial bombing), concerns arose about the ability of existing office buildings to generate sufficient levels of natural cooling. Courtyards shrank in size and densely packed office buildings – built with very little space between them – intensified the thermal experience, especially in Tokyo’s financial district of Marunouchi, where office buildings were sprouting up (Fig. 3.1.). The sweltering workplaces in the neighbouring government district, reported by Asahi, became part of a trend. Despite the existence of climate control technology, a high-tech solution was not a foregone conclusion in the early to mid-1950s. The Asahi itself looked to more tropical regions for inspiration, calling for the introduction of siestas: workers should be allowed to go home, take a nap and return to the office.32



Mechanical Cooling and “Rationalisation”

Before the advent of cool office spaces, traditional (and masculine) thermal norms were seen as an obstacle to rationalising the behaviour of white-collar workers. Male office workers – the so-called “salarymen” – were ridiculed by women for clinging to formal attire. Although there were exceptions during extremely hot weather conditions, the seeming stubborn determination of men to wear jackets and ties – a sartorial style derived from the very different climate of northern Europe – became a bone of contention. In 1954, the women’s pages of the Yomiuri newspaper took issue with the sight of sweating male workers.33 Echoing the Asahi’s calls for the introduction of siestas, it suggested that office workers could learn a thing or two from the tropical south, which was portrayed as dealing with climate conditions more “rationally”. The paper advised men to wear silk Hawaiian aloha shirts instead, praising them as cheap, soft and cool on the skin. To further increase air circulation, the shirts could also be worn with the shirttails hanging out of the trousers. A more radical suggestion made by the Yomiuri was to urge young workers to embrace cotton polo shirts, which were presented as a boon to housewives, freeing them from the chore of ironing. Recognising that the suggestion might be too controversial, the paper was quick to reassure the public that it was not referring to the ostentatious kind typically worn by delinquents. It also warned readers that the shirttails should be tucked into trousers when worn in the office. In an editorial a year later, the Yomiuri mocked women’s suggestions about aloha shirts, which the male writer thought went too far and gave the wrong impression at formal meetings.34 The most male workers could be expected to accept was to remove their ties, he wrote. In this way, calls for male office workers to dress more casually were slapped down.

Much of the impetus for promoting mechanical cooling came from civil engineers frustrated with traditional thermal norms that made a virtue of enduring the heat and humidity. More needed to be done, they argued from the mid-1930s onwards, for Tokyo to overcome its “inferior” climate and become more like Berlin, Chicago, London or Paris – a reference to the influential ideas of Ellsworth Huntington (1915) who claimed a causal link between climate and levels of civilisation.35 The civil engineer Tsuji Jirō was one of the first to call for air-conditioning as a means of accelerating the country’s post-war growth. He observed that, in advanced cities such as New York, mechanical cooling was becoming standard, not only in commercial buildings but also in homes.36 As a resident of Tokyo, Tsuji observed that air-conditioning had already made significant inroads into places of consumption such as department stores, theatres, cinemas, exclusive restaurants, hotels and inns, matching the installations already in place in world-famous public places such as Selfridges in London or the Louvre Museum in Paris. However, Tsuji was uncomfortable with the sight of “cool hunters” freeloading on the coolness offered by department stores, and he criticised the absence of cool in places that were the real contributors to economic growth: the factories and offices of exporting companies. He was convinced that were these places as air-conditioned as the cinema, efficiency would increase, and the nation’s recovery from war would be boosted.

This push for the installation of air-conditioning benefited from arguments that mechanical cooling contributed to increased efficiency, productivity and cleanliness. By eliminating the need to open windows, air-conditioning made the office a quieter and more hygienic place where workers could concentrate without being distracted by and exposed to the noise and dirt of the outside world.37 Office workers also no longer had to waste their time and energy turning on electric fans or opening windows because management could relieve them of the task of adjusting the indoor climate. Compared to natural ventilation, which brought in not only fresh air but also pollutants and pests, the air machines manufactured for the office were also purer and cleaner. Guidebooks for management on the organisation and operation of offices pointed to the results that had been achieved in other industries which had first adopted mechanical cooling on a large scale.38 The productivity of coal miners – previously exposed to excruciating heat and humidity – was said to have increased with the introduction of air-conditioning, while chemical factories also benefited from stable climatic conditions in which they could produce uniform products throughout the year. Reference was made to research conducted by management experts in the United States: George R. Terry’s influential book on management – which went through eight editions – was translated in 1959 to show that the productivity of office workers could be increased by 20 percent thanks to air-conditioning.39 Terry himself recommended that office temperatures not exceed 21 degrees. At the Institute for the Science of Labour, Katsuki Shinji and Miura Toyohiko – both trained as physicians – set out to investigate Japanese as opposed to American bodies to show the business community the optimum climatic conditions that offices should achieve, with Katsuki showing that temperatures between 23 and 29 degrees were ideal for intellectual labour. Studies of typists’ efficiency showed that levels dropped when temperatures exceeded 30 degrees and indicated that the best conditions were between five [sic!] and 25 degrees. These varying results showed that indoor climate control needed to take into account not only ethnic differences, but also the type of work people were doing. Offices could not be climatically uniform, and conditions had to be tailored to the needs of each office. Despite Michelle Murphy’s suggestion that air-conditioning was tantamount to imposing universal standards everywhere, the Japanese experience shows a degree of customisation.40

In the 1960s, as it became increasingly fashionable to install air-conditioning in offices – most new buildings were fitted with it as standard – optimism about its potential grew. In a book on building management, Abe Makoto, an employee of Tokyo Tatemono, a real estate company, waxed lyrical about the “epochal” changes that air-conditioning was bringing to buildings.41 He reiterated the hygienic benefits of climate control technology, which created the perfect climate by removing polluted air and producing clean air. Abe also believed that air-conditioning would make it possible not only to create the best possible environment for bodies to work in, but also to prevent spoilage and damage to products stored in the same buildings. Since it was now possible to create an artificial and sealed environment that was independent of the outside world, he continued, it was no longer necessary for architects to think about the direction in which buildings should face. It was even possible to construct windowless buildings, which not only further reduced noise and pollution but also saved a lot of money, including cleaning costs. Less optimistic about air-conditioning was Nakabayashi Yoshikatsu, an office management expert who welcomed the introduction of mechanical cooling in the office in principle but stopped short of embracing windowless offices.42 In his book on office management, Nakabayashi expressed unease about the extent to which climate control technology was severing the office’s relationship with nature. He noted how buildings of the past, such as the Marunouchi Building in Tokyo’s financial district, had relied on natural ventilation and lighting. Central courtyards in the middle of the buildings had served to bring air and light into the office space. Both air-conditioning and electric lighting made them obsolete. The ducts that had to be installed in the ceilings to mechanically cool offices also meant that the ceiling had to be lowered. Nakabayashi understood that windowless offices were highly rational: they had the advantages of reducing construction costs, were hygienic because they prevented polluted air from entering the building and contributed to increased productivity because workers were less distracted and did not have to constantly adjust the lighting depending on the time of day or the season. For Nakabayashi, however, windowless offices were a step too far: they felt too “pressurised”, he explained, and were risky if the air-conditioning broke down.



Sharing Cool Office Space

It is important to note that the impetus for the creation of cool offices had much to do not only with creating the necessary climatic and hygienic conditions for the human body, but also with the introduction, operation and maintenance of electronic computers. Before the advent of electronic computers, office work involving the storage and processing of large amounts of information relied largely on manual labour: a pool of female card punchers typed, calculated and stored data on paper.43 Electronic computers, such as the UNIVAC, which was commercialised and marketed for general use by the Eckert-Mauchly Computer Corporation (EMCC), promised to reduce the amount of menial labour involved in card punching by storing data on magnetic tapes.44 In response to the competition, IBM, which had built its business empire on punched card machines, invested heavily in computers and achieved a commercial breakthrough with the IBM 650, a mass-produced model that was compared to Ford’s Model T for making computers affordable and usable for the broader economy. Thanks in part to the 650, IBM monopolised the American computer market by the mid-1950s, contributing to the demise of EMCC. As a result, male and female workers had to share workspace not only with one another, but also with bulky computers that had different thermal needs to the machines they had previously worked with.

One of the first to import the IBM 650 was the Onoda Cement Company. In its newly built office in Tokyo’s Yaesu district, opposite Tokyo Station, a room was created to house the large computer units.45 In order for the IBM 650 to function properly, it was necessary to create an environment that maintained not only a high level of hygiene but also a perpetual coolness, with temperatures between 20 and 20.5 degrees. This required a brigade of air-conditioning units to cool heat- and dust-sensitive equipment from all sides of the room, all year round. Given the need to process vast amounts of data, the financial sector was the most eager to embrace computers. At Sanwa Bank, which installed the first computer in 1952, IBM and Remington Rand (which had acquired EMCC) computers were used for a total of 190 different statistical tasks, including processing data for foreign exchange transactions, human resources and administration.46 Compared to the manual labour of punched card data entry and processing, computers could do the same job ten times faster. Although they sped up the process and made female clerks redundant, women remained in the office to operate them and feed them data. Not surprisingly, because of the need to be near computers in air-conditioned rooms, women were exposed to mechanical cooling for long periods of time. In the Onoda Cement Company’s so-called IBM room, female workers complained of neuralgia and rheumatism.47 As a result, these office ladies were encouraged to give up their skirts and wear trousers.

Female office workers in the financial and construction sectors were not the first to notice the impact of mechanical cooling on their physical health. Early evidence came from the department store sector, which was at the forefront of installing air-conditioning.48 Female customers who frequented the stores noticed changes in their bodies as they tried to cope with the extreme climatic changes they were exposed to. Doctors warned that the alternating shocks of heat and cold from mechanical cooling could harm internal organs. They highlighted risks such as fluctuating blood pressure, hormonal imbalances, disrupted digestion, impaired kidney and liver function and the onset of metabolic disorders.49 Newspapers also warned female workers in department stores and offices about “air-con cold” (reibōkaze) – described in the media as a “modern disease” (kindai byō) caused by new technology – which could lead to menstrual disorders, implying that women’s reproductive capacities could be compromised.50

Constant exposure to mechanical cooling claimed its first victim in 1961. A Tokyo office lady, Noda Fusa, a resident of the Azabu area, had fallen ill in June the year before, coinciding with the installation of air-conditioners in her office.51 She caught a cold and struggled to recover until the autumn, when they were turned off. However, when the air-conditioners were switched back on in May, she fell ill again and was taken to hospital, where she was pronounced dead the same day. Investigations revealed that the company had installed one air-conditioning unit for each floor and set the room temperature at 18 or 19 degrees, very low by today’s standards. Noda had been sitting near the unit and had been disproportionately exposed to the cool air. At the Institute for the Science of Labour, Miura studied the problem and showed that even in warmer air-conditioned rooms, around 44 percent of the female bank employees he surveyed complained of a variety of ailments.52 Some 24 percent said their lower bodies felt cold, seven percent complained of neuralgia, nearly five percent of back pain, the same proportion said their backs felt heavier, and around 28 percent said they suffered from reibōkaze.

Such cases made health experts sceptical about the hype surrounding mechanical cooling. In his introductory book on occupational science, Miura expressed unease about the effects of air-conditioning as it made its way into workplaces.53 Although Miura understood that air-conditioning was needed to create indoor climate conditions in which workers could compete in a more liberalised, global market, he was critical of the way in which department stores, banks and insurance companies were implementing air-conditioning. While recognising the need for these companies to run computers, he pointed out that employees “felt the pain”, intimating that the welfare of the workers was subordinated to that of the machines.54 Similarly, the doctor Kobayashi Yōtaro challenged the thinking of engineers who equated optimal thermal comfort with satisfying the interests of the majority.55 He criticised engineers for targeting 70 to 80 percent of users, while leaving the remaining 20 to 30 percent to doctors whose welfare he accused engineers of caring little about. He therefore urged engineers to design cooling technology that would allow the weaker minority to customise the climatic environment in which they had to work, rather than having to conform to the thermal norms of the strong majority. For most workers, offices may be cool, but for a significant minority they may be cold.

Despite Kobayashi’s invective, the “chilliness” experienced by female workers in department stores and financial institutions was not entirely due to the technology itself, but to its application in the broader context of retail. In a nationwide survey conducted by Fuji Bank, it found that there were striking differences between head offices and branches in how mechanical coolness was experienced, with head office workers generally happy about the effectiveness of the air-conditioning while branch workers complained about it more.56 The bank’s health department found that most branches reported complaints about mechanical cooling being overly effective, creating an office environment that felt cold rather than comfortably cool. Such findings revealed more than just the technical problem of distributing coolness evenly throughout the building. Units in the basement might have too much power that overcooled the lower floor, while the ducts might be to blame for the uneven distribution of coolness. More significantly, the thermal imbalance showed how commercial enthusiasm to attract customers to the bank’s premises – employees at head offices had less contact with customers – could be responsible for the air-conditioning being run to excess. A similar situation was found in department stores and cafes, where the eagerness to attract customers to come in (but not stay too long) sacrificed the well-being of their mostly female employees.



The Triumph of the Cool Office

Trapped in a cold office, a number of stakeholders made recommendations to limit the impact of mechanical cooling on employees’ health. As a general measure, management was urged to design the office so that employees were less exposed to the cold air blowing down from the ducts. They were also encouraged to position electric fans in and around office spaces to distribute the coolness more evenly. More prescriptive measures were aimed at the women themselves. Men were conspicuous by their absence from these instructions, as they were already protected by their trousers, jackets and ties. Women who dressed lightly – which had been a symbol of female emancipation – were told to wear trousers, jumpers and cardigans to keep their bodies warm.57 There seems to have been very little choice for these women but to acclimatise to the air-conditioned working environment. Writing in a book aimed at a female readership, the doctor Ōya Hitomi – fully aware that the air-conditioner symbolised post-war capitalism’s relentless drive for efficiency – struggled to come up with alternatives.58 She was critical of companies that sought to capitalise on the consumer penchant for cool spaces. She accused management of deliberately turning down the temperature in places such as cafés so that customers who felt cold would want to leave, thus increasing turnover. To combat the problem of women having to deal with sudden temperature fluctuations, she could only counsel women to be wary of cold shocks when entering cafés, restaurants and department stores. Ultimately, Ōya thought it best for female workers, once inside an air-conditioned space, to stay there and avoid going outside as much as possible – in other words, to accept being encased in mechanically cooled interiors. Demands for salarymen to dress properly for the summer were muted, as women by and large accepted that it was in their interest to add layers to their bodies – not remove them. While both men and women experienced discomfort, the key difference was that men’s attire remained culturally fixed despite the heat, whereas women’s clothing was treated as flexible – making them disproportionately responsible for adapting to the office climate.

In the 1960s, mechanical cooling in the workplace was still largely a seasonal event. As Noda’s example has shown, air-conditioning was generally limited to the hot and humid months. But the advent of skyscrapers changed all that. Planners responding to the problem of urban sprawl began toying with ideas for high-rise buildings in the early 1960s. Commuters travelling from the suburbs to the centre of Tokyo – dubbed “commuter hell” because of overcrowded trains – could spend up to two hours a day in public transport. With the nation’s economic progress expected to continue, experts predicted that the demand for office space would continue to grow, adding to the fear that office workers would have to travel farther. To slow this process, city planners looked to the skies for new spaces to colonise. In his book The Dawn of the Skyscraper (Chōkōsō biru no akebono), Mutō Kiyoshi, the leading architect and structural engineer behind the Kasumigaseki Building – Tokyo’s first skyscraper – touted skyscrapers as the solution to urban sprawl (Fig. 3.2.).59 Co-authored with the corporate filmmaker and screenwriter Iwasa Hisashi, who was commissioned to make a film about the project, the book was written so that even children could understand the rationale behind skyscraper construction – a reflection of the developer’s (Kajima Corporation) determination to win public trust for its high-rise plans. In this spirit, Mutō promoted the construction of skyscrapers as being better for the environment. Low-rise buildings tended to be built with little space between them. Because the restrictions on height tended to crowd out space for sunlight to enter, the “valley between the buildings” (tanima) became a dark and dingy place. Likening skyscrapers to rectangular chocolate boxes, Mutō and Iwasa explained that skyscrapers were built with the base (the smallest area) facing upwards, unlike existing buildings, which were built with the side (the largest area) facing upwards. Moreover, compared to European metropolises, where there was more greenery, Tokyo did not meet the common standard of 60 square metres of parkland per resident. Skyscrapers would free up more space for greenery, and as long as there was enough space between the high-rises, the valley between the buildings would not block sunlight from entering the space between them. For a long time, the risk of fires, earthquakes and typhoons had limited the height of buildings to just 31 metres, or eight storeys. Mutō himself, as a professor at the University of Tokyo’s School of Engineering, had pioneered research on earthquake-resistant buildings. These efforts, together with legal changes to the building code in 1962, meant that developers – such as his own Kajima Corporation – were now able to build into the sky.

[image: Photo of a spacious open-plan office with rows of desks, office supplies, fluorescent lighting, and windows lining the right wall, but no people present.]
Fig. 3.2. 1968 photo of the cool office space of the Kasumigaseki Building, then newly opened and equipped with year-round air-conditioning. (Reproduced with permission from the Mitsui Fudosan Company.)

When the Kasumigaseki Building was constructed, engineers were well aware that building above the 31-metre threshold meant that skyscrapers would be more exposed to the elements than ever before.60 Standard office buildings were huddled together, their walls often touching. Skyscrapers, on the other hand, stood tall and alone, making them more vulnerable to high levels of radiation and wind. The use of lighter steel and the preference for glass in skyscraper construction often resulted in interior temperatures being almost as high in winter as in summer, particularly in south-facing areas during Tokyo’s typically mild winter weather. Glass, favoured for its appearance and lightness, was a material that further intensified the heat, making the office dependent on air-conditioning to cool and maintain bodies and machinery.61 As a result, keeping the skyscraper cool and hygienic meant that air-conditioning had to run all year round. Of course, opening the windows would not have been an option in a skyscraper because of the disruption that strong winds could cause to office work. It is thus highly likely that the rise of air-conditioned skyscrapers created internal thermal conditions in which salarymen could continue to wear their jackets, shirts and ties.

[image: A man in a light suit with short sleeves walking on a square with his hands behind his back.]
Fig. 3.3. Prime Minister Ōhira Masayoshi showing off his “energy-saving look” (shōene rukku), 6 june 1979. (Reproduced with permission from Kyodo News.)

In the 1970s, political instability in the oil-producing Middle East sent energy prices soaring, exposing the country’s dependence on the region for economic growth. Such a change in the international geopolitical context forced the state to intervene to reduce electricity consumption, with strong pleas issued to restrict the use of lifts and neon lights, and to reduce the opening hours of department stores, supermarkets and restaurants. Perhaps the most iconic image of this energy-saving initiative was the figure of the Prime Minister, Ōhira Masayoshi, whose appearance on national television sporting a sleeveless jacket – an inspiration from the tropics – was widely ridiculed (Fig. 3.3.). As part of this campaign, fossil-fuel-dependent air-conditioners were also targeted, with the government encouraging the country to raise the thermostat to 28 degrees and to follow the Prime Minister’s example by wearing lighter clothes. Electricity companies and public authorities took the lead in implementing a no-tie policy in their offices. In Ehime, the prefectural government went so far as to issue two short-sleeved shirts to male public servants for the duration of two years, to be worn at work between 16 June and 15 September.62 For fear of appearing disrespectful, the local government was careful not to enforce the no-jacket and no-tie policy outside the office, which meant that employees were able to dress more formally on business trips and at public events. The banks also got on board. Daiichi Kangyō Bank responded to government requests to raise the thermostat in its 320 branches to 28 degrees.63 It also strongly encouraged, but did not require, its 13,500 male employees to remove their ties. Bowing to customer sentiment that employees should dress formally, the bank allowed front office staff to dress up. There was some scepticism about the no-tie policy, with one trade union representative complaining that this government campaign smacked of the authoritarian measures the country had taken during war. Despite these reservations, there was some success. Of the 86 companies and public agencies surveyed by the Ministry of Trade and Industry in 1979, 62 percent replied that they would comply with the state’s request to raise the thermostat.64 When asked about their clothing policy, some 83 percent replied that they would allow office workers to wear light clothing (keisō). In this way, a modicum of thermal equality was achieved in the office. Renewed public campaigns in recent years for salarymen to shed their ties and jackets, albeit in the very different context of climate change, are a reminder that the struggle for thermal office equality is still an ongoing process.65



Conclusion

In their investigation into the rise of an air-conditioned society, architectural historians Jiat-Hwee Chang and Tim Winter have shown how and why mechanical cooling conquered tropical Singapore.66 Like the Japanese experience, the spread of air-conditioning in the pre-war period was limited to the wealthy and to places such as cinemas and hotels, which relied heavily on imported American technology to cool interiors. Equally striking is the extent to which colonial ideas about climate and civilisation formed a powerful undercurrent to the country’s drive to free itself from the debilitating economic effects of heat in the post-independence era, which also saw financial institutions embrace the technology. A marked difference from Japan, however, was the extent to which the Southeast Asian city-state adopted “air-conditioned comfort as a central canon of post-independence socio-economic development”.67 Facilitated by legal changes that allowed the government to buy land cheaply on which to build high-rises, Chang and Winter argue that the state was the driving force behind Singapore’s addiction to mechanical coolness. In contrast to the Kasumigaseki Building, which was very much a private project, albeit facilitated by legal liberalisation, they see the construction of the 22-storey Ministry of National Development, opened in 1969, as a watershed building project that was part of the state’s attempts to “socially engineer and discipline the population to turn them into modern subjects and productive workers”.68 They argue that as a result “a social contract has formed between the state and the Singaporean citizen around the provision of what might best be described as ‘comfort security’”.69

In the Japanese context, there was no such social contract with the citizenry to maintain comfort security. Much of the driving force behind the introduction of air-conditioning in commercial buildings was the capitalist thirst for efficiency, productivity and profit. In this respect, it was similar to the North American experience. Driven by the dual need to maintain optimal indoor climatic conditions in order to increase the productivity of both workers and machines, mechanical cooling increasingly cut office buildings off from their natural surroundings and delivered cool, clean, artificial air to enclosed workers. After an initial period in which traditional thermal norms and practices prevailed, the construction of Western-style office buildings facilitated the colonisation of office space by mechanical cooling, which served as a techno-economic tool for extracting the maximum amount of labour from both humans and machines. As Michelle Murphy observed: “The cool, comfortable air of the office building was not simply a pleasant and passive backdrop, but the material manifestation of a historically specific, gendered, and racialized way of understanding the relationship between office workers’ bodies and the spaces that ordered their labor”.70 In the specific context of early post-war Japan, gendered contests characterised the politics of the cool office, which preserved salarymen’s insistence on wearing jackets and ties, while women were forced to acclimatise to the chilly office by adding layers to their clothing. And it was not until the 1970s, when the nation’s dependence on the Middle East for its energy needs became apparent, that the state intervened, with the unintended consequence of helping to loosen male preoccupation with formal attire and contributing to a more equitable thermal office space.
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Chapter 4 Thresholds of Comfort: Managing Light, Sound and Focus in the Post-War Office Environment

Joeri Bruyninckx


Introduction

When the small Pilkington Research Unit at the University of Liverpool’s Department of Building Science published its report Office Design: A Study of Environment in 1965, it had set itself an ambitious target. Architect Peter Manning had assembled a multidisciplinary team (consisting of a psychologist, a physicist and a geographer) to establish a comprehensive picture of the modern office “environment”.1 The group found that this term was often applied loosely and imprecisely, but they considered it to mean the “essence of architecture”: the sum of all physical sensations that people experience when they use a building, encompassing bodily comfort, aesthetics and even social relationships. To examine what they called the “total environment”, the authors collected both new and existing data on what they saw as its key dimensions – aural, thermal, social, spatial and visual. An image depicting two office workers at their desks, framed by a cloud of technical terms, illustrated the vast scope of their ambition (Fig. 4.1.).

The report marks an interesting moment in the architectural history of environmental management – a term that I use here in two ways. First, “environmental management” defines a technically codified control over the built interior, an attempt to engineer its performance and comfort for users in measurable ways. While technological control over light, heat and sound in buildings has a long history,2 in the 20th century, the notion of the architectural environment connoted a growing concern with buildings’ multi-layered ambience – a “total” experience, defined not just by objective measures but also by how people encounter buildings subjectively. As architectural historians have shown, the post-war rise in environmental design as a field led architects to endorse the study of users’ physical, psychological and social needs as a basis for design.3 That users came to be the measure of environments is illustrated by the Pilkington report, which described its approach “to design on the basis of thinking outwards from the office worker to his workplace”.4

[image: Annotated drawing of two individuals seated at desks, surrounded by arrows and labels indicating environmental and sensory factors such as “aural”, “visual”, “social”, “subjective”, “spatial”, “thermal”, “external”.]
Fig. 4.1. The components of “environment”, as seen by Alan G. Swerdlow. (Peter Manning, Office Design: A Study of Environment [Liverpool, 1965], 24. © Pilkington Research Unit)

Second, it is perhaps not surprising that Manning and his colleagues turned to the office to showcase the promise of environmental research for architecture and planning. After all, management of work has long gone hand in hand with management of the physical environment.5 Early-20th-century scientific management handbooks, for instance, highlighted the influence of “atmospheric conditions” in the workplace – a shorthand for proper illumination, ventilation and acoustics – on workers’ energy and efficiency.6 Although 1930s human relations theory shifted attention to social environments and their influence on employees’ attitudes and morale, post-war ergonomics and environmental psychology refocused on the physical environment as a factor to promote comfort.7 While the influence of environmental factors on efficiency remained notoriously hard to demonstrate conclusively, the notion persisted that better environments resulted in better work. In that sense, managing white-collar workspaces as environments also doubled as a way of managing the people inhabiting these environments.

In this chapter, I examine how these two aspects of “environmental management” were coupled in the British and American post-war office. I do this by tracing how in the 1950s and 1960s, users’ perceptions and subjective experiences found their way into the appraisal of buildings as well as into notions of the ideal workplace. I particularly focus on two professional communities working at the interface of architecture, building science and engineering: light engineering in Britain and architectural acoustics in the United States. In dealing with vision and sound, these fields invoked different sets of problems, research practices and expertise. And yet, they came to understand the workspace in a similar way – namely as a perceptual environment that could be fine-tuned, based on a detailed knowledge of users’ preferences. I am interested in how these users and their environmental experiences came to be known – or rather, were made to be known – as well as how such knowledge, in turn, came to be inscribed in the imagined and material environment of the office.

I will explore these questions in two case studies, which trace the making of two planning instruments in these fields: the Glare Comfort Index for light and the Articulation Index for sound. These instruments were developed to provide architects with a guideline to ensure the materials and fittings they specified permitted visual and acoustic comfort. To do this, both indices determined what I call a “threshold of comfort”. Based on surveys and psychophysical studies of users’ subjective experiences, such thresholds defined how much light or sound a user was willing to tolerate; at what point, in other words, did their comfort turn into discomfort? I argue that the development of these indices can highlight how (dis)comfort was codified and operationalised in specific ways. In particular, perceptual comfort came to be defined by a concern for users’ ability to remain attentive or become distracted from the task at hand. In both fields, this definition affected environmental management in the office. For decades, office design had focused on blanketing entire rooms or open-plan floors with maximum illumination and minimum reverberation. But these indices would promote a more localised approach, whereby light and sound were used to texture a space such that users would be able to distinguish their tasks more easily in the foreground, while the rest of the workspace turned into a generic background. By calibrating the ambient levels of light and sound in precise ways, engineers sought to define perceptual spaces within large open-plan buildings that seemed to situate each worker within their own inwardly focused but immaterial enclosure.

In other words, the office came to be reimagined as an all-encompassing environment, the subjective experience of which could be engineered by technical means, and this notion was also reflected in the material organisation of the office. Tracing this technical history is relevant because it complicates our understanding of architectural and managerial innovations such as the open office. The preferred design choice in managerial literature since the early 20th century, it regained fashionability in the 1960s and 1970s in the form of the office landscape. As historians of the office have shown, this layout was promoted as a solution for modern-day “knowledge work”, encompassing white-collar jobs that involved producing, sorting and organising complex information, from the punched card operator to the engineer.8 But as I aim to show, making an open office a pleasurable and productive environment for information work also required aligning a far more extensive body of scientific, technical and architectural knowledge about both users and buildings.



Office Illumination and the Glare Discomfort Index

Light engineering was one of the fields in which users’ subjective reactions to the office environment began to be studied and quantified. Efforts had long focused on ensuring that (office) workers had access to sufficient light for their tasks: lighting engineers defined minimum criteria and employed building techniques to maximise daylight. This shifted after World War II, however, in part because of the efficiency of new lighting technologies. Fluorescent lighting offered a similar intensity, distribution and colour temperature to natural daylight, but at reduced temperatures and cost.9 When spaced uniformly across the office, it also ensured a near shadow-less distribution of light, making possible the large open-space plans that characterised much post-war office architecture in the United States.10 Such technologies drove a significant rise in illumination standards.11 In the 1950s and 1960s, in response to these developments, lighting engineers began to shift their efforts from providing adequate lighting for the job to ensuring visual comfort for users at work. After all, rising illumination levels also raised concerns about a phenomenon that lighting engineers termed “glare”.12 Concern over glare was not new; already in 1913, American efficiency experts such as John William Schulze had warned office planners about the serious and frequent error of “over-lighting”, which was expensive and subjected workers unnecessarily to eyestrain, severe headaches and loss of efficiency.13 Research on glare had hitherto focused on its disabling effects, such as when street lights or sunlight directly impeded one’s ability to see. Yet in the 1950s, British researchers began to insist that even minimal amounts of glare could cause subtle forms of discomfort which would result in irritation, distraction and inefficiency in the workplace.14 This shift is best illustrated by work at the British government-funded Building Research Station (BRS). The station became a focal point for post-war investigations and building recommendations on so-called “glare discomfort”, which were explicitly derived from subjective appraisals of user experience.

The BRS had been established by the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research after World War I as an institute for the scientific investigation of building materials and construction methods, in response to housing shortages.15 While the institute had initially focused on building physics and fire safety, after World War II, new research programmes on illumination and acoustics set the tone for a new approach to building research.16 Since 1948, the department had worked on an experimental programme that the station’s director characterised as a highly “unorthodox” yet “powerful weapon for attack on many lighting problems”.17 BRS lighting engineer Ralph G. Hopkinson summarised this approach in a handbook in 1963, stating that “we are, in fact, concerned with the scientific study of the needs of people who work in buildings, and of the means of satisfying those needs”.18 In Hopkinson’s view, such needs required a new type of building science because it shifted the appraisal of efficiency and performance of a building from physics and engineering to the human user and their experience of comfort. Hopkinson and his colleagues relied on “people as meters to register for us their experiences in the environment, to tell us how warm or how cold they are, whether a place is noisy or not”.19

Their approach, which drew on insights from psychology, physiology, physics and engineering, was coined “architectural psychophysics”, with a nod to pioneering 19th-century psychophysicist Gustav Fechner. Lighting was a key domain for psychophysics, Hopkinson proposed, because in spite of a body of knowledge on the physics and physiology of light, little was actually known about the ways in which factors such as its position, brightness, intensity and the size and shape of its source affected the experience of human comfort. The application of this approach is illustrated by the work that Hopkinson and his colleagues did on “glare discomfort”, where they studied both the conditions in which light was produced and its effects on the user.20 For instance, trained observers were presented with a model room in which different light sources generated various degrees of brightness and glare. Observers were then asked to adjust its parameters to match what they considered “just intolerable”, “just uncomfortable” or “just acceptable” light. Tracing these physical settings, while controlling observers’ consistency over time, allowed the experimenters to establish a series of “criteria” or “threshold values” at which the users expressed discomfort.21 The experiments suggested that glare discomfort was produced not just by bright illumination, as had long been assumed; rather, the BRS researchers concluded that discomfort occurred when surroundings appeared too bright for the task or when there were too many bright light sources in an observer’s line of sight. These conditions described most general ceiling lighting at the time; regular patterns of bright incandescent or fluorescent light sources ensured uniform distribution of light, but the fittings were typically also found to be too bright and hung too low in their field of vision for users’ comfort (Fig. 4.2.).

Another series of experiments suggested that such lighting conditions affected not only users’ comfort but also their attention and distraction.22 Observers were asked to perform a visual task while lights of variable brightness appeared in their peripheral vision. By filming the observers and plotting their behaviour and eye movements, Hopkinson and his collaborators sought to establish the conditions under which observers became distracted. Conclusions were not easy to draw; under experimental conditions, some observers displayed nervous behaviour, which disturbed the measurements. But the findings did seem to confirm that attention remained on the working area more effectively if it was locally lit than if it was seen only in general illumination, and that bright light sources in the field of view tended to distract attention from the task at hand. Such findings suggested direct implications for lighting engineering in the workplace. Summarising this line of experiments for an audience of ergonomists a few years later, Hopkinson and J.B. Collins concluded that the ratio in brightness between a task and its surroundings had to be carefully fine-tuned. Otherwise, “the worker will be under continual strain in trying to maintain attention on the work […] and will become prone to feelings of tiredness and fatigue”.23


[image: A well-lit room with rows of drawing tables, each holding large sheets of paper, illuminated by fluorescent ceiling lights. Below the text “Modern drawing office with general lighting alone. The ceiling acts as a strong distraction to the eyes to look up from the work.”]
Fig. 4.2. Image and caption of a drawing office, meant to illustrate the distracting effect that general ceiling lighting can have on an observer. (R.G. Hopkinson and J. Longmore, ‘Attention and Distraction in the Lighting of Work-Places’, in Ergonomics, 2/4 [1959].)

Based on these experiments, Hopkinson and his collaborators proposed a set of empirical formulae that could be used to describe the subjective experience of glare discomfort. One formula determined a so-called “Glare Constant”, which expressed the complex relationship between the luminance, size, surroundings, angle and viewing direction of one or more light sources with a single numerical value, indicating the degree of glare that was to be expected from a given installation. Based on their experiments, Hopkinson and his colleagues also produced a diagram that plotted how their samples of trained observers and about 50 random observers had on average judged these glare constants (Fig. 4.3.).24 The researchers proposed that by combining the formula and the diagram, lighting engineers could easily determine whether the lighting installation they had specified would produce a discomfort that was “just perceptible” or “just intolerable”. By adjusting the parameters of their lighting plan accordingly, engineers could expect, at least in theory, that 85 percent of the general population would experience the light safely under the so-called borderline of comfort/discomfort (“B.C.D.”).

[image: Annotated graph showing glare factor versus discomfort levels in the general population. Column 1: NC Curve of fig. 3; Column 2: Communication environment; Column 3: Typical applications.]
Fig. 4.3. Mean probability diagram, which plots assessment of a glare constant by the general population and trained observers. As a general rule, untrained observers were found to be one constant less sensitive than trained observers. (R.G. Hopkinson, ‘Evaluation of Glare’, in Illuminating Engineering Society Transactions 20 [1957], 315. Courtesy of the Illumination Engineering Society.)

For most of the decade, these formulae remained largely within the academic realm. But by 1959, Hopkinson had managed to convince the British Illumination Engineering Society to form a committee that would test and develop a more robust method for practising lighting engineers to calculate and prevent glare discomfort. The panel revised the formulae and came up with a simplified “Glare Index” to interpret the results on a numerical scale. It also checked the computer-calculated indices of a number of installations with the subjective appraisals of trained and untrained observers to determine a level of accordance between the theoretical model and experience in the field.25 Since the formulae themselves were laborious to calculate by hand, the panel issued tables with which the Glare Index could easily be calculated for various spaces, light fittings and setups. This allowed the panel to position its theoretical model as an appropriate representation of the sensation of glare and discomfort that could be expected among the general population. In 1961, the Illumination Engineering Society recommended a first version of the Glare Index in its revised code for lighting building interiors. This code had long been based exclusively on the minimum level of illumination that was needed for a given visual task. Yet by including the Glare Index, it now supported a lighting practice in which environmental and task lighting were adjusted to one another and tuned to capture and hold the user’s attention.26 In 1967, the Illumination Engineering Society also issued a technical report, complete with worksheets, conversion graphs and tabulated data, to aid practising lighting engineers in evaluating glare discomfort.27

But while the Glare Index provided a metric with which glare discomfort could be evaluated, any influence on the practice of lighting engineers and architects was indirect and far from immediate, for several reasons. First, as a survey conducted by the Building Research Station of almost 3,000 office spaces of all kinds and their appraisal by 9,309 office users of all ranks showed, users seemed rather unconcerned about lighting. Two-thirds of the offices built after 1949 were found to be illuminated with fluorescent lighting.28 Yet while users spontaneously expressed complaints about internal and external (traffic) noise and ventilation, very few had remarks about over-brightness and glare as a problem in their experience. This may be because the surveyors found more small-size rooms (for single or double occupancy), where comfortable lighting was easier to achieve. Second, technical innovations in lighting design had already begun to address the problem of glare. The lighting installations that Hopkinson’s group had studied frequently made use of exposed fluorescent tubes that were too bright for office tasks.29 However, manufacturers responded quickly to such issues with a variety of lighting designs that sought to prevent direct glare.30 New types of fixtures, for instance, encapsulated the tubes or integrated them in ceilings to cut off the viewing angles that caused excessive brightness levels. Other elements such as louvres and reflectors served to diffuse and redistribute the light in predictable ways. By the early 1960s, manufacturers had already begun to implement theoretical recommendations on preventing glare discomfort in their products. This is confirmed by visual documentation of office environments in the late 1950s and 1960s, for instance in the Pilkington report on office design.31 A third reason for the slow uptake of this and other lighting standards was the relative neglect of lighting practice in 1950s architectural education, and conversely the lack of attention to building design in the training of lighting engineers.32 By the beginning of the 1960s, however, some architectural and engineering programmes placed greater emphasis on the importance of “environmental conditions”, both practically and theoretically. Lighting experts such as Hopkinson took an active role in ensuring that architecture students were taught lighting practice.33


The influence of engineering research on glare discomfort can be seen more clearly in the 1970s, when office planners and lighting engineers began to advocate the use of localised task lighting as a more effective alternative to general ceiling illumination. This may relate to two major factors: the proliferation of office landscape concepts and the 1970s oil crisis, which prompted efforts to reduce superfluous energy use. In the United States, for instance, in 1978 the office interior designer John Pile advised a lighting scheme that balanced “ambient lighting” with “task lighting”:


Ambient lighting fills the total space, circulation and other non-task areas with sufficient light to make it easy to move about and prevent extreme brightness contrast between task areas and surroundings. […] It generates a far pleasanter ambience than the blasting glare of the usual ceiling fluorescents and is at least as pleasant as the best installations of low-brightness ceiling fixtures.34



By that time, manufacturers of panel and storage-wall furniture for the open-plan office had begun to incorporate task lighting equipment in their standard product lines. In Britain in 1979, office planner and designer Geoffrey Salmon likewise advocated a variety of lighting types to avoid uncomfortable degrees of contrast and glare.35 One visual, for instance, illustrates the various sources of illumination that needed to be balanced in a typical office environment. A functionally lit but comfortable visual environment required general lighting, task lighting and daylight.

We can draw some preliminary conclusions from this case study. First, it illustrates how by mid-century, building research at the BRS had begun to focus on user experiences as part of its efforts to evaluate and improve building performance. Second, it shows how user preferences were measured, aggregated into a threshold of comfort and turned into an index for general use in office design. Finally, it calls attention to an emerging insight among lighting engineers and architects that light is not just a functional requirement for work; rather, it is a constitutive element of a particular working environment. Instead of exposing the entire office to the same uniform level of brightness, Hopkinson and his colleagues established experimentally that bright lights distracted workers’ attention. They recommended that thought should be given to illumination for the entire visual field, through a careful balancing of background and local lighting, to distinguish a visual task from its surroundings and focus workers’ attention. What Hopkinson and his colleagues suggested, and what designers came to realise and implement in the mid- to late 1970s, is that light could serve as an instrument for situating workers in a smaller perceptual field by guiding their attention and limiting distraction in an open-space environment. In the next section, I will develop these points further with reference to a second case study.



Office Acoustics and the Articulation Index

Room acoustics is a second field in which post-war engineers and planners began to integrate models of user perception in office architecture. Sound management has long been a key concern for office architects, planners and managers, who have sought to balance public visibility and managerial surveillance with productivity.36 In the modern office building, such needs were often seen as contradictory. In the 1920s, the open-plan layout of “bullpen” offices was found to be particularly noisy because of the reverberation of typewriter noise, telephones, conversation and street noise. Equated with physiological or psychological stress, such sounds were presented as disturbances that affected workers’ efficiency and ultimately their productivity.37 As historian of technology Emily Thompson has shown, this association between a quiet environment and efficiency was exploited by an emerging industry centred around sound absorptive building technologies. As one 1920 sales brochure noted, for instance, “an unbearable increase in unnecessary noise, confusion and nervous excitement […] had a marked effect on the normal efficiency of both executives and office workers”.38 By tackling reverberations with increasingly absorptive materials, technologies such as floor carpeting, acoustic tile ceilings and isolating wall panelling promised office managers a clean, comfortable and more efficient atmosphere that Thompson described as a “soundscape of modernity”.39 But as I will argue below, this approach changed between 1950 and the mid-1970s. Drawing on their experience with wartime psychoacoustic research, post-war acoustic consultants turned their focus from the effects of noise on users to users’ tolerance for noise. Combining noise control technologies with models of user perception shifted the definition of noise in the office.

This shift is best illustrated by zooming in on the influential work by the American consultancy firm Bolt Beranek and Newman (henceforth BBN) on improvements in office acoustics. The firm was formed in 1948 in Cambridge, MA by Leo Beranek and his colleague Richard Bolt (they were later joined by Bob Newman) to repurpose the expertise in acoustical engineering they had gained over the preceding wartime years. During the war, Beranek had directed the Harvard acoustics laboratory that undertook acoustical research for defence purposes. Tasked with engineering improved communication acoustics in vehicle cockpits under conditions of combat, the Harvard laboratory had developed extensive programmes for researching and testing noise reduction materials and improving the acoustic performance of speech communication systems.40 After the war, Beranek partnered with his Massachusetts Institute of Technology colleagues to consult on a variety of problems in acoustical engineering: from redesigning a privacy-enhancing telephone receiver called Hush-a-Phone or predicting the noise levels emitted by ventilation systems, to the acoustic design of auditoria (such as, famously, the United Nations Assembly Hall) and office spaces. Acquiring recognition for the latter, Beranek and his colleagues drew on wartime (psycho)acoustics to reconceptualise the problem of office acoustics in at least two significant ways.

The first was by quantifying workers’ tolerance for particular noise levels. To determine how quiet the ideal office should be, Beranek surveyed ambient sound and office users’ responses to it in different kinds of offices at MIT, General Radio and a metal production company. As the consultants took their noise measurements, they asked executives, clerical workers and business machine operators in each space to rate the noise level on a scale from “very quiet” to “intolerably noisy”, while also rating the maximum noise levels at which they could converse with colleagues, telephone and “accomplish their duties without loss of performance”.41 BBN further developed this approach when it was contracted to study persistent noise complaints at U.S. Air Force base offices. In a more traditional approach to noise control, surveyors measured the absolute noise levels that workers were exposed to in their office, which included aircraft flyovers and business machine operations. Since the behavioural impact of such noise on work efficiency was difficult to determine, Beranek and his collaborators used questionnaires to solicit workers’ own subjective rating of the noise levels and the extent to which they interfered with their duties: were they able to converse on the phone, could they type up a report or concentrate on reading when necessary?42 By plotting the noise ratings together with the sound level measurements that they had collected while the questionnaires were completed, Beranek and his colleagues calculated a set of “Noise Criterion Curves”.43 Such curves and a set of accompanying tables charted a range of sound levels that most users found acceptable for particular applications (Fig. 4.4.).44


[image: Table listing recommended noise criteria levels for various office environments.]
Fig. 4.4. Table for recommended Noise Criteria. (Leo L. Beranek, ‘Revised Criteria for Noise in Buildings’, in Noise Control, 3/1 [1957], 25.)

As a projection of comfort, these median curves outlined a threshold that architects and consultants could make use of when planning acoustic treatment of offices in accordance with specific job needs. Since individual tolerances were likely to be affected by local customs, expectations and experiences, Beranek also proposed an alternative curve that could be used if extreme economy was needed or if a “calculated risk of complaint” could be taken. Importantly, however, the values for noise tolerance that they conveyed were defined on the basis of the workplace rather than the employee; curves tracked the point at which an employee claimed to be able to perform their tasks, rather than the employee’s own subjective sense of well-being or comfort in the workplace.45 In other words, just like the Glare Comfort Index would do for light, this Noise Criterion quantified a threshold at which employees’ discomfort just turned to comfort. The objective implied by this metric, then, was not so much to eliminate noise as to reduce it to just tolerable levels.

Secondly, Beranek and his colleagues redefined the problem of office noise from one of absolute noise levels to levels that were relative to their background. Two years after Beranek, MIT alumni and BBN employees William R. Farrell and B.G. Watters convinced acoustic isolation manufacturer Owens-Corning to commission them to come up with a simplified method for modelling noise reduction and planning for acceptable office acoustics. In the 1950s, architects increasingly specified lightweight partitions to separate private offices. Yet these typically came at the cost of acoustic isolation, which resulted in complaints about noise and a lack of privacy in adjacent offices. While testing building materials for noise transmission, the group recognised that speech privacy constituted a particular problem in offices. Their observations suggested that noise was less easily tolerated when it was intelligible. Just as hushed whispers in a silent library could be more disturbing than a raised voice in a noisy bar, they argued, it was not the loudness of a noise but the ambient sound levels that determined its intrusiveness. To study the conditions underpinning intelligibility, the acoustical consultants conducted a series of psychophysical experiments which simulated a private office setup in the laboratory. While varying parameters of speech and noise, they asked office workers to indicate when speech from a nearby office would become “bothersome” or insufficiently private to them.46 Reporting on their studies in 1962, the consultants concluded that “an increase in the background level has the same effect on intelligibility as an increase in noise reduction between spaces”.47 Testing the relationship between background noise and users’ assessments of privacy in 37 of the offices they were called in to consult on, they determined and refined an acoustic threshold that promised tolerable levels of privacy and noise in a wide range of circumstances. Such data suggested that the relationship between intelligible speech and background levels correlated with an existing instrument known as the Articulation Index.

The Articulation Index had evolved out of a series of pre-war articulation tests by Bell Telephone Laboratories, which had served to determine the acoustic structure of the conversational human voice to improve the performance of their microphones, telephones and receivers. Bell researchers discovered that speech intelligibility varied greatly with frequency and loudness, and that high frequency sounds were most important to speech comprehension.48 During the war, this approach had found its way into the Harvard sound control laboratories that were tasked with improving communication under the intensely noisy conditions of combat.49 The Harvard researchers found that noise on aircrafts had a peculiar structure, with all frequencies added together, “producing a noise that is to sound what white light is to light”.50 Such “white noise” was not so much disabling because it was disagreeable to listeners, but rather because its overlap with critical frequency bands reduced the intelligibility of human speech in the cabin to about 50 percent. Because aeronautical design did not tolerate acoustic isolation that was heavy enough to be effective, the researchers had focused their efforts on improving the ratio of speech signal to surrounding noise by improving earphones and microphones instead. Conducting articulation tests with human users, however, was laborious and time-consuming. That is why, after World War II, the Bell Labs and Harvard researchers plotted their measurement of the average intelligibility of normal male speech – to hundreds of listeners – into a standardised and highly idealised spectrum: the Articulation Index. This index was based on 200 standard values with which the relative contribution of each individual frequency band to an intelligible speech signal could be weighed. Comparing this profile of a standard signal against any acoustic measurements of a noisy ambience produced a ratio that was indicative of the intelligibility of the human voice in these surroundings.51

Although the index had been developed to study intelligibility in speech communication, the BBN acoustical consultants now working on the problem of office noise repurposed a simplified version of the Articulation Index as an inverted measure of privacy. An Articulation Index score of 0.20 meant, for instance, that people who were not part of the conversation could understand just 20 percent of the words spoken, which ensured a good level of privacy. The consultants proposed combining the index with spectra of background noise in actual offices to determine the bandwidth of speech levels that remained intelligible to nearby bystanders, as well as the level of background noise required to mask the speech. Paired with the Noise Criterion Curves, it was possible to predict – at least in theory – when such background noise became so unacceptably loud that it affected workers’ performance. Both the Noise Criteria and the Articulation Index, in other words, turned aggregated user perceptions into a standard for the ideal relationship between background noise and intelligibility in the office.

This new approach to office acoustics began to gain traction among office planners and acousticians in around 1970, when problematic acoustics threatened the success of new open-plan office concepts. In the preceding decades, American offices had typically been divided between private offices for higher-level staff and open spaces for lower-level clerical workers. Yet by the late 1960s, management consultants, architects and furniture designers had begun to promote layouts such as Herman Miller’s Action Office II and Quickborner Team’s Bürolandschaft as a radically new way of organising office work. As Jennifer Kaufmann-Buhler has argued, seating executives and clerical workers next to each other promised a horizontal, flexible and efficient culture of communication.52 But although these promises were initially widely embraced by managers, by 1970, the office landscape concept had also led to criticism from ergonomists and users. The first reports had failed to reveal any inherent advantages in workers’ effectiveness or productivity. Instead, experts had reverted to measuring users’ experiences based on so-called post-occupancy evaluations – questionnaires which sampled occupants’ attitudes and appreciation of their new environment.53 Such evaluations in turn highlighted a particular concern among users with acoustics and privacy. One book-length study, for instance, had surveyed employees in a new open office over a five-year period and concluded that workers generally felt distracted by intrusions of animated conversations, typewriters, ringing telephones, machine handling and the ambient noises generated by HVAC. Meanwhile, employees on the executive floors had become concerned over their own lack of acoustical privacy, with sound travelling freely across the office floor.54 Although concerns over noise in the office were not new, both as a general problem and to advocates of the open-plan office concept, they were initially dismissed as temporary adjustment issues or resistance to progressive ideals.55 Nevertheless, the fact that these concerns were shared by both clerical and executive employees gave them more traction than before, forcing manufacturers to come up with solutions that maintained the original concept.

To do so, manufacturers and designers worked closely with acousticians, who adapted the Noise Criteria and the Articulation Index to model users’ experience of privacy in open-plan offices. Ranger Farrell, who had been instrumental in BBN’s private office studies, for instance, established his own consultancy firm specialised in improving office acoustics. Robert Propst, who headed the Herman Miller Research Corporation that was responsible for the successful Action Office furniture line, collaborated closely with acoustic consultant Richard Hamme to come up with solutions for sound conditioning in the office.56 However, limiting speaker intelligibility (and thus achieving enhanced privacy) in open offices proved complex. Without physical walls, speech intelligibility could vary immensely, depending on speaker orientation, effort and distance. Achieving privacy therefore involved careful use of available materials such as screens, partitions, ceilings and carpets to attenuate and absorb sounds and reduce reflections.57 To that end, Herman Miller developed a consulting service to assist with the review and acoustic fine-tuning of Action Office installations. In the mid-1970s, moreover, it published a handbook on acoustics in open-plan spaces, which outlined the state of the art in acoustic research for the office planner.58

[image: Drawing of an office floor plan featuring various workstations, tables with chairs, plants, and four circular zones indicating interaction areas from centre to outside labelled I 1; AFI 2; PI 4; A 8. ]
Fig. 4.5. “Circles of influence” in open office planning: “intelligible” (I), “almost fully intelligible” (AFI), “partly intelligible” (PI), “audible” (A), “inaudible” (IA). (Ranger Farrell, ‘Sounds of the Open Plan’, in Environment Magazine: Planning and Design [July/Aug. 1970], 8.)

In keeping with this state of the art, acousticians and office planners not only advocated conventional means of noise reduction to control how sound travelled; they also proposed the strategic placement of masking sources to ensure that sounds that did travel were rendered unintelligible. Initially, their efforts walked a fine line between solving and amplifying noise complaints, for instance when they recycled the sonic exhaust of ventilation terminals or traffic noise, or seated frantically typing secretaries adjacent to conference rooms.59 By the mid-1970s, however, many had resorted to electronic sound masking systems that subtly sprayed noise spectra that were calibrated to mask human speech. As part of a range of acoustical products (such as improved acoustical screens and physical enclosures), for instance, Herman Miller developed and marketed a product known as the “Action Office Acoustic Area Conditioner”, a device that generated a noise whose profile was calibrated to mask intelligible speech at relatively close distances in the office.60

[image: Photo of an office overlaid with concentric circles.]
Fig. 4.6. Ideal typical open office floor plan with circles indicating the positioning of sound masking devices and the acoustic privacy zones they generate. (Robert L. Propst and Michael Wodka, The Action Office Acoustic Area Conditioner: An Examination of the Masking Sound Requirements of Action Office Installations [Ann Arbor, 1974], 25. Courtesy of the Herman Miller Archives.)

By introducing rather than reducing noise in the office, acousticians used instruments such as the Articulation Index, Noise Curves and calibrated sources of natural or artificial masking sound to engineer what acoustic consultant Ranger Farrell called “circles of influence”.61 These represented a set of concentric zones that could be projected around individuals or groups of coworkers with similar requirements (Fig. 4.5.). Such circles were defined by the levels of intelligibility of the individuals or groups in the middle, ranging from inaudible to intelligible, depending on an auditor’s distance from the source. By acoustically adjusting the office environment or raising background sounds, the circles served to engineer what Robert Propst and the environmental consultant Michael Wodka called “acoustic privacy zones” (Fig. 4.6).62 These perceptual zones resulted when acoustic and visual environments were consistent with one another, and adjoining work areas did not “leak” or “interfere” with others in terms of speech intelligibility.

As this case shows, then, acoustical consultants such as those at BBN aggregated the results of acoustic measurements and user surveys to develop a set of instruments that turned office workers’ experiences into a standard for keeping speech from interfering with productive work. By turning descriptions of users’ current expectations of comfort into a prescription for the acoustically sound workplace, this process tended to reproduce an organisational hierarchy: Noise Curves for executive suites, for instance, initially specified less tolerance for noise than those for stenographic groups. Moreover, such curves represented a threshold of discomfort (rather than comfort) at which workers indicated that they were unable to perform their tasks. As such, acoustics was introduced to facilitate the ideal of the open-plan office environment, in which all employees were equally accessible and visible to one another but their speech did not interrupt each other’s focus on work. The principles of acoustics were used to balance too much and too little noise at any point within the open space, in order to delineate enclosures – zones of intelligibility – against a generally unintelligible background.



Conclusion

My two case studies help trace the contours of an approach to environmental management of the post-war office, as seen in different professional domains in the United States and Britain. Office environments were conceived as integrated, engineered spaces whose lighting, acoustic, thermal, ventilation, spatial and social dimensions were expected to have an influence on users’ mental state, physical comfort and health. By reconstructing the development of two such instruments, I have sought to show how the built interior was imagined as a protective “environment” that could be controlled and managed with precision.63 Such precision was expressed through a set of curves that represented users’ subjective experiences and perceptions as a guideline for designing physical environments. In the technical papers, reports and building codes that constituted such guidelines, users rarely emerged as articulate, individual voices. While surveys often took pains to ensure a representative sample of office workers in different clerical and executive roles, their perspectives were typically invoked as aggregated expressions of (dis)comfort. In this way, user experiences were quantified into a single threshold value or curve that, once part of a building code or redesign practice, permitted designers, planners and engineers to claim a calculated, comparable and predictable level of acceptance and comfort among actual users.

As a guideline or planning tool, they were not enforceable in actual design practice, nor were they easily implemented on the work floor. These instruments do, however, provide an insight into the kinds of environments that offices were imagined to be. As I have sought to show by reconstructing how the curves were developed, they were calculated with particular working conditions in mind. Criteria for office environments were defined by workers’ ability to perform their tasks, rather than a general sense of comfort or well-being. The perceptual research underlying these guidelines envisaged a precise technique for managing not just the office space itself, but workers’ experience in that space, by attuning the former to the limits of the latter. Environmental management turned knowledge of users’ perceptions into a design principle that sought to structure their attention. In the fields of both light and sound engineering, after all, knowledge of threshold values was linked to attempts to limit the distracting sensory effects that large rooms or open office environments were found to have on their inhabitants. Whether by limiting the subtle distractions of glare due to overhead lighting or by masking intelligible speech, perceptual comfort was defined by workers’ ability to focus on their tasks at hand. It is here that the two meanings of environmental management merge.

In the open office of the 1960s and 1970s, such perceptual engineering was expected to function as a “technique of enclosure” – a term I borrow from historian of architecture Alexandra Quantrill.64 Quantrill uses this term to describe a post-war approach to environmental management that was brought about by modern architecture’s fascination with glass wall panelling exteriors for office buildings. These glass enclosures posed problems of heating, ventilation and light control that necessitated a precise conditioning of the interior atmosphere to make it suitably stable for work. As Quantrill shows, this invoked an elaborate set of techniques of enclosure, such as air-conditioning systems, weathering protection and sealants, that helped to constitute the office floor as a set of “inwardly focused spaces quite separate from the outside world”.65 I propose that the techniques of perceptual engineering that are condensed in the Glare Comfort and Articulation indices may also be read as an effort at environmental containment, albeit at a smaller scale. These instruments aimed to create a stable and comfortable ambience, focusing not on the inside-outside divide of glazing but on ways of carving up the large open office environment into an array of perceptual (and often immaterial) spaces. The aim of situating the worker in the middle of an envelope of task-focused light or a limited zone of intelligibility was to renegotiate the purported advantages of the large room or open-plan office floor to architects and management based on users’ apparent preferences – maintaining the suggestion of comfort, privacy and focus in a visually open, transparent and flexible architecture. Even though such negotiations were far from stable, difficult to implement and at times resisted by users, they did become part of the material infrastructure of the post-war office.

Examining a history of techniques of enclosure and how they configured the “office environment” highlights the processes of co-production between users (or at least their proxy representations) and the material organisation of the office over time. The open-plan office layout that has helped configure contemporary notions of the workspace to this day has been long in the making – and just as the open-plan layout itself has a long history, so too have the perceptual techniques that were envisaged to enable it. Tracing these techniques offers a condensed insight into the extensive networks of disciplinary communities, research institutes employers and users, as well as the surveys, laboratories, curves, standards, buildings, materials, interior designs and user requirements that had to be aligned so that the open-plan layout and the managerial beliefs it materialised could be stabilised into a promised solution to the demands of late-20th-century knowledge work.
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Chapter 5 Surviving the Office: Workplace Design, Activism and the Health of Women Workers in 20th-Century Britain

Amy Thomas


Introduction


Look around your office. Do people look well? Or do you all feel tired at the end of the day, exhausted at the end of the week? Do you get headaches, sore throats, upset stomachs, rashes, back-ache? It’s probably your job that’s doing it […]. If you work in an office you know it’s not the easy life of tea breaks and chats that many people believe. Offices are often tiring and stressful places to work, and have their health hazards – physical, chemical and emotional.1



In this opening paragraph to Office Workers’ Survival Handbook: A Guide to Fighting Health Hazards in the Office (1981), feminist and activist Marianne Craig sought to awaken white-collar workers to an overlooked aspect of their work: it could be dangerous for their health. “Offices on the whole may be cleaner and safer than factories, and occupational accidents and disease perhaps less dramatic”, explains Craig, “but that does not mean they should be taken less seriously; while the hazards of office work may not kill you on the spot, they do cause serious problems if you have to face them day after day”.2 The guide was written to help office workers identify these hazards in order to have the knowledge to fight for their rights to a safer workplace environment. More specifically, it was addressed to women office workers who occupied the vast majority of lower-paid clerical positions. In an act of political resistance, the book emphasised “how your social class and your sex affect your state of health as much as what job you do… which is itself determined by our social class and sex”.3

Craig was a member of the Women and Work Hazards Group (WWHG), an affiliate of the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science (BSSRS). Established in 1977, the WWHG set out to re-centre women’s health in the intertwined women’s liberation and labour movements, and to show how occupational health was influenced by wider social contexts.4 In line with a growing awareness of occupational health and safety in Europe, the British Health and Safety at Work Act of 1974 had for the first time enshrined the employer’s responsibility for the general welfare of employees in law.5 With this the work hazards reform movement emerged – comprising grassroots organisations like BSSRS, alongside trade unions and other labour activists – seeking to improve conditions and decrease occupational mortality rates.6 Yet despite success in implementing regulatory changes to workplace health and safety, women’s work and health were largely overlooked in the legislation, primarily because of the devaluation of the work women did in those places.7 The group argued that very little effort had been made to look at the occupational health risks faced by women, including in domains where they formed the majority of the workforce, such as offices, hospitals and domestic labour (Fig. 5.1.).
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Fig. 5.1. Front cover of Science for People – Women’s collective issue, published by the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science, 1975. (Wellcome Collection, London, SA/BSR.)

The office was uncharted territory in the field of occupational health and safety at the time Craig and her colleagues were working on these issues. While in the post-war decades, health and safety in other industrialised workplaces had been politicised through unions, the comparatively benign character of clerical and managerial work had ensured that office buildings were largely omitted from the discussion. This was despite the fact that clerical work, in its routine and repetitive nature, was posited by some critics, like political economist Harry Braverman in the U.S., as little better than factory work in terms of worker alienation.8 The WWHG claimed that women were most exposed to the office’s health hazards because of their lower positioning within the organisation. By end of the 1970s, women’s position within the labour market had shifted dramatically in Britain due to the erosion of the “marriage bar” convention (the requirement for women to leave their jobs on getting married), the implementation of the Equal Pay Act in 1970, the Sexual Discrimination Act of 1975, and the Employment Protection Act of 1975 (the latter rendering maternity pay and job retention obligatory). Census data reveals that by 1981, 57.7 percent of women were engaged in paid work, compared to 36.3 percent three decades earlier.9 This in turn reconfigured the demographic landscape of the office, with the same census showing that over a third of working women were in secretarial and administrative positions – substantially more than any other sector.10 Although the number of women in work had risen dramatically, they continued to occupy the lowest paid positions because of the legacy of their historical absence from the labour market and the ongoing discrimination against women in organisations.

Following in the tradition of feminist workplace reformers of the 19th century, the WWHG sought to reframe the office as a site of women’s oppression – and, thus, as a site for their emancipation. Yet unlike previous generations of reformers, achieving health equity was not an end in itself: the 19th-century focus on women’s factory working conditions was driven more by a broader biopolitical concern with the neglect and malnourishment of children than by a genuine commitment to women’s liberation.11 The WWHG, on the other hand, were seeking to mobilise office workers to claim agency in the workplace and take part in a wider feminist-socialist campaign. As Craig reflects, “we were trying to radicalise […]; it was our way of trying to raise awareness and bring about a revolution”.12 Comprising women with backgrounds in trade unions, health and safety law, social and medical sciences and the women’s liberation movement, the group saw the office as another representation of the patriarchy in an unjust capitalist society. These highly conditioned and designed environments both symbolised and actualised women’s lower status in society; women could only thrive if they could take control over these spaces. The WWHG offer an alternative lens through which to view the history of British office design: first, through their emphasis on user knowledge and (particularly female) experience, and second, through their specific emphasis on an expanded definition of the workplace “environment”. For the WWHG, women working in the office were not only subjected to discrimination through the design, organisation and culture of the workplace itself; their experiences were also influenced by their personal and collective experiences beyond the workplace, at home, in the city and in society in general (Fig. 5.2.).

[image: A woman sits at the desk and is handling a box. She is surrounded by boxes everywhere.]
Fig. 5.2. Front cover of the pamphlet Danger – Women at Work: An Introduction to Health and Safety for Women at Work, published by the Women and Work Hazards Group, 1980s. (Wellcome collection, London, SA/BSR/B/14/3.)

This chapter explores this more generous understanding of the workplace environment as a physical, psychosocial and political space by examining one specific notion that garnered much attention from the WWHG: stress. Despite the fact that ideas about stress had been popularised by key publications emanating from the U.S., in the post-war years, the concept was not commonly used in British workplace settings of the 1970s.13 Feminist worker movements like the WWHG began to use stress as a term to describe the combined effects of the systemic and personal discrimination faced by women and the tangible and perceived threats posed by the office. They argued that the combination of ongoing care- and house-work responsibilities, the repetitive and unstimulating nature of the work, the exposure to potentially harmful toxins and the unrelenting sexual harassment and discrimination created a hostile environment, which in turn had very real physiological effects. Women’s health and status in society was a product of this environment. Consequently, the office became the object of scrutiny in pamphlets and articles (Fig. 5.3.). As Michelle Murphy has written in her compelling study of Sick Building Syndrome in America, the women workers’ movements of the 1970s came to view the office as being “composed of an oppressive tide of small details, what one could call the microphysics of office work”, which was not simply holding women back but harming them, both physically and psychologically. Through their activism, as Murphy notes, “the office was rematerialized as a site of oppression and pathology”.14
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Fig. 5.3. Women’s Health, Work and Stress pamphlet, published by the Women and Work Hazards Group, 1979. (Wellcome Collection, London, SA/BSR/B/14/5.)

From an architectural historian’s perspective, the WWHG highlighted a fundamental discord between the ideals underpinning the design and conception of the office and the real lived experiences of those working in it. This would seem an obvious point to make, but such observations remain scant in the literature on the history of the British office. Of the architectural histories that we have (far fewer than in the American context), most emphasise the significant impact of developments in technology, architectural style and real estate processes, as well as the shift from cellular, highly domestic offices to hybrid layouts fusing elements of European office landscaping and American open plans.15 But very few pay attention to the inherent tensions between design intent and user experience.16 Even fewer have explored the extent to which changing discourses on occupational health and psychology have influenced discourses on design. Through the work of the feminist WWHG, this chapter explores the changing conceptualisation of health and well-being in office design in the closing decades of the 20th century. Focusing on the United Kingdom, it reinterprets specific historical ideas about British office design; terms like “hierarchy”, “open plan” and “flexibility” are interrogated and rearticulated through the experiences of women workers. In doing so, it is users and grassroots organisations supporting users, rather than designers and architects, who become the protagonists.




Radicalising the Feminised Workplace

The office was not an obvious place to start a radical occupational health movement in the 1970s. Clean, non-life-threatening and full of middle-class employees, British offices were not high on the priority list of trade unions or the newly formed Health and Safety Executive regulatory body, which continued to emphasise industrial health and safety.17 Office work had a cultural reputation for being safe and unexciting, with male clerks earning the stereotype of being meek and weak because of the sector’s highly feminised character.18 Marianne Craig herself was all too aware of the seeming incompatibility of the office with the radical hazards movement. She recalls:


My dad was an engine driver […], a Glaswegian working class man. […] And when I said I was going to write a book about women and work hazards in offices, he looked at me with contempt and he said, “What? Don’t chew your lead pencil?”19



But while the office may not have been the clearest example of a hazardous workplace, it was an ideal sector from which to recruit women to the feminist cause. The combined impact of growth in the service sector and the legacy of women’s employment during the Second World War meant that there were more women working in offices than ever before. By 1951, 60 percent of all clerical workers in Britain were female, in comparison to 0.1 percent a century earlier.20 It was not only the number of female office workers that rendered them ideal targets for the WWHG, but also their profile. Since their entry into the white-collar workforce in the 19th century, women in the office had been, for the most part, young and unmarried. This was not accidental. Marriage bars had been implemented by organisations since women first joined the labour force in the late 19th century, in order to avoid competition with their male counterparts. The lack of prospects for long-term career progression and the idea that women were well-suited to repetitive menial work meant wages could be kept low, with no entitlement to pension provision or other benefits.21 But the new office workers of the 1970s were quite different. Many were married, with families and other commitments outside work.22 This group was unlike their single predecessors, since they were dealing with the double burden of paid and unpaid work, the lack of childcare provision from the state and the litany of other pressures experienced by women in two-earner households. The new legislation of the 1970s may have entitled women to equitable employment, but many aspects, like maternity provision and the right to reinstatement, were minimal and partial, catering to only a tiny subset of the female workforce.23 These grievances, in tandem with ongoing cultural discrimination against working women, rendered these women ideal candidates for mobilisation by the WWHG. Their activities were part of a broader belief within the Women’s Liberation Movement that getting women into paid labour was a way to develop women’s collective political consciousness, helping them to build confidence, learn collectively and share problems.24

Although a far cry from the hazardous environments faced by miners or chemical plant workers, most British offices in the 1970s were not particularly pleasant spaces. Building controls on commercial buildings emphasised structure and fire protection, neglecting aesthetic and environmental concerns and leading to a fairly conservative office stock.25 One study by the Building Research Station in the 1960s revealed that many British offices’ building services – ventilation, heating and electrical systems – originated from the 1900s, with some government offices still being heated by open coal fires in the 1950s.26 The rapidity of rebuilding after the Second World War had also catalysed the production of swathes of poor calibre, developer-led office buildings. Here commercial architects were hired to maximise floor space within the given regulations, to the minimum specifications.27 As one developer of the period noted, they did this by


limiting floor to ceiling heights to the minimum permitted by building bylaws. Hardly a single building incorporated air-conditioning. Central heating boilers were oil-fired rather than gas-fuelled, and there were generally insufficient electric power outlets.28



The implementation of a new Offices, Shops and Railway Premises Act in 1963 somewhat protected workers with safety provisions that included restrictions on workplace density, maintenance and daylighting in offices. Yet these regulations were rather vague, with terms such as “sufficient and suitable lighting”, “adequate supplies of fresh or artificially purified air” and, on the matter of seating, the provision of “a seat of a design, construction and dimensions suitable for him”.29 Indeed, whereas the welfare-state-led housing projects of the post-war decades involved sociologists and extensive surveys of use patterns, office buildings were hardly considered in terms of the user experience. The limited number of studies that were carried out focused on the impact of sound, heat, light and air on worker productivity and efficiency, rather than workers’ feelings or perceptions about their work spaces.30 One early ground-breaking study of boredom and fatigue in female clerical workers (1937) explored personal perceptions of status, identity and physical exhaustion in the workplace, but did not link these issues to the design of the space.31 In Britain, the precedent for such a study was in factories, rather than offices.32 In the 19th and early 20th centuries, feminist organisations scrutinised the working conditions of women factory workers in numerous studies, surveys and observations.33 Vicky Long has shown how this sometimes led to the provision of better facilities for the workers, including women-only rest rooms, better canteens and women’s club houses.34 Yet similar adjustments were very rarely made for female clerical workers. The WWHG in the 1970s were the first to bring the daily activities and struggles of these women into popular debate, in turn catalysing a wider conversation about women’s health and well-being in the white-collar workplace.

The WWHG’s reframing of health and safety in the office as a political conversation occurred at a moment when the relationships between individuals and their environment were being recast in popular debate. In particular, the idea that the manmade environment was a source of potential danger coincided with the rise of the environmental movement in the 1960s and 1970s. At the core of this conversation was a criticism of the problematic co-dependency of the technologies and materials that drove societal progress and the humanitarian-ecological disasters that occurred because of them, such as the nuclear meltdown at Three Mile Island.35 Environmental activism during this period sought not only to raise awareness of the damaging effects of chemicals, oil spills and other such contaminants, but also challenge the ways in which the scientific establishment was interconnected with political economic power structures. It is within this context that the WWHG emerged as a subset of a larger radical science group, the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science. Formed in 1969 by scientist-activists, BSSRS promoted community science and grassroots research, working with residents and citizens with the aim of equalising the power to collect evidence. Their aim was to expose the public to the political machinations of science, creating public debate within the scientific community and encouraging public participation in setting the agenda for research and development.36 They claimed that


science and technology serve the interests of those who fund them. And in serving these interests, they help perpetuate them. To a considerable extent, therefore, science and technology have become instruments of state and industrial power.37




BSSRS aspired to operate as a legal-aid equivalent for the public, and became involved in supplying accessible information and support for environmental issues like pollution and occupational health. Here, the notion of the environment found expression on multiple scales, from the neighbourhood (like the grassroots investigation of the so-called “Battersea Smell” caused by a glucose factory and gin distillery) to the office desk or the body of the worker. Following the introduction of the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, members of BSSRS became more involved with the labour and work hazards reform movement. They campaigned for Safety Representative Regulations, and publicised a number of industrial hazards such as noise, asbestos and vinyl chloride, partially through their influential and long-standing magazine Hazards.38

Believing that the trade union movement had failed women, particularly those in non-unionised workplaces (like offices) and those engaged in part-time or casual labour who could not be protected, the WWHG formed to open up the male-dominated work hazards conversation to women.39 They worked across three spheres: providing free advice to individuals and organisations through letters and calls in the U.K. as well as internationally (as far away as New Zealand and Fiji); making accessible literature such as pamphlets with information about a wide range of hazards women might face at work; and disseminating this information in workshops, meetings, conferences, print media and even a documentary film broadcast on national television, funded by the Greater London Council’s Women’s Committee. Collaborating with trade unions, women’s health centres and many other grassroots organisations, the aim was to inform those responsible for workplace health and safety of the challenges experienced by women at work, but also to implore the women’s health community to see working conditions as an important factor. In this context, the group thus saw themselves as “part of the new politics of preventative healthcare” that emerged in the 1970s, which emphasised the social and environmental causes of poor health rather than the symptoms and treatment of individuals, popularised within the feminist movement via magazines like Spare Rib and women’s centres across the country.40



Women and Work Stress

As a consciousness-raising tool, the concept of stress was a prominent and powerful topic for the feminist group, featuring highly in publications and pamphlets. Its power resided in concision: stress drew attention to the multiplicity of injustices experienced by women at work and legitimised those experiences by grouping them into a single nameable phenomenon. Stress was not the “bosses’ disease”, as it was understood by lay people, but was prevalent if not more common among lower paid workers – and particularly women.41 The group argued that women were not more vulnerable than men to stress, but that they were more likely to be exposed to stressful situations because of their position in society. Women were not only doing the double shift of paid labour at work and unpaid labour at home; they also experienced job role segregation because of the long-standing inequalities in the labour market. They were predominantly in lower-paid and often less fulfilling jobs like clerical work and cleaning, or occupying extremely physically demanding jobs in nursing or the service and care sectors.42 “Stressors” were thus both social and physical, ranging from lower earnings, restricted opportunities for promotion, job precariousness, low sense of job satisfaction, inflexible hours and sexual harassment, to exposure to chemicals, poor ventilation, temperature, repetitive strain injury and bad lighting. In the office, clerical workers could be exposed to unrealistic deadlines, repetitive and boring work, new technologies such as visual display units (VDUs) which might damage eyesight, and poor physical conditions such as unergonomic furniture and exposure to chemicals from photocopiers and carpets. Office cleaners on the other hand had to deal with unsocial hours, shift work, noise, chemicals and the general “frustration of cleaning up other people’s mess”. Furthermore, given the higher number of migrant women working as cleaners, they might be more exposed to racist discrimination.43 Through stress, the conceptualisation of the workplace environment was thus expanded from simply a place of physical hazards to a container of socio-political hazards.

Although the causes of stress were environmental, the effects were bodily: the hormonal responses to these stressors could cause a large range of symptoms from colds, indigestion and muscle pain to fatigue, insomnia, anxiety, depression and even heart disease. “Stress has social causes and can therefore be prevented”, explained Marianne Craig in her Office Workers’ Survival Handbook:


All too frequently the early symptoms of stress – nervousness, headaches, irritability and so on – are written off as “female problems”, “menopause” or “your imagination”. […] [Stress] is the result of pressure on your mind, which can end in health breakdown. Such pressures are numerous and complex.44




Rather than simply being “women’s problems”, stress was an occupational health issue that began in the workplace. As Michelle Murphy argues in reference to the women workers’ movement in the U.S., feminist groups refused to accept the “analysis that stress was rooted in gendered psychology”, instead explaining stress as a physiological issue: “Stress was a biological reaction to social conditions.”45

The WWHG’s consciousness-raising campaigns were an extension and continuation of the self-help activities promoted by women’s groups like the National Housewives Register and the Pre-school Playgroups Association in the 1960s for housewives suffering with depression and anxiety.46 While the normal treatment of doctors had been to prescribe tranquillisers or anti-depressants, by the 1960s women were becoming more vocal about the social and environmental causes of their stress, and in turn about the possibility for collective solutions. Railing against popular but under-researched notions like “suburban neurosis” (which claimed that “young suburban housewives were prone to a new type of neurosis that resulted from modern civilization frustrating instinctive desires and from the failure to achieve emotional balance”), feminists instead began to locate the problem in the tension between societal expectations of womanhood, the physical and social isolation this brought, and women’s desires for greater independence.47 Pioneering writers like Hannah Gavron, in her devastating critique The Captive Wife (1966), linked stress to the purposelessness felt by women at home, which was agitated by a growing societal impulse towards emancipation; more women wanted to go out to work, but were unable to do so because of cultural beliefs and societal structures (e.g. very limited state provision of childcare facilities). Increasingly, as more women entered into part-time work roles, sociologists like Alva Myrdal and Viola Klein located women’s stress in the conflict of the two spheres of work and home.48 Yet they also noted that women who worked experienced less depression and anxiety that those who did not.49

The WWHG were looking at the spatial corollary to women’s domestic stress in the wake of women’s rapid entry into the workplace in the 1970s. They sought to empower women to take control of their work environment, identifying stress as a syndrome brought about by the patriarchy at work and, in particular, the lack of control women had over their work environment and activities. The group were influenced by new studies that correlated higher levels of stress with lower status and agency within the organisation.50 A highly significant longitudinal study of over 18,000 British civil servants across 38 departments investigated the social determinants of health, especially the prevalence of cardiovascular disease and higher mortality numbers. Known as the Whitehall Study, the research began in 1967 and ran over a period of ten years. It revealed that lower grade employees were roughly 30 percent more likely to die than those at higher grades, instigating a large discussion about work stress as a major contributor to cardiological diseases.51 It also showed that women had higher levels of sickness absences in the workplace compared to their male counterparts, taking 70 percent more time off for predominantly minor complaints. Married women’s absences were higher than those of single women, implying that much of the stress was linked to women’s “divided loyalties”.52

The 1970s represented a shift in the British discourse on work stress. Based on the writing of American stress theorists, early post-war understandings linked stress to the character (or weakness) of the individual. In the U.S., “role stress theorists” emphasised individual perceptions, expectations and the ability to adapt, rather than social structure and other external factors. As Wainwright and Calnan note, “the highly individualized conception of role stress effectively depoliticized the work stress discourse, facilitating its easy passage into corporate human resources management”.53 But by the next decade, financial and energy crises, high unemployment, the uncertainties of new technologies like automation, and the increased feminisation and precariousness of the job market brought about both more heavy-handed approaches to management and increased anxiety in the workplace. Within this context, job stress was reframed as a product of the wider socio-political environment in Britain, becoming grounded in the arena of labour movements, class consciousness and public-sector investigations.54

Stress research in Britain had always been tied to the labour movement, with early research starting with the founding of the Industrial Fatigue Research Board after World War I.55 Much of this early work investigated the causes of sick leave in industrial workplaces, focusing on individual rather than structural causes. Yet by the post-World War II period, the rise of social epidemiological studies under the welfare state placed a greater emphasis on the relationship between social class and health. This research was further influenced by Scandinavian work stress discourses, which argued that stress was a product of one’s working environment. Emerging with industrial workers’ organisations, the aim of the Scandinavian movement was to improve both the social work environment and the physical workplace instead of mainly promoting productivity.56 In the mid-1970s, the work of key researchers in this field had a direct impact on legislation, reformulating the power balance between employee and employer and making clear prescriptions about the physical workplace as a safe space.57 This research rippled into the British academic discourse on work stress in the fields of applied sociology and occupational health, as researchers emphasised the quality of work life and industrial democracy. They claimed that stress arose as a product of employees’ alienation from society and lack of power and resources to manage their situation.58

The emphasis on public health, status and welfare was reflected in the writing of the WWHG, which drew attention to both societal causes and collective solutions to the work stress problem. Work stress was politicised as a product of a misogynistic and deeply unjust capitalist society, which was only getting worse with the heady conservativism of the Thatcher years. The group argued that “further public expenditure cuts affect the provision of services which might alleviate some of the stress, [such as] nurseries [and] public transport”.59 The solution, they argued, was to organise internally and to join a trade union. Under the 1974 Health and Safety at Work Act, trade unionists were granted the right to elect safety representatives. These representatives were given a number of rights, including the ability to investigate health complaints, accidents and workplace health issues, conduct regular inspections, and access information on chemicals, machinery and environmental hazards. They also had the authority to call in an external inspector if necessary. Furthermore, stress was recognised as an occupational health issue, making it closely linked to the careful scrutiny of the workplace environment.

The WWHG charged female clerical workers with reclaiming their workplace environment through collective action: “History has shown that we cannot rely on the law or our employers to provide us with a safe, stress-free working environment, so it’s down to us – and we are much stronger if we are in a trade union and fighting together.”60 However, the unions, which had grown dramatically in size and influence under the auspices of the welfare state, were contentious within the feminist movement.61 In addition to almost entirely neglecting women-related occupational health and safety issues and failing to actively recruit women, these male-dominated organisations had refused to support feminist issues like the ban of the marriage bar or equal pay.62 To overcome this bias, the group also advised women to organise themselves internally, first via the distribution of a survey (Fig. 5.4.). This method aimed to get (presumably non-activist) women to wake up to day-to-day injustices and to think about the way their work environment was affecting them.63 This might then lead to larger-scale organising, they claimed, like the 1976 protests by the Department of Health and Social Security workers in Brighton about high temperatures in their office. In this case, their initial attempts to go through the unions failed. In response, they decided to self-organise: 50 office workers walked out, and they were heard. Fans were installed and a winter walk-out in the cold succeeded in getting supplementary heating. “A quick effective communal action can succeed where long negotiations often fail”, the WWHG concluded.64

[image: Text of “Survey of job-related stress” featuring multiple-choice questions about job satisfaction, sick leave, medical visits, and physical symptoms.]
Fig. 5.4. Fragment of a survey from the Women’s Health, Work and Stress pamphlet, 1979. (Wellcome Collection, London, SA/BSR/B/14/5.)



The Female Office Worker as the Non-Standard User

On the surface, the physical changes to the office suggested by the WWHG were not too different from those that women’s health and safety organisations had argued for at the beginning of the 20th century.65 “You may be able to organise proper lunch rooms, or put pressure on management to provide a rest room to relax in”, suggested one WWHG pamphlet. Other possibilities included better canteens, more comfortable furniture, and adjustments to temperature, noise levels and ventilation.66 But the critical difference was the agency that women were given in the process. While the domestic setting – women’s so-called “natural place” – had long been the target of design solutions to enable women to manage their environment efficiently and with mastery, in the office women had no such agency because of their low position within the organisation. Historically, design interventions to help female clerks had been top-down; women were considered as manual workers and were the subject of experiments in furniture and lighting to facilitate productivity rather than improve well-being. As Adrian Forty and Katherine Schonfield have shown, this was in contrast to higher-paid male workers, whose private offices – or “thinking” spaces – were furnished with all the psychological comforts of home.67 If male managers were offered furniture, female clerical workers were given equipment, suited to their repetitive, manual labour.

The WWHG drew on literature highlighting how the assumption that women were inherently suited to domestic roles put them at risk in the workplace. This belief led to the failure to collect baseline occupational health data for women and their intentional exclusion from related biomedical research.68 The group argued that “women’s occupational ill-health continues to be an invisible problem”, not simply because of their devaluation in the labour market but also because “official government statistics on occupational mortality still classify married women by their husband’s and not their own occupation”. Similarly, accident records in Britain had only recently begun to cover employment areas where women were more likely to work, such as offices, administration and services.69 Where women’s occupational health was taken into account, it was only in relation to their reproductive capacities: protective legislation in industrial workplaces existed to protect the ability to bear children, removing women (rather than the hazards) from environments where they might be exposed to lead or radiation. This emphasis meant that other serious health problems were overlooked. Consequently, it was male bodies that were used as the standard for testing the effects of shift work, stress and exposure to hazardous substances, overlooking women’s lower body weight and hormonal changes.70 In conclusion, they argued that


it is important not to wait for “scientific” or other expert evidence before taking action. Not only is such evidence frequently derived from studies of male workers, […] but it gives rise to limits and standards based on averages which can still leave workers at risk.71



Though the group members were not actively thinking about design, they were channelling wider concerns about norms and standards in the construction of everyday environments. Within the architectural discipline, there was a growing scepticism of the supposed universality that modernist architecture had propagated, both in the mainstream shift towards postmodernism and on the fringes among activist architects demanding more inclusive environments. In the U.K., feminist architecture practices like the Matrix collective and the Women’s Design Service were the most outspoken on this issue. As Matrix wrote in their manifesto Making Space: Women and the Man-Made Environment (1984), “[modern] architects’ grandiose theories did not fit the way of life people wanted to follow”, pandering to economic forces rather than social needs and resulting in “characterless office blocks and disastrous ‘streets in the sky’”.72 They went on: “We believe that the question of what has ‘gone wrong’ with modern architecture cannot be discussed adequately without an awareness of the invisibility of women’s lives to the professionals who plan buildings and cities.”73 Matrix worked actively with women to develop places from their perspective, from childcare facilities and women’s centres to housing and professional workshops to get them into male-dominated craft and construction jobs. Like the WWHG, the goal of Matrix was to expose man-made environments as places that “contain ideas about women, about our ‘proper place’, about what is private and what is public activity, about which things should be kept separate and which put together”.74 Although the WWHG were not thinking explicitly about architecture, they were concerned with the same central paradox that women represented the non-standard user in a largely female-dominated work environment.



Sick Building Syndrome: The Architectural Manifestation of Work Stress

By the 1980s, many of the grievances expressed by women about their offices had entered into the mainstream health and architectural discourse through the so-called Sick Building Syndrome (SBS) epidemic. What is remarkable is the similarity with which SBS and work stress were discussed in terms of symptoms and effects. Like stress, SBS was a described as a nebulous syndrome with myriad causes and a wide range of symptoms. Difficult to define, “a sick building is simply one where people who work in it have a higher level of illness than expected”.75 How could one tell if a building was sick? Tiredness, lethargy, stuffy nose, dry throat, itching eyes, chest tightness, difficulty breathing and headache were just some of the immediate indicators. But like stress, SBS might not be immediately obvious and could take time to manifest in more serious ways; longer-term effects could be mental health disorders like depression and absenteeism.76 While the causes of work stress orbited around the individual and the organisation, SBS initially located the problem in the physical environment. Causes were thought to be poor ventilation and water-based air-conditioning systems, cheaply built (often public-sector) offices, tinted glass windows, high temperatures, low humidity, high noise levels, carpets, open-plan settings, and the general build-up of air-borne particles in hermetically sealed buildings (including carbon dioxide, water vapour, body odour and a build-up of human-shed micro-organisms in airtight buildings).

Quite quickly, it became clear that women appeared to be worse affected than men. Self-reporting showed that clerical workers experienced symptoms more frequently than managers and that women occupied the majority of clerical positions. It was perhaps unsurprising that the initial response to these self-reported symptoms was to consider SBS a form of mass hysteria (a historically problematic term for women that was often used in discussions about women’s stress or “madness”, locating women’s physical or mental health problems around menstruation and the uterus).77 While most early studies attributed the symptoms to the kinds of spaces in which clerical workers spent their time, research began to reveal that a key factor was a feeling of lack of control over one’s environment. In hermetically sealed buildings, this was largely interpreted as a lack of control of air flow and lighting. The technical interpretation was tackled through “personal environmental systems” that enabled employees to have more control of these immediate environmental factors at their desks.78 Yet some more progressive SBS publications argued instead that it was the perception of loss of control of one’s wider environment (i.e. managing to balance home, job design, colleagues and travel, as well as the light and air flow in one’s workplace) that was the fundamental stressor causing the physiological reactions associated with SBS. The latter reflected developments in social epidemiological thinking on work stress, a discipline that emphasised the influence of social conditions on the health of populations.79 Whitehall II, the successor to the first Whitehall study, was particularly significant here. Led by Sir Michael Marmot, the longitudinal study investigated the relationships between work, stress and health among a cohort of 10,308 civil servant office workers.80 It identified that the cause of the inverse social gradient – why office workers lower down in the organisation were at higher risk of death – was linked to the stress of managing the “work/home interface” and a lack of control in the work environment. The latter was explained using the “demands-control-support” model, which predicted how job strain would be most potent in workplaces where job demands were high, employees had little control and social support was low.81

The WWHG had long argued that a prominent source of stress for women was a lack of agency over their working environment and their job, but through SBS this was conceptualised in spatial and architectural terms. A woman’s spatial positioning within an office building was indicative of her position within the organisation. As the sociologist Daphne Spain indicated in her 1992 study of gender, space and power relations in the workplace, the large open-plan spaces in which women worked contributed to a sense of powerlessness and purposelessness in the organisation.82 Such ideas were supported by the research done into gender and SBS. One study revealed that women who were isolated in single-person secretarial offices or in large open offices (with over 50 workers) were significantly more likely to report symptoms of SBS, implying that factors such as social isolation, extreme surveillance and lack of mobility were at play.83

SBS emerged as a topic of interest at a moment when the general quality and composition of British office buildings was changing because of economic and technological developments. There was a general improving of office standards with the internationalisation of businesses, which accelerated the Americanisation of office culture and office architecture, not to mention developments in building technology.84 The rise of the service economy also shifted the symbolic function of buildings from being simply advertisements of the firm to being attractors of talent, placing the “health” of the building higher on the priority list. Simultaneously the rapid and dramatic uptake of personal computers within office buildings in the 1980s was thought by some researchers to decrease the quality of the workplace environment in many offices: dropped ceilings and raised plenum flooring for wiring and cooling reduced floor-to-ceiling heights, providing employees with less air space per person; the lengthening of the working day for many increased the number of hours employees were spending inside the building; and the use of computer terminals – then called visual display units – introduced screen work to the office for the first time, which had negative health effects.85

The mass adoption of IT in offices gained a significant amount of attention among the WWHG and its associates. Letters from concerned women about the possible negative impact of VDU work on pregnancies, fertility and health amounted to the largest amount of correspondence ever received by the group, causing them to write a number of pamphlets and articles on the subject and advice for outsider publications.86 At the core of their concern was the notion that the VDU had somehow re-industrialised the office; the increased pace of work, its repetitive nature, the sterile mechanical aesthetic, and the fear of unknown levels of electromagnetic radiation were causing significantly higher levels of stress among clerical workers.87 The WWHG’s emphasis on the risks of using VDUs may have been tactical, since unions had historically had much success pushing through health and safety legislation in industrial environments. Unlike in Norway and Sweden, stress was not recognised as an official danger to work in the 1974 Health and Safety Act, but injury through the use of machinery was.88 One could argue that this concern was ultimately founded, as in 1987 offices were re-classified in British planning law under the “B1” use class and categorised as light industrial spaces.89

In the mid-1990s, the discourse around SBS began to change as more epidemiological research began to challenge the emphasis on architectural and infrastructural causes. A key piece of research came out of the Whitehall II study, which sought to determine “the role and significance of the physical and psychosocial work environment in explaining SBS”.90 The investigation, conducted by architects Alexi Marmot and Joanna Eley in collaboration with the Whitehall II scientists, was notable for revealing that the elevated symptoms linked to SBS were “due less to poor physical conditions than to a working environment characterised by poor psychosocial conditions”.91 Assessing over 4,000 participants across 44 government buildings, the study argued that “control over work, job demands and work overload, job category, social stressors, mental stress at work, and personality traits have all been related to a similar set of symptoms” and that the “physical attributes of buildings have a small influence on symptoms”. All of which suggested that “‘sick building syndrome’ may be wrongly named”.92

The appointment, in 1996, of psychology professor Gary Raw as the head of the Building Research Establishment’s “Healthy Building Centre”, dedicated to investigating SBS, might have given the illusion of a general acceptance of this view within the architectural discipline.93 In reality, SBS discourse became even more focused on technical aspects and was gradually reduced to a focus on indoor air quality. In Britain, unlike in Scandinavia, the psychosocial needs of users only narrowly entered the architectural discourse via workplace strategy firms like DEGW, founded by Francis Duffy and John Worthington.94 Here, however, the interest in socially healthy buildings was skewed more towards flexibility and productivity rather than employee welfare. Well-being in the office became divided into two disciplinary-distinct conversations: the “hard” science of comfort, involving the technicalities of light, heat, sound and air, which was the domain of architecture and building technology; and the “soft” factors of employees’ mental health, which fell to an imprecise and unstable coalition between psychology, self-help and management theory.95




Conclusion

Paradoxically, as stress in organisations began to be looked at more empirically through social epidemiology, treatment became more focused on the individual. These studies gave stress legitimacy as an occupational disease, but in the process, it was depoliticised; discourse no longer emphasised the Nordic model of social equality and responsibility. In Britain, the decline in trade unions (beginning under Thatcher) caused unions to shift their focus from structural labour relations to individual workers.96 In turn, employers were encouraged to protect the health of their workers through human resource management, encouraging coping mechanisms like therapy, exercise and relaxation.97 This was echoed through new human-oriented approaches to management and mirrored through real estate programmes that incorporated more “leisure” spaces, such as bars and gyms, into office complexes.98 Today the provision of spaces like cry rooms and yoga centres in the office can be seen as the architectural equipment of this self-help approach, but they are no more revelatory than the nicer lunch rooms and rest spaces women campaigned for in the last century.

As women’s position in the labour market changed and the flexibilisation of labour in the new global landscape became the norm, the geographies of work and home became blurred. There was a growing awareness that the basis of women’s stress might not be located in the office itself, but in the messy and often painful relationship between work and home. “Spillover”, “juggling” and “balancing” became key words to describe the experiences of working mothers in the 1990s, implying a hostile encroachment of one sphere into the other. As Dana Becker has written, the proliferation of gender-targeted self-help techniques implied that “women own the work-family conflict”, reinstating the spatialised male/female binaries of work and home.99 Yet, as this chapter has shown, the geographical and architectural separation of the so-called “two spheres” has been at the root of all conversations around women’s work stress since the removal of marriage bars after World War II. Women’s inability to “do both” in a society that assigned women to the domestic realm only, despite their continued work outside the home, rendered the office a space beyond women’s control. The WWHG saw this as the problem but also the route to emancipation: through the language of occupational health and safety, they gave women the consciousness and ability to take control of their work environments.


Like SBS, the vagueness and plurality of the idea of stress rendered it a useful concept for discussing a wide range of grievances related to the white-collar workplace. The rise of social epidemiological studies of work stress, as well as the Scandinavian labour movement, contributed to a rethinking of the office as a hazardous environment. In parallel, the women’s movement focused in on work stress as the bodily manifestation of women’s inequality in society. For the WWHG it was a term that encapsulated and legitimised the effects of ongoing sexual discrimination, but also reflected the complete absence of the female body and its attendant societal responsibilities in the conception of the physical workplace. Today, in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the health of office workers has come to the fore with workplace strategy firms, architects and governments paying greater attention to the impact of the office environment on physical and mental well-being.100 Despite women’s professional gains in the workplace since the 1970s, they continue to self-report lower levels of mental and physical well-being than their male counterparts, a fact that was seemingly exacerbated with the increase in care responsibilities during the pandemic.101 Yet even in this context, gender differences are almost never considered in the design of workplaces.

Unlike housing in the 20th century, office design has rarely (if ever) been used as an infrastructure for social change; it has simply moved with the mode of production because of the continued necessity for productivity under capitalism. If the office is arguably the modernist building par excellence, with its emphasis on modularity, standardisation and mass-production of prefabricated elements, it is quite striking that there was no great challenge to its predominance during a period where the universalising tenets of modernism were being questioned and overhauled. While exceptional outliers like Herman Hertzberger’s Centraal Beheer offices in Apeldoorn in the Netherlands (1972) attempted something user-focused and reformist, most offices remained a product of the economic logic of standardisation. Within this context, labour groups like the WWHG were design’s closest allies. Their legacy was not to change the course of office design, but rather to give women users agency over their workplace and to remove the cultural distinction between the domestic and work spheres. Through the conversation about work stress, the group reintroduced the “user” as a non-standard entity into the discourse of office design, and this was later picked up by SBS. With this activism, the workplace environment was transformed from a contained immediate space of work to a permeable and slippery domain that shifted between the societal and the personal.
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Chapter 6 Measuring, Evaluating and Configuring: The German Debate about Safe and Healthy Screen Work

Bernd Holtwick


Introduction

Architectural concepts materialise in offices, as do ideas related to the organisation of work. The tangible, physical elements of the office environment – encompassing everything from ordinary objects like chairs and desks to indoor climate, lighting and noise levels – play a crucial role in shaping workers’ experiences. Aesthetic judgments, managerial concepts and especially regulatory requirements all influence office environments, even at seemingly minute levels. This chapter focuses on regulatory aspects, particularly occupational safety and health in relation to screen-based, “digitised” office work in (West) Germany. The debate over preventive measures, sparked by the 1974 “Humanisation of Working Life” government programme, eventually culminated in the 1996 Screen Work Regulation (Bildschirmarbeitsverordnung), marking a key period of transformation in office work.1 Analysing regulatory norms requires a political-historical approach that considers state action alongside mediating actors and organisations that influenced, or were influenced by, such action. In this context, I will examine the discourses surrounding rule-making processes, focusing on how the relevance and value of screen work were contested and debated. The premise is that these discourses, in turn, shaped perceptions of office work and influenced how offices were perceived, designed and used. To explore this idea, the debate on the Screen Work Regulation must be viewed as the culmination of a longstanding process of “technologisation” of administrative tasks that began in the early 20th century.

The library of the German Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsschutz und Arbeitsmedizin) in Dortmund offers a wealth of materials on this subject. Although many of its items are available elsewhere, the library has uniquely catalogued and keyworded journal articles and chapters from edited volumes, providing a level of accessibility that surpasses other collections. The institute collected these publications not only for the purposes of research, but also to advise the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs during the rule-making process. As a result, the debate can be analysed in breadth and depth. However, the preserved literature mainly reflects the perspectives of “experts” rather than those of the general public or office workers. Consequently, this chapter is a first step that requires further expansion and refinement for a more comprehensive analysis of the discourse on screen work. The 1996 legal framework serves as a starting point, marking a decisive intervention by the German federal government that ended a protracted debate, but ironically did little to prepare office workers for 21st-century developments.



Experts and the Office

In theory, the December 1996 regulation addressed “work with display screen equipment (DSE)” (Arbeit an Bildschirmgeräten), encompassing not only the physical workspace – “workstations with DSE” (Bildschirmarbeitsplätze) – but also the broader work process. However, the bulk of the regulation comprised provisions about the physical conditions required for working with display screens, with half of the text dedicated to a list of “requirements for workstations”.2 The optical dimension was particularly emphasised: employers were required to provide eye tests for workers and cover the cost of glasses if needed. Additionally, the regulation mandated that screens must display characters clearly and without flickering, with a sharp contrast and no reflections. Overall office lighting had to be adapted to minimise glare on display screens, and the importance of an ergonomic keyboard that could be adjusted by the individual worker was also highlighted. The regulation then addressed desks and office chairs, as well as requirements to reduce noise, thermal discomfort and radiation. In contrast, work processes themselves were largely neglected. In the section entitled “Interactions between humans and equipment” (Zusammenwirken Mensch – Arbeitsmittel), the text did discuss software involved in DSE work, introducing the term “user-friendliness”. Yet the concept remained vague and lacked clear criteria for assessment. Only four lines of the three-page regulation addressed the issue of workflow, simply recommending that screen work be interrupted at regular intervals for other activities or breaks.3

The frequent use of the terms “ergonomic” and “ergonomics” – which appear six times in the regulation – is notable, even though the text does not offer a definition. A contemporary German manual considered the task of ergonomics to be the analysis of “physical and chemical environmental factors, the anatomy of humans, the […] science of human body measurements and body shapes […], with the aim of designing facilities, workplaces, workstations, machines and devices in technically optimal ways”. Ergonomic know-how was to provide precise information about how equipment and environments were to be conceived and put into practice technically.4 Connections to psychology or the social sciences did not appear in the 1996 regulation, with the emphasis being primarily on the physical aspects of work. This was also reflected in the perspective of German ergonomic experts regarding DSE workstations, which focused on the “user-friendliness of software programs”, primarily understood as character legibility on screens.5 When experts did discuss “work organisation”, the topic was usually narrowed down to measurements of the duration of DSE work per day and “contact with colleagues”.6 For the lawmakers behind the 1996 regulation, reliance on the scientific authority of ergonomists reduced the need to provide specific design criteria for work environments; they merely suggested that these should be updated regularly in line with advancements in research. While this may have seemed like a flexible adaptation to scientific progress, it effectively positioned a single discipline as the primary authority on healthy working conditions, diminishing the importance of workers’ experiences and assessments. In this context, the contribution of ergonomic experts, despite their purported neutrality and objectivity, can be seen as an instrument of power that disciplined workers “for their own good”, replacing negotiations with top-down assessments. Two key aspects in the regulation therefore warrant further exploration: the reliance on scientific arguments and the commitment to a biological-medical interpretation of scientific authority. Both aspects have their roots in the early days of modern office work, when new forms of office-related expertise emerged in response to the social, economic, managerial and technological shifts brought about by industrialisation.

The advent of the typewriter in the late 19th century symbolises this transformation of the administrative workplace. Until that point, male secretaries had a wide array of responsibilities, ranging from bookkeeping to crafting meticulously phrased business letters, which necessitated extensive qualifications. Yet as companies grew, they implemented increasingly complex administrative processes, resulting in a greater volume of written material. This surge in administrative tasks led to higher costs, prompting a quest for more efficient procedures and a shift to cheaper labour – an approach commonly referred to as rationalisation. The rationalisation of production (whether industrial or administrative) involved breaking processes down into individual steps, thereby reducing costs by replacing human labour with machines or minimising the range of tasks performed by workers. This approach required less training, justifying lower wages. Typewriters mechanised the process of preparing documents, while writing from dictation – first using shorthand and later Dictaphones – separated the act of writing from the drafting of text. This process reduced writing to mere “typing”, which no longer demanded a deep understanding of content.7 Previously, office work required clean, precise handwriting, but this became less significant with the rise of “machine-writing”. Calculating machines, although they received less public attention, also mechanised procedures, particularly in bookkeeping.8 While more sophisticated and better-paid office roles remained reserved for male employees, typing work was predominantly assigned to women, which allowed them to earn an income immediately after leaving school without the need for costly formal vocational training.9 Furthermore, administrative work was often viewed as more prestigious than industrial production or agriculture.10 However, this advancement came with a downside: women were largely confined to subordinate roles, with limited opportunities for career progression.

In quantitative terms, female office work was not yet well established in Germany around 1900. Over half of the 5.25 million economically active women were employed in agriculture (2.75 million), while just under a third worked in industry, commerce and mining (1.52 million), primarily in production rather than administration.11 Statistics from 1895 show that only 0.8 percent of economically active women worked in administration, a figure that had risen to 2.1 percent by 1907. That same year, women made up just under 16 percent of office assistants and 28 percent of commercial clerks.12 After the First World War, the figure of the female office worker was frequently depicted in films and literature, indicating their increasing presence in the workforce.13 By 1925, women accounted for 40 percent of commercial clerks in Germany, a figure that continued to rise after the Second World War.14 By 1973, statistics for West Germany showed that 2.9 million women were employed in administration, offices and services, compared to 2.7 million men. Women made up at least two-thirds of workers in fields such as accounting, budgeting, electronic data processing and filing.15

[image:  Poster “Krummes sitzen behindert Atmung un Kreislauf, beengt die Verdauungsorgane”, showing two women bent double over typewriters at their desks. Bottom right: two anatomical drawings illustrating a healthy and unhealthy posture.]
Fig. 6.1. “Poor posture impairs breathing and circulation, and constricts the digestive organs.” Poster for health education, 1920s. (Deutsches Hygiene-Museum, Dresden.)

As was the case elsewhere, the early-20th-century “rationalisation” of office work in Germany was heavily influenced by the work of Frederick Winslow Taylor, whose writings were translated into German even before the First World War.16 Taylor’s approach, particularly as further developed by Frank B. Gilbreth, had a lasting impact on academic debates in Germany.17 Specifically with regard to typing, increasing efficiency by speeding up the writing process and reducing errors became a natural goal (Fig. 6.1.). The new discipline of “psychotechnics” integrated both physical and psychological factors in this pursuit. The Institute for Industrial Psychotechnics (Institut für industrielle Psychotechnik) was founded in Berlin in 1918 and initiated several research projects, one of which was Erich Alexander Klockenberg’s doctoral thesis on the conditions for rapid and accurate typing.18 Klockenberg sought to measure typists’ strain and fatigue, collecting data on their posture at the desk and typing speeds in various seated positions. Other experiments examined finger fatigue, while Klockenberg also tested different positions for the copyholder and documented typists’ lines of sight to identify the most efficient desk arrangements. The final part of his research focused on “aptitude” tests for typists, a common aspect of psychotechnics. While the primary goal was clearly performance enhancement, occupational safety and health were not entirely neglected: preventing overstraining also helped maintain productivity and thus achieve better results.


Besides psychotechnics, the academic discipline of industrial hygiene (which was established in the 1870s) also examined office work from the 1920s onwards. Both disciplines developed at international level, with industrial hygiene being significantly influenced by French trends.19 Aimed at identifying and preventing adverse health effects caused by work, its scope extended beyond medical concerns to include legislation and potentially even the broader “social question of workers”, with the limitation of the working day to eight hours seen by some as part of its mission.20 Before the First World War, industrial hygienists also focused on reducing the risk of accidents or infections and the danger of hazardous substances in workplaces in the primary and secondary economic sectors.21 It was only in the 1920s that German industrial hygienists turned their attention to offices, particularly the physical strain of typing, which could lead to back and neck pain and notably tendinitis, also termed “typewriter’s cramp”.22 The design of desks and office chairs, the use of footrests, and bright, glare-free lighting were all promoted to keep typists healthy.23 Good ventilation, fresh air and exercise were also recommended; as early as 1930, the idea of task variation was proposed. However, questions regarding the organisation of work or the task profiles of workers were largely neglected. The focus was on elements that could be measured “objectively”, such as the recommended height of the desktop (68 cm), the distance between the typist’s eyes and the copyholder (28 cm) or the space between the upper body and the space bar (13 cm).24 There was no mention of “job enrichment” – a term not coined until 1968 by the American psychologist Frederick Herzberg.25 In contrast to psychotechnics, which was clearly committed to increasing efficiency, industrial hygiene did maintain a critical distance from discourses on rationalisation, especially when it involved solely reducing costs and boosting productivity without considering “human beings in their physiological and psychological uniqueness”.26 Nevertheless, while the discipline acknowledged the importance of variety, respect and appropriate pay as key factors in motivating workers,27 it remained focused on establishing clear, quantifiable criteria and rules to improve office work, which was mostly performed by women. It was widely believed that problems could be addressed by gathering scientific data and analysing it through professional expertise, an approach that minimised the importance of non-physical aspects of work design and reduced office workers to mere subjects of scientific observation and measurement. Despite their differing objectives, industrial hygiene and psychotechnics shared significant parallels with Taylorism in this regard (Fig. 6.2.).


[image: Three side-by-side images of a person at a desk. Left: Sitzfläche zu tief; Middle: Sitzfläche zu hoch; Right: Einwandfreier sitz!.]
Fig. 6.2. “Seat surface too low!”; “Seat surface too high!”; “Perfect posture!”. Slides for vocational training, 1950s. (DASA, Dortmund.)

These parallels extended to ergonomics, which took on a new international prominence in the 1960s as an academic field rooted in psychotechnics and industrial hygiene.28 The Ergonomics Research Society, established in the United Kingdom in 1949, successfully promoted ergonomics as a new guiding concept that quickly gained traction with the support of the European Productivity Society.29 According to a 1961 definition, “ergonomics [is] the application of the human biological sciences in conjunction with the engineering sciences to achieve the optimum mutual adjustment of man and his work, the benefits being measured in terms of human efficiency and well-being”.30 This definition left open questions about the focus of research – whether it should prioritise increasing efficiency, improving occupational safety and health, or fostering more humane working conditions. The relationship between ergonomics and industrial engineering also remained unclear. Swiss researcher Etienne Grandjean (1967) wrote that “ergonomics brings together the biological disciplines of occupational science (Arbeitswissenschaften); it places physiology, psychology and anatomy at the service of occupational science”.31 This positioned ergonomics as a subdiscipline of occupational science, which also encompassed psychotechnics.32

Office work received relatively little attention in the broader debate on ergonomics, particularly regarding health and safety.33 A 1959 survey conducted by the Advisory Board of the German Business Community for Rationalisation (Rationalisierungskuratorium der Deutschen Wirtschaft, RKW) included responses from office workers, but its findings revealed that women in office jobs reported far fewer health issues than their counterparts in industrial production.34 Around the same time, the German Salaried Employees’ Union (Deutsche Angestelltengewerkschaft) did seek to highlight the challenges of office work. In 1957, referring to women as being caught in the “mill of office technology”, the union presented anonymised testimonies from women and medical experts that emphasised the physical and mental strain of office work.35 However, these efforts appeared to be less about addressing these issues directly and more about encouraging women – traditionally hard to recruit – to join the union. The campaign nonetheless gave women a platform to voice their concerns and offered a means to advocate for long-term improvements through union membership. The union’s demands largely reflected earlier research from the 1920s calling for noise reduction and the adoption of office furniture and equipment designed to accommodate the “structure of the female body”.36 Once again, it was the voices of experts, rather than the women themselves, that ultimately shaped the discourse, with a focus on quantifiable, physical data over subjective experiences.



Technical Developments and Political Programmes

A new impetus to examine office work emerged in the early 1970s. The Socialist-Liberal coalition under Willy Brandt prioritised improving working conditions in all economic sectors, as outlined in the government’s 1969 policy statement: “Regarding the humanisation of working life, legislators and collective bargaining parties must guarantee the protection of employees in the workplace. Occupational safety and health care in the workplace shall be expanded”.37 Over the following years, key institutions and a legislative framework were established. In 1971, the Federal Institute for Occupational Health and Accident Research (Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsschutz und Unfallforschung, now the Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and Health) began its work in Dortmund. That same year, a regulation on hazardous substances in the workplace was introduced, followed in 1972 by the Act on Occupational Physicians, Safety Engineers and Other Occupational Safety Specialists. In 1974, the “Humanisation of Working Life” (Humanisierung des Arbeitslebens) programme was launched, focusing on research and knowledge dissemination. Its budget grew from 15 million marks in 1974 to 100 million annually by 1979. The programme adopted a comprehensive approach, involving employers, trade unions, scientists from multiple disciplines, policymakers, public authorities and the general public. It aimed to address the effects of labour on workers’ health and well-being and contributed to a broader societal debate about “quality of life”.38 Participants often disagreed on priorities: while trade unions emphasised humanisation, employers focused on rationalisation, leading to ongoing tensions over the programme’s objectives.

Aside from political, administrative and legal developments, technological advancements also prompted a renewed examination of office work.39 Businesses increasingly invested in electronic data processing, leading to the wider adoption of input terminals and a gradual rise in the number of employees working with screens. By the early 1980s, approximately 15 percent of all office workers in West Germany regularly used screens.40 This shift brought new challenges, which unions identified as a source of strain for users. Academic ergonomics also began to address the issue, though early discussions were often unstructured.41 The lack of consistent terminology reflected the fluidity of the debate, with various terms in circulation, including “data display workstation” (Datensichtarbeitsplatz), “visual display device” (Sichtanzeigegerät), “screen terminal” (Bildschirmterminal) and “data terminal workstation” (Datenterminalarbeitsplatz).42 A 1976 dictionary listed additional terms such as “data display panel”, “screen device”, “optical display system” and “cathode ray tube display unit”.43 By the early 1980s, however, Bildschirmgeräten (display screen equipment) and Bildschirmarbeitsplatz (DSE workstation) had emerged as standard terms, with other expressions gradually falling out of use.

When compared to industrial work, interest initially remained limited: of the more than 1,000 projects funded under the Humanisation of Working Life programme up to 1983, only 42 focused on office work.44 Engagement with the topic grew steadily over time, however. In 1977, specific funding opportunities for office-related topics were introduced, while in 1981, office work was established as a priority funding area.45 In 1978, a project group based in Munich completed its research on “work in word processing, taking particular account of the impact on women”, producing a report of nearly 800 pages. Exploring opportunities for human-centred design in both technology and work organisation, it foreshadowed two future scenarios: either the typing pool “would be mostly disbanded [and] degenerate into a data entry department”, or it would develop into a “qualified service centre”.46 While the study received little attention, in 1980, the Federal Institute for Occupational Health and Accident Research did organise a major conference on DSE work in Dortmund, which attracted 2,000 attendees.47 By 1985, a bibliography of international publications on working with display screens had documented over 3,000 titles. This surge in research mirrored the rapid increase in DSE workstations in West Germany, which rose from an estimated 50,000 in 1975 to about one million by 1985.48



The role of Interest Groups

As outlined above, both technological developments and political signals throughout the 1970s made it increasingly logical to examine office work and its transformation more closely. This applied not only to policymakers but also to key interest groups such as trade unions, employers’ associations and employers’ liability insurance associations. Each contributed its own perspectives and objectives, playing decisive roles in the debate. Among these actors, trade unions were particularly significant. Re-established in post-war West Germany as unified unions, they were structured to represent all workers in a given sector without internal competition. In 1949, most of these unions joined to form the German Trade Union Federation (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, DGB), with the exception of the German Salaried Employees’ Union (Deutsche Angestelltengewerkschaft), which remained independent.49 Several DGB member unions, such as the Industrial Union for Printing and Paper, the Union for Retail, Banking and Insurance, the Trade Union for Public Services and Transport, and the German Postal Workers’ Union, had significant numbers of office workers among their members. Nonetheless, the issue of office work extended across all sectors. Remarkably, it was the Industrial Union of Metalworkers (Industriegewerkschaft Metall, IG Metall) that emerged as one of the most active participants in the debates. IG Metall also played a prominent role in the Humanisation of Working Life programme.50 The union viewed DSE work as a defining trend and believed that West German society stood at a critical juncture: either effective regulations could be implemented to humanise work and mitigate its challenges, or the principles of assembly line labour – long associated with manufacturing – would extend into office environments in new forms. This shift, they warned, could lead to increased psychological and physical strain, the loss of many jobs and the reduction of others to mere data-entry tasks.51

This concern raised urgent questions: How could such far-reaching negative consequences of screen work be avoided? What measures were needed to guide developments in a positive direction, and what tools would be effective in achieving these goals? From IG Metall’s perspective, the decisive tool for shaping screen work in offices was co-determination (betriebliche Mitbestimmung), grounded in the Works Constitution Act (Betriebsverfassungsgesetz).52 This law allowed workers to elect works councils or staff councils, with varying competences depending on the company’s nature and size. Unions were strongly represented in these councils and were thus able to influence management decisions.53 In 1983, drawing on the earlier report on the humanisation of word processing, IG Metall for instance called for greater focus on work organisation, advocating for “qualified mixed work”. This approach emphasised task variety, communication among colleagues, increased qualifications and improved career prospects.54 While such proposals appeared innocuous, they did hold considerable potential for conflict. For example, allowing typists to take on more intellectually demanding tasks could have led to higher pay and better advancement opportunities.55 To avoid disputes over increased labour costs, the unions refrained from pushing their demands too vigorously.56 The unions’ specific demands therefore centred on reducing the physical risks of screen work, particularly eye strain and musculoskeletal issues affecting the neck and back.57 These concerns echoed the industrial hygiene discourse of the 1920s, highlighting continuity in the debate over workplace health and safety.

Employers’ organisations rejected most of the unions’ demands, viewing DSE work as a powerful means of increasing productivity. They depicted employees’ representatives as hostile to progress, focusing solely on the negative potential of new technologies and even framing the future as a dystopian scenario.58 Employers thus argued that regulations and employee co-determination concerning screen work should be minimal, dismissing claims of physical and mental stress as exaggerated. While this created an apparent impasse between employers and trade unions, a potential resolution emerged through calls for further ergonomic research. Employers’ organisations indeed expressed concern about the overly emotional nature of the debate and welcomed efforts to address the issue through scientific inquiry.59 In this context, employers’ liability insurance associations played a crucial role as third-party intermediaries. Established under public law and funded by mandatory employer contributions, their management was overseen by representatives from both employers and employees, elected every six years. These institutions, which trace their origins to the 1880s, functioned as neo-corporatist bodies within a tripartite framework, bringing together management and labour under state regulation. Despite often being underappreciated, they wielded significant power, as they possessed de facto legislative authority to set health and safety regulations for all enterprises within their scope.60 From the perspective of insurance institutions, the proliferation of display screen equipment was not a novel development but rather a new element within the realm of traditional office work: screen work was regarded with the same low status as typewriting, characterised by repetitive and mechanistic tasks.61 This perspective left little room for considering the potential for enhancing the status of screen work; at most, efforts were directed at ensuring that people working with DSE did not become relegated to the role of mere “assistants” to the computer system.62 As a result, insurance institutions focused primarily on the physical specifics of workstation design, the organisation of regular breaks and the provision of eye tests.63 These measures were to be laid down in health and safety regulations, as well as in a standard of the Deutsches Institut für Normung (DIN).64

[image: Diagram showing an office workspace setup with annotations in German explaining how to reduce screen glare using lighting, blinds, and partitions.]
Fig. 6.3. Drawing of light reflections at a computer terminal. (‘Bildschirmarbeitsplätze, wie sie sein müssen: Die heutigen gesicherten arbeitswissenschaftlichen Erkenntnisse’, in Form und Technik [1978], 6.)


In summary, employers and employers’ liability insurance associations sought clear, actionable guidelines underpinned by ergonomic research. The unions, while likely preferring a more comprehensive approach, accepted the framework established by industrial hygiene in the 1920s. The federal government, meanwhile, did not push for a change in direction, which allowed ergonomic research on screen work to remain dominant. Throughout the 1980s, the volume of publications grew significantly, with research becoming increasingly detailed. Yet the focus remained primarily on the physical aspects of DSE workstations and office environments, while software ergonomics received little attention.65 This objectification of workers in ergonomics research, which involved establishing standardised physical measures, was aligned with global practices.66 Much like the early days of classic Taylorism, office workers were frequently depicted in diagrams featuring stylised human figures at workstations. In these representations, workers were reduced to their physical dimensions, and their tasks were quantified in terms of height, distance and angle (Fig. 6.3.).67



From Research to Regulation

As ergonomic knowledge advanced, questions arose about how this knowledge should be applied practically in companies and public authorities. The DIN addressed screen work in the 1980s with various standards, although the application of its guidelines remained voluntary.68 At the beginning of the decade, employers’ liability insurance associations and other accident insurance institutions introduced the “Safety Rules for Screen Work in Offices” (Sicherheitsregeln für Bildschirm-Arbeit im Bürobereich), which had a more direct impact than the DIN norms and outlined ergonomic requirements for hardware. Employers who disregarded these rules risked liability if an employee suffered an injury due to office work, as such negligence could be legally actionable. However, in the absence of binding legislation, even these guidelines had limited effectiveness. Consequently, it is unsurprising that, by the early 1990s, fewer than half of all DSE workstations in Germany were compliant with these safety rules.69 Up until that time, the federal government had indeed made no significant efforts to legally regulate screen work. Decisive action ultimately did arise from the transnational European level: when Germany was still focused on research and debate, the European Community began addressing the social dimension of the Common Market. In 1987, the Council of the European Communities adopted a resolution highlighting the importance of occupational safety and health, calling for vigorous efforts to promote these issues, including the European Year of Safety and Health at Work in 1992.70 In 1989, it issued a directive establishing the framework for regulating occupational safety and health at both European and national levels.71 This directive shaped the way in which screen work was regulated in two key ways: by taking a broad approach to workplace safety and health, and by assigning responsibility for its implementation to employers, with Member States ensuring compliance.72 Less than two years later, the Council introduced a further directive setting out “minimum requirements” for work with display screen equipment. Employers were required to analyse workstation safety and health conditions, provide workers with comprehensive information and take measures to mitigate risks. The rules also mandated regular breaks, eye and eyesight tests and access to glasses or other optical aids where necessary. Detailed specifications on the physical and organisational conditions for screen work were included in an appendix. Member States were to enact these rules by the end of 1992, with existing workstations given until the end of 1996 to comply.73

The federal government took over six years to issue the Screen Work Regulation. A comparison of the 1990 European directive with the 1996 German regulation reveals significant similarities: much of the content was directly taken from the European directive, although the right of workers and their representatives to a hearing was omitted, likely due to Germany’s co-determination system. The primary distinction is that the German regulation placed far greater emphasis on ergonomics. While the European directive mentioned ergonomics in the preamble and an appendix, the German regulation made it a central focus. This shift reflects the German discourse, in which conflicts between interest groups were often addressed through the scientific lens of ergonomics. Once again, this focus narrowed the debate to scientifically analysable, “objective” factors, largely omitting broader concerns about the organisation of screen work and the psychological well-being of workers.74 Objectification also extended to how workers, particularly women, were perceived. Although the focus was indeed on people, they were primarily treated as objects of measurement, evaluation and configuration. Screen work thus followed the tradition of typing: screen terminals were viewed as mere data-entry machines – essentially typewriters with a screen. Efforts to improve office work – especially for women, potentially offering new career opportunities – failed to progress: screen work was seen as mechanical and repetitive, requiring dexterity and accuracy but not expertise or creativity. Consequently, workers’ skills were neither assessed nor developed. It is unsurprising, therefore, that the prevailing ergonomic view offered little inspiration for innovations in office architecture and interior design. The few examples in ergonomics literature were very elementary and typically aimed at demonstrating the practical application of standardised quantitative requirements.75



Concluding Remarks

Although the proliferation of work with display screen equipment became a prominent topic in debates from the late 1970s onwards, its transformative impact on the world of work only became clear in the 1990s. The German Screen Work Regulation, issued during this period of profound change driven by digitalisation, reflected an approach rooted in the 1980s, which, in its focus on screen work as an extension of traditional typing, remained closer to early-20th-century concepts than to the emerging realities of the digital era. International scientific debates were increasingly recognising these broader shifts, focusing on both humanisation and a holistic approach to work – with ergonomics playing only a minor role, primarily concerning software and scarcely addressing hardware or office equipment.76 The German regulation failed to capture ongoing changes: marking the end of 20th-century office work, it offered little relevance for the evolving office work practices of the 21st century. In the new century, typing as a distinct job vanished as screens became ubiquitous in offices and almost all workplaces. No longer viewed as a subordinate task associated with female labour, the role of typing diminished further as software grew more complex, and computers took control of an increasing range of tasks. The graphical user interface played a key part in this transformation, while the advent of email rendered Dictaphones obsolete, making typing an essential skill for all office workers. The division between intellectual authorship and the physical act of typing, which had existed since the early 20th century, thus disappeared nearly a century later. Today, even the office desk of a global CEO features a computer screen as standard equipment, reflecting a shift in status and meaning that deserves further exploration, particularly through its portrayal in popular culture and advertising.77 Regardless of the mechanisms behind it, screen work increasingly became associated with higher qualifications and more diverse tasks. The changes also eased the physical strain of fixed postures, as the standard office environment began to embrace greater flexibility with adjustable furniture, including height-adjustable desks.78 This shift echoed a finding from the late 1970s: “There appears to be a reciprocal relationship between the level of qualification and the degree of discomfort and fatigue; in other words, highly qualified workers performing tasks suited to their skills report lower levels of stress”.79

Translated from the German by Sandra Lustig.
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Chapter 7 A “Facility Based on Change” (for the Worse): Leveraging Labour Process Theory to Understand the Evolution of Herman Miller’s Action Office

Petra Seitz


Introduction

Many histories of the commercial office would have us believe that contemporary office workers are the fortunate beneficiaries of a century-long evolution of office spaces from the dank and oppressive cave-like offices of the early 20th century, via the rationalised, streamlined and flexible spaces of the mid-century, to the technology- and amenity-laden campuses of contemporary Silicon Valley.1 This narrative of perpetual progress pinpoints the mid-20th-century office as a crucial turning point in office architecture. Steeped in the era’s optimism for the future and constructed using new technologies and materials, the mid-century office, with its characteristic light, colour, flexibility and humanity, is frequently presented as a positive departure from previous spaces.2

The basic contours of this era of office architecture and design are well covered by the literature. After the end of the Second World War, amid a significant economic shift in the (over)developed world from industrial manufacturing and production to more sedentary professions based on information and paperwork, commercial office workplaces proliferated across major metropolises and their suburbs. This newly reinvigorated subsection of the built environment soon attracted some of the leading architectural names of the time, including Walter Gropius (PanAm Building, 1952), Gordon Bunshaft (Lever House, 1952), Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (Seagram Building, 1958) and Eero Saarinen (GM Technical Center, 1956; Bell Labs, 1962; John Deere Headquarters, 1964). Characterised by the implementation of newly available or affordable materials, the mid-century office promised a spatial revolution, making white-collar workstations more comfortable, more efficient and more beautiful for both those working within them and those passing by. Bolstered by additional interest and research into efficiency and the growing field of ergonomics, the mid-century office claimed to make scientific strides towards an empirically better workplace.3

Despite positive critical and scholarly reception, problems emerge from the mid-century office and its historical legacies.4 While the progenitors of mid-century office spaces set out to inspire creativity, engender cooperation and communication and allow for continual change within office spaces, as their products became more widely available on the office furniture market, these designs evolved, ending, as numerous scholars and pundits have suggested, in perhaps the most disliked office design of all time: the cubicle.5 The mid-century era thus presents a contradiction: if the open office was “a progressive solution that promised to provide a comfortable and attractive work space” and “an expression of progressive organizational change”, how were these designs so easily co-opted into the conservative and inflexible cubicle?6

This chapter uses the case study of Herman Miller’s Action Office system to unpack these contradictions, delving into the relationships between the design of office spaces and conceptions of work, the worker and the labour process held by many designers, researchers and manufacturers of the mid-century (Fig. 7.1.). Introduced to the market in 1967, Herman Miller’s Action Office II system promised to revolutionise the office furniture and office architecture industries. The system was designed to improve the work environment by adding humanity and flexibility into the space and place of the commercial office. Despite such positive intentions, 25 years after the system’s launch, Action Office became widely understood as the primary precursor of the dreaded cubicle. What had started out as a utopian attempt to humanise the office had become the opposite: a space described by Action Office I designer George Nelson as having a “dehumanizing effect as a working environment”.7

Existing literature on Action Office generally follows patterns set by analysis of the mid-century office more broadly. It is often claimed that unintended negative impacts and effects of the system resulted from individuals who failed to implement it properly.8 Such approaches, however, have the effect of deflecting responsibility for the negative historical legacy of Action Office away from its designers and manufacturer, and toward clients and users of the furniture system. This chapter argues that explanations for the devolution of the open office rooted in individual or personal failings lead to incomplete analysis and understanding of Action Office both as a discrete furniture system and as a precursor to subsequent office designs. To fully understand Action Office, this chapter suggests that attention must be turned to the ideologies and assumptions underlying the system and motivating its design specifics; particularly those related to work, the labour process and labour relations.

[image: An office space featuring red and beige cubicles adorned with plants and office equipment.]
Fig. 7.1. Action Office depicted in the 1979 Herman Miller brochure Managing the Work Environment. (Courtesy of Herman Miller Archive.)

Such motivations, understandings and assumptions are largely absent within the prevailing literature. It is striking, for instance, that none of the many architectural and design historians writing about Action Office has enquired about the management philosophies and systems in place at Herman Miller when the system was being developed.9 When probed, management practices at Herman Miller reveal themselves to be highly relevant to and interrelated with the development of products for the white-collar workplace. For many years, including the timeframe within which Action Office I and II were developed, Herman Miller used a bespoke Scanlon gainsharing plan, soliciting input and suggestions from employees to improve productivity in exchange for a percentage of additional profits gained or costs saved as a result of implemented suggestions.

Through an examination of Herman Miller’s Scanlon plan, this chapter outlines the attitudes taken towards labour at the company, mapping these attitudes and understandings onto the physical reality of the office furniture systems the company designed. Beginning with an introduction to Herman Miller and the Action Office system, the chapter details the development, design and implementation of Herman Miller’s Scanlon plan before turning to the labour process implications of this gainsharing system. Through an exploration of Herman Miller’s conception of the worker and office user, the chapter argues that the company’s abstracted and idealistic understanding of white-collar work opened the door for the “cubicleisation” of the Action Office system. The chapter concludes by exploring how such changes may have impacted the end users of office spaces.



The Herman Miller Company

Herman Miller’s Action Office is an ideal case study through which to reevaluate the experience and legacy of the mid-century commercial office because of the system’s large geographical reach and its central position in histories of the office. Action Office was, and has remained, a popular furniture system across the United States and throughout the world. While contemporary client lists are not publicly available, a 1973 “User List”, held within the company archives, shows that Action Office II users included the U.S. Federal Reserve, Pan American Airways, Metropolitan Life Insurance, Hallmark Cards, Alcoa, Procter & Gamble, General Electric, IBM, Xerox, Ford, Chevrolet, Chrysler and Pitney Bowes, alongside 21 medical centres, 46 educational organisations and 19 government offices.10 Spread across the U.S. from the East to West coasts and encompassing a wide variety of industries and companies of different sizes, Action Office’s client base, and through this the reach of its design, was (and remains) significant. In addition to its physical presence across the world, the system is also conceptually ever-present in dialogue and conversations regarding office spaces through its frequent use as a case study or practical example of the mid-century office interior.11

Action Office was designed and manufactured by furniture manufacturer Herman Miller. Located in Zeeland, Michigan and founded in 1905 as the Star Furniture Company, the company produced generic wooden, Victorian-styled furniture for its first two decades of operation.12 Amid a competitive furniture market and global economic depression, the company pivoted to the creation and dissemination of modernist furniture in 1933 under the guidance of CEO D.J. De Pree and creative director and designer Gilbert Rohde.13 The De Pree/Rohde era gave rise to creative partnerships with notable modernist designers (Charles and Ray Eames, George Nelson, and Isamu Noguchi), who crafted now iconic designs such as the Noguchi Table (1947), Eames Lounge Chair (1956) and Marshmallow Sofa (1956, 1961).14 Following the success of Action Office II in the late 1960s, the company shifted its focus away from the domestic sphere and towards the commercial office, breaking new ground in the design of ergonomic office furniture. This pivot began with Bill Stumpf’s 1976 Ergon chair, followed by Stumpf and Don Chadwick’s 1994 Aeron chair, Studio 7.5’s Mirra chair in 2003, and several successive office systems in line with the overarching principles of Action Office.15 Herman Miller was led by a succession of De Pree family members until 1987, when the rapidly growing company was entrusted to outside leadership for the first time. In the 21st century, Herman Miller has continued to expand, acquiring several other notable modernist furniture sellers (and former competitors) including Design Within Reach and Knoll. As of 2023, the company trades as MillerKnoll and has retained its historic Michigan headquarters.16

Action Office is indisputably the brainchild of inventor Robert Propst, originally hired by Herman Miller as a part-time freelance researcher and product developer in 1958.17 After dropping out of a chemical engineering programme in college and pivoting to fine arts studies at the University of Colorado Denver, Propst served as a Line Officer in the U.S. Navy during the Second World War before beginning his professional career as a graphic artist, teacher and sculptor, subsequently switching careers again to establish his own product development company.18 Propst initially joined Herman Miller via a retainer employing him for two-fifths of his time to conduct research into a variety of topics including “human factors in workstations, the development of a litter for burn victims and a mechanical and automatic bed-chair for quadriplegics”.19 After three years of collaboration, Propst was contracted by CEO Hugh De Pree to become the head of the newly formed Herman Miller Research Division and tasked to explore “problems for which ‘a product not necessarily furniture’ might be the solution”.20

Located outside Herman Miller’s Zeeland headquarters, the Research Division was based in the small Ann Arbor Research Park, in close proximity to the University of Michigan. From this facility, Propst and his team began research and work on “a staggering range of projects, all of them afield from traditional Herman Miller activities”. These projects spanned the spectrum of products and ideas, from designs for hospital storage and organisation (what would become the Co/Struc system) to machinery for processing lumber more effectively.21 The Research Division styled and promoted itself as the focal point for information and knowledge gathering at Herman Miller, positioning its work as grounded in scientific and empirical processes.22 However, despite the division’s self-styling and frequent mentions of its research in publicity and promotional materials, few records of its work appear to be available within the company’s otherwise extensive archives.



Action Office I and II

Propst’s first large-scale project as head of the Research Division was to investigate and accommodate his own ways and methods of working.23 Noticing that “tasks were migrating to the drafting table and all the walls were becoming areas for display”,24 Propst went to work searching for solutions, monitoring his own working habits, and crafting and disseminating surveys for other Research Division employees.25 While Propst accumulated information on office tasks and on work more abstractly, his background and skill set lay within product development, not aesthetics. To create a market-ready product, designer George Nelson was brought into the Action Office project with the aim of creating “a union of Propst’s ideas and Nelson’s design details”.26 The result of this union was Action Office I: a sleek steel and wood-panelled suite of office furniture, carrying a price tag to match its sophisticated design and high-end materials and manufacturing techniques (Fig. 7.2.).

Action Office I products featured curved wooden and metal surfaces supported by elegantly shaped metallic legs resting upon delicate feet. Many desks included wooden roll-top covers hovering inches above the writing surface, able to be slid over any unfinished work at the end of a business day to maintain the privacy and confidentiality of ongoing work as well as the illusion of tidiness within the workplace. Desks and shelving units were edged with rounded square panels in neutral and unobtrusive blue, black, green and grey tones. The system attempted to address every storage need, from books and papers to new office technologies, offering specialised compartments within desks for pens, pencils, erasers and other stationery products. The needs of the modern office worker were further accommodated through the system’s modular approach to office interiors: as work tasks changed, elements of Action Office could be rearranged and reassembled to create new combinations of work surfaces and storage at various heights.


[image: A person stands writing on a whiteboard in an office filled with books, shelves, and a desk lamp.]
Fig. 7.2. Drawing by Robert Propst of a potential Action Office I implementation including standing desk, chalkboard, Eames office chair, bookshelves and side table. (‘Writer Reasoner Action Office’, April 1964. Courtesy of Herman Miller Archive.)

As such, Action Office I sought to accommodate the changing nature of white-collar work, which was increasingly being influenced and shaped by ever-evolving technologies and a more interconnected and inter-networked world. The system debuted to significant critical acclaim in popular and trade publications, which lauded its aesthetic characteristics and the efficiency it enabled.27 Attention and praise from press and industry insiders, however, were not sufficient to inspire sales. Post mortems of Action Office I, both within and outside Herman Miller, suggested that the system had failed to catch on within the wider American and global workplace because of its high production and retail price and potentially “cumbersome” design.28

Following the commercial failure of Action Office I, Propst returned to his research and set about developing a second iteration of the system. During the window between the release of Action Office I and the planning for Action Office II, Nelson and Propst ended their creative partnership, with the former leaving the project but remaining involved in broader design activities at Herman Miller.29 The precise date of Nelson’s departure and the specific reasons for the rupture with Propst remain unclear. Regardless of rationale, Nelson’s departure is visible in the system’s final aesthetics and design. Chrome and wood features prominent in the first iteration were replaced with more contemporary upholstered fabric and plastic elements. Bookshelves, included by Nelson to provide personal privacy and simultaneously allow for storage of necessary objects, gave way to fabric-covered partition walls, designed to create sufficient privacy while simultaneously enabling frequent reorganisation of both individual workstations and entire office floor plans. This new signature design element would create what Propst described as “a facility based on change”.30



[image: A person blurred to motion standing in a cubicleised office space.]
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[image: A person sitting at his desk in a cubicleised office space.]

[image: A person blurred to motion walking in a cubicleised office space with oval conference table.]

Figs. 7.3.–7.6. Photos from an undated Herman Miller brochure (Action Office: Principles, Concept, Application) depicting potential uses of Action Office II for “secretaries” (top left), “clerks” (top right), “supervisors” (bottom left) and “directors” (bottom right). (Courtesy of Herman Miller Archive.)

The Herman Miller archives provide a selection of evocative full-colour photographs from the 1960s and 70s of these varying combinations and their intended audience and usage (Figs. 7.3.–7.6.). Secretarial spaces could be formed by opening up the partition panels, providing only a backing and side surface, with minimal storage. Clerical workers could be provided with slightly more storage, technological machinery and more work surfaces. Supervisors could be outfitted with standalone desks, a larger work surface area, additional storage furniture and a more defined and enclosed space. Even company directors and executives could use Action Office II components, albeit within private, enclosed rooms.

Following its commercial release, Action Office II was installed throughout Herman Miller headquarters in “all office areas, including two administration buildings, both converted manufacturing buildings, its data processing, technical center, sales offices and manufacturing offices”.31 As the system spread across the company campus, it also spread throughout the world: brochures and marketing training documents reflect its global adoption, with yearly folders of promotional materials in an increasingly large variety of languages, emanating from an expanding network of local showrooms and sales offices.

As understood by its creators, Action Office was designed to revolutionise the design and use of office spaces for the better, simultaneously humanising and streamlining them. The Action Office II system was promoted by Herman Miller as “more than just another group of modern furniture”.32 It was, in the words of Hugh De Pree, “a true innovation, perhaps the first innovation in the office field in quite a number of years”.33 According to promotional materials, the system facilitated “the renewed rise of individuality” in the workplace, preventing “a continuation of sterile uniformity with status as the only definition” by introducing easily interchangeable and alterable components.34 Propst described Action Office II as rooted in several years of research and development which would re-emphasise the human performer in the workplace, facilitating a “break with convention” geared toward the increase of worker “vitality, fluency and productivity”.35

While Action Office II would turn out to be “more than just another group of modern furniture”, it would not fulfil this prediction and aspiration in the ways Propst and Herman Miller leadership envisioned. Shortly after its launch, derivative products appeared on the marketplace, with taller, greyer partitions not designed with employee reconfiguration as a core feature.36 Instead of being used as Propst envisioned to facilitate increased collaboration and communication, partition walls were used to permanently divide, further depriving workers of any vestiges of natural air and sunlight which might have previously existed.37 Something, somewhere, had gone quite wrong.

Although Propst acknowledged negative changes to Action Office II’s implementation and use, throughout the rest of his career the designer attributed the grey and inflexible trajectory of the system not to faults in the design but to user error. In a 1998 retrospective interview with Metropolis magazine, Propst suggested that “the dark side […] is that not all organizations are intelligent and progressive; lots are run by crass people who can take the same kind of equipment and create hellholes”.38 By referring to facilities managers of cubicleised offices as “crass”, Propst implied that responsibility for the cubicleisation of Action Office II lay not with him as the product’s creator, nor with Herman Miller, nor even with the product itself or the research behind it. Instead, according to Propst, the fault lay with clients, implementors and users of the system – and particularly the personal flaws and motivations of these individuals. While character flaws on the part of managers implementing and adapting Action Office II is one explanation for the system’s negative changes and reception, it is far from the most convincing. It is more likely that the worldwide rise of the cubicle had a more structural cause, that there was an underlying motivator drawing corporate and facilities managers across industries and across the world to the architecture and design of a cubicleised office.

Application of labour process theory to the case of Herman Miller’s Action Office system provides insights into the changes the system underwent on the open market. This analysis suggests that the self-fashioned and perhaps ungeneralisable understandings of labour and the white-collar labourer held by Propst and Herman Miller resulted in the creation of a furniture system which could easily be overtaken by capitalist logic and lead to less-than-ideal results.



Understandings of Labour at Herman Miller: The Scanlon Plan

Attitudes towards and understandings of labour at Herman Miller during the time period of Action Office’s design can be reconstructed through an exploration and analysis of the company’s Scanlon gainsharing plan. Scanlon plans attempt to simultaneously increase the financial well-being of company management and employees by implementing employee-led modifications to the way work is conducted and redistributing resulting profits to employees.39 In the words of CEO Hugh De Pree:


The Scanlon Plan is an innovative strategy for managing an organization. It is innovative in philosophy – participative. It is innovative in structure – formal committees to involve all employees in the decision-making process. It is innovative in compensation – a productivity sharing bonus. It combines the leverage of capital, the skill of managers, the creativity and competence of all employees and the opportunities of technology into a system supported by participation and an equitable sharing of productivity to meet the needs of customer, owner and employee.40



The plan’s concept was developed by Joseph Scanlon, a cost accountant and local leader of the United Steelworkers union during the Great Depression.41 In his role as a union representative, Scanlon brokered an arrangement between steelworkers and management at the Empire Steel and Tin Plate Company.42 This deal offered increased employee contribution to workflows and work processes in exchange for a proportion of the additional profits generated by the suggested changes.43 Through this arrangement, Empire Steel was able to stay fiscally viable during a contracting economic climate, and employees were compensated for their labour – both intellectual and physical.44

Scanlon’s eponymous plan philosophically and intellectually emerged from a core set of understandings regarding the capitalist labour process. In developing his plan, Scanlon adopted a Marxist conception of labour relations characterised by a consistent and “underlying” conflict of interest between management and labourers.45 Marxist economics and political thought operate under the understanding that capitalism’s continued success revolves around the generation of ever-increasing profits extracted from labourers.46 Capitalism depends on the exploitation of one group (labourers) to increase the wealth of another (capitalists). Because of this, relationships between workers and management are fundamentally characterised by conflict. As summarised by political economist Harry Braverman:


Labor and capital are the opposite poles of capitalist society […]. Whatever its form, whether as money or commodities or means of production, capital is labor: it is labor that has been performed in the past, the objectified product of preceding phases of the cycle of production which becomes capital only through appropriation by the capitalist and its use in the accumulation of more capital. As such, the working class is first of all raw material for exploitation.47



Despite, or perhaps because of, such underlying tensions, Scanlon positioned conversation and cooperation between employees and management, in so far as it was possible, as a core element of any successful gainsharing plan. Conversation and cooperation were necessary, according to Scanlon, because line employees executing work tasks, and only these employees, held essential and irreplaceable knowledge of work process; of how work was, and could be, done.48 It follows, then, that Scanlon believed plans such as his own were only feasible through an earnest exchange between labour and management. Success required a genuine attempt by labour to share their knowledge of the labour process with management and a simultaneously genuine commitment by management to respect suggestions made by employees and provide proportional wage increases based on implemented ideas.49 As a union representative, Scanlon conceptualised the position of the worker in his systems as being represented by organised labour – by unions functioning as the mouthpiece and conduit of the employees’ interests.50 Through union bargaining and representation, the voices of individual workers could be greatly magnified, and collective understandings of workers’ experiences and needs could be developed.

Scanlon plans have been studied extensively in labour, economics and management texts.51 The literature concludes that Scanlon plans, particularly when implemented fully, are successful in making “significant cost savings” and resulting in “significant health and safety improvements”.52 Scanlon plans have been linked with a rise in employee satisfaction, a decrease in employee grievances and an increase in perceived employee voice in decision-making. Further, when implemented robustly, research suggests a Scanlon plan can make employees feel that their jobs are easier to perform.53 Herman Miller’s Scanlon plan, while largely absent from literature exploring the company’s designs, is frequently covered in management literature.54 The company’s plan has been featured in Training magazine (1987), Sloan Management Review (1982) and Human Resource Management (1999). These articles praise its success and the company’s overall approach to labour relations and employee treatment: “[Herman Miller] has always been a values-driven company, with a historical reputation for innovation in its relationships with employees as well as in its products”.55 This literature outlines in broad strokes the operation of the plan (“it consisted of three basic elements: a participation structure, a bonus system […] and a communications process”)56 and makes the case that the plan was instrumental to Herman Miller’s continued corporate and financial successes.57

Herman Miller’s Scanlon plan was developed and implemented following Hugh De Pree’s attendance at a lecture given by psychologist Carl Frost at the 1950 Grand Rapids Furniture Manufacturers Association.58 Impressed with his outlook and approach to business relations, De Pree commissioned Frost to develop and implement a bespoke Scanlon-style system.59 Details of Herman Miller’s Scanlon plan can be reconstructed following study of archival materials. These illustrate that despite significant company rhetoric around cooperation and equality, in practice the company’s plan followed a rigid and complicated hierarchy and process.

According to an undated overview of Herman Miller’s Scanlon Plan, suggestions for alterations to production or corporate processes began with the identification of a problem or generation of an idea by a “suggester”. This suggester would complete a “PSA form” and submit the completed form to the “work team leader”, alongside “drawings, research, or other documentation”. After submission, the work team leader would review the suggestion “for relevance and importance” and to see whether “additional research” was needed. If the suggestion was deemed viable and appropriate, and was small-scale, inexpensive and feasible enough to implement on a local level, the work team leader was empowered to authorise the suggestion. If deemed inappropriate or unnecessary, a suggestion could be rejected at this stage. If the proposed alteration was on a larger scale, more complicated, involved multiple teams or departments or was more costly, the work team leader was instructed to forward the suggestion to their superior, “work team leader 2”. This individual could either accept or reject the suggestion or escalate it to “work team leader 3”, who in turn could accept, reject or forward it to the “suggestion council”. From the suggestion council, proposed alterations could be further escalated to the “cost reduction department”. Responses to employees regarding their suggestions seem to have taken a similarly circuitous route – through the “responding council” and a “responding work team” – before arriving back in the hands of the initial suggester (Fig. 7.7.).

While Herman Miller’s employee suggestion and profit-sharing programme has become known as a “Scanlon plan” as it comprises similar elements to the titular programme, the company’s plan diverges from Scanlon’s original approach in several key areas: the degree of communication built into the system, the absence of unions or organised labour, and an operational understanding of labour relations as fundamentally peaceful instead of characterised by strife. While Scanlon set out to build a system and plan based around robust, open and continual communication between employees and management, the Herman Miller profit-sharing system functionally eliminated back-and-forth dialogue, replacing face-to-face interaction and exchange with a highly bureaucratised process. It used forms and paperwork to communicate suggestions, rationales and responses, eliminating face-to-face interaction between management and employees. Through its bureaucratised structure and absence of human interaction and conversation, the plan seems to have prioritised the system of soliciting and approving ideas over the ideas and workers themselves. In so doing, the company excluded elements of communication and collaboration so highly valued by Scanlon – the melding of minds between management and workers, and the exploration and negotiation of labour processes and corporate futures.


[image: A flowchart illustrating communication paths to and from Scanlon office and suggesters.]
Fig. 7.7. Diagram illustrating the suggestion review process at Herman Miller. (‘Scanlon employee suggestion’ form, s.d. Courtesy of Herman Miller Archive.)

Joseph Scanlon’s plans started from an “underlying assumption that workplace relations should be defined as a conflict of interest between management and nonmanagement employees”.60 Herman Miller’s plan, however, appears to have been based on an assumption of harmonious relations between workers and management. While Scanlon designed his plan to bridge the mutually exclusive interests of management and labour, bringing about a détente to initiate productive dialogue towards streamlining operations, Herman Miller conceptualised and implemented its plan assuming such a détente already existed, aiming to leverage this positive worker-management relationship to improve an already adequate production process. The Scanlon Plan at Herman Miller, a company-commissioned report detailing the plan’s history, explicitly lays out the firm’s belief in their own agreeable labour relations. Unlike a typical non-Scanlon organisation, where “productivity and payroll are […] viewed as diametrically opposed phenomena” and “the individual worker seeks to maximize the payroll at the expense of production, while the organization seeks to maximize production at the expense of payroll”, at Herman Miller it was understood that “all members of the organization seek to optimize the ratio of payroll to production” and that the “objectives of the individual and the organization are […] integrated”. Within this framework of thought, the Scanlon plan was established not to reinvent or alter the company’s relationships and power dynamics, but to allow the existing “human system” to become more productive – to amplify already extant practices and behaviours.61

Herman Miller’s Scanlon plan is also notable for the absence of union participation in the process of soliciting, evaluating and implementing employee suggestions, as well as in the calculation and dispersal of profits. Herman Miller was, and remains, a non-unionised company. In his exploration of the company, Ralph Caplan cites varying degrees of anti-union sentiment, from the statement of an employee that “Herman Miller Employees would never stand for a union” to the assertion of CEO D.J. De Pree that “we can get along without a union”.62 Within Herman Miller it has historically been understood not only that the company did not desire or need organised labour, but that the company’s existing policies and Scanlon plan were “actually the equivalent of a union” and were “far superior to any union in benefits”.63

The absence of organised labour in the conception and implementation of the Herman Miller plan runs counter to the spirit and substance of Scanlon’s ideas, and his belief and understanding that unions were necessary to represent the interests of non-management employees.64 Not only did Scanlon assign a leading role to unions in the practical application of his plans; the entire philosophy underpinning his approach emerged from his own role within union leadership, illustrating how organised labour was central to both the execution of a Scanlon plan and the intellectual conception of the factors behind the plan’s potential success.65




Idealistic and Abstract Conceptions of the User

Together, the research and development process for Action Office II and Herman Miller’s approach to the construction and maintenance of its Scanlonesque plan indicate and illustrate the company’s wider conception of the office worker and user as an abstract, idealised figure. This conception of the office worker shared numerous characteristics with Robert Propst, Carl Frost, and Herman Miller research staff and management more broadly – of a white, college-educated man working in a relatively self-directed position. While there appear to be few surviving materials regarding the research undertaken for the Action Office system, available documents such as division statements and notes suggest that this research consisted primarily of questionnaires distributed to Herman Miller employees, alongside analyses of working patterns and preferences within the Research Division team, particularly those of Propst himself.66 By focusing workplace research on division staff members, the overwhelmingly white, college-educated, Midwestern men comprising the Research Division staff thus became Herman Miller’s de facto definition of the “user” of office spaces. Using this definition, the company would go on to create office furniture products which, while nominally addressing the evolving needs and work patterns of the general category of white-collar worker, were instead tailored to a particular subsection of this group – the researchers themselves.

The company’s idealised characterisation of the office user is well encapsulated in the methodology and conclusions of a 1966 report conducted by the company Dunlap and Associates. Undertaken at the request of Herman Miller to “provide information and data which could be used in the promotion of the Action Office”, the study reflected the broader research methods used in the design of the Action Office series itself. Only three male test subjects were studied (all employees of Dunlap and Associates), efficiency and productivity were measured by questionnaires, and the study was conducted over a brief period.67 All three test users were situated within private, enclosed office spaces which were outfitted with Action Office furniture items. The commissioned evaluation of Action Office I encompasses many of the assumptions, values and processes ingrained in the system’s design and creation: a narrow conception of the user as a white, college-educated man conducting semi-autonomous work and an assumption that user-led questionnaires are a suitable means to observe work processes and efficiency. Thus, both the Scanlon plan and the research and ideation process leading to the design of Action Office I and II relied on idealised notions of white-collar work and white-collar workers, supported not by meticulous or scientific empirical research but by nebulous assumptions and broader worldviews.

Conceptions and understandings of the nature, behaviour and needs of work and workers at Herman Miller illuminate why and how the Action Office system was so quickly transformed from an idealistic workspace intended to liberate into the limiting and confining cubicle. These understandings are important as they formed the intellectual and ideological basis and starting point for the company’s interventions within white-collar workplaces, most notably the Action Office system. While these conceptions may have been accurate to the corporate workplace and process at Herman Miller, they were almost certainly not a universal standard for all white-collar work and workspaces. Although Herman Miller employees may have been able to self-direct their work patterns and tasks, many other white-collar employees were expected to conform to and follow specific working patterns established by management. While Herman Miller employees may have been able to achieve peaceful labour relations without a union, this was not the case within the broader spectrum of white-collar workplaces. And while management and Research Division staff at Herman Miller may have been relatively homogeneous, the wider scope of white-collar workers and workplaces was significantly more diverse in terms of age, race, gender, religion and educational level. An understanding of the ideological framework behind Action Office explains why the possibility of its misuse went completely unseen and unpredicted by Propst and the wider design team: the product was rooted in conceptions and assumptions of labour, labourers and labour relations which simply did and do not match the reality of labour within modern capitalism.

This incongruity between the ideological underpinnings of Action Office and the reality of work within capitalism is clarified by the application of labour process theory and the works of authors such as Braverman. Labour process theory is a Marxist strain of socio-political thought which argues that capitalist control over the circumstances and practices of labour is a necessary part of the capitalist system. The theory posits that when companies began paying employees by the hour, day or week instead of per piece of work completed, a crisis was created within capitalism: companies could no longer be assured that they were getting more value out of their workers than what they were paying each individual labourer.68 Under wage labour conditions, workers are paid regardless of how much work is achieved; consequently, company management needed a mechanism which would ensure that workers were completing at least enough work to cover the cost of their wages, and ideally enough work to generate profit for the company.69 Labour process theorists suggest that such a mechanism represents control by capitalists and company management over the way work itself is done – over the process of doing labour. By controlling how work is done, companies could be assured that a base line of productivity, and therefore profit, was achieved.70 This need, according to many labour process theorists, exists across the spectrum of workplaces and work types – in both the factory and the office, wherever workers are paid salaries and pay is divorced from specific productive tasks.71 In short, labour process scholars have theorised that much of the experience of modern work is characterised by a fundamental need for capital to control the way individual tasks are accomplished.72

When seen through the lens of capital’s need for control, Action Office could never have functioned the way Propst had hoped. Workers could not be allowed to shape, mould and rearrange their own spaces with a variety of interchangeable parts; this was a power which could only be assigned to management. What to Propst was misuse, a twisting of the principles and possibilities of Action Office by individually flawed managers, can alternatively be viewed as the natural implementation of modular office furniture systems within capitalism: they were used and modified to extract maximum labour value out of employees. Further, in his assumption of peaceful labour relations within the white-collar workspace, Propst assumed that management would treat employees fairly, with dignity and respect, implementing his designs in ways which were in line with the wishes of workers and with their best interests at heart. But, as has been well studied by the fields of sociology and labour studies (among other disciplines), workers and management within capitalism have intrinsically and fundamentally opposing interests.73 Capital and capitalists are locked into a never-ending quest for ever-increasing profit, which, according to Marx, can only be generated by syphoning more and more value from the labour of workers. While capitalists seek to further their own interests by forcing their employees to work harder, faster or more “efficiently”, workers seek to protect themselves and their labour, producing only the work for which they are being fairly paid.74 Within this understanding, management is not only unlikely to implement designs or strategies which align with the needs and wants of workers; it cannot do so.


Once Action Office hit the commercial market, the system underwent a process of transformation in which concepts and features compatible with capitalist labour processes, like the system’s panel walls, were adopted and repeated. Elements which challenged or threatened normal operations of the capitalist workplace were summarily excised from prominent and popular replicas of the system. While modularity was perhaps appropriate for Propst’s personal working style and relatively autonomous situation, it appears to have been unacceptable or even inconceivable for many corporate facilities and personnel managers, as well as incompatible with the operating needs of the capitalist labour process. Giving employees the ability, and indeed the suggestion, to reconfigure their working spaces according to personal preferences or perceived requirements, as the modular components and installation guides of Action Office II encouraged, meant giving these workers the freedom and power to control their own labour processes. The fixed panels of the cubicle design, in contrast, nominally provided similar benefits in terms of acoustic and visual privacy, while ensuring that control of office space and work processes remained in the hands of management.

Simultaneously, the potential within Action Office for employees to “hide” themselves away amid panel configurations of their own choosing may have limited managerial observation, thereby obstructing compliance with managerial labour dictates. In contrast, the degree of visual privacy afforded by the cubicle was a known and limited quantity. Cubicular office workers were given restricted privacy from coworkers on either side, but not to their rear. This meant, and continues to mean, that managerial staff could patrol cubicle walkways and observe the work of all their employees from behind their backs. Such changes meant the Action Office system would function as a “facility based on change”, albeit for the worse; change which removed worker agency and subjected office employees to the surveillance and control of management.



Conclusion

This chapter has investigated the evolution of Herman Miller’s Action Office system from its origins as an idealistic and humanistic intervention in commercial office interiors to its ultimate reincarnation as the cubicle. Mobilising labour process theory, the chapter has argued that roots of the system’s cubicleisation can be found in designer Robert Propst and Herman Miller’s idealistic and non-representational understandings of labour and the white-collar worker, exemplified through the orientation and details of the company’s Scanlon plan. Labour process theory strongly suggests that Herman Miller’s resulting rose-tinted approach to labour relations blinded it to the realities of labour and the ways the Action Office system might be used, and distorted, on the open market. In view of their need to extract labour, preserve hierarchical labour relations within the workplace and maintain control over the labour process, corporate leaders in a wide range of enterprises saw in Action Office possibilities which Propst, limited by his more humane, idealistic business principles, could not imagine.

Such disconnects between idealistic understandings of labour and the harsh reality of work under capitalism have continued into the 21st century, with successive generations of architects and designers professing an ability to reform and improve the spatial experience of white-collar work. Akin to the history presented in this chapter, such interventions appear largely to have failed. The reality of the office for most workers remains uncomfortable and noisy, providing limited, if any, control over environmental or design factors.75 When white-collar workers are uncomfortable, physically surveilled and lack environmental autonomy, this is not primarily because of the individual approaches of “crass” managers, or faulty approaches by designers or architects, but because of the operational necessities of capitalism itself. Analysis presented in this chapter therefore suggests that in order to fully understand and potentially alter worker experiences of office spaces, we must first understand and confront capitalism.
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Chapter 8 The European Commission’s Office Spaces in the 1950s and 1960s: Constructing a Materialised Imaginary

Marco Ninno


Introduction


You recognise them immediately on a Friday evening when, arriving on the Trans Europ Express from Brussels, they get off at the railway stations in The Hague, Luxembourg, Dortmund, Milan or Paris, their black shoes caked in mud. They carry with them the yellow dirt from the enormous building site that has taken over what was once the Rond-point de la Loi, now renamed the Robert Schuman Roundabout. Behind the fences there are nothing but dizzying abysses and imposing metal frameworks of buildings designed to house European officials, who are currently scattered around the Belgian capital. In nearby buildings, hundreds of other “yellow feet” are at their place of work.1



Captured in this vivid portrait by Le Monde in 1969, Brussels during the 1950s and 1960s emerged as a bustling centre undergoing major transformation, appropriately labelled a “capital under construction” (capitale en chantier).2 Amid this busy setting, the main driver of urban renewal was the construction of administrative buildings, in large part destined to house the European officials referred to in the newspaper article. Seeking to offer a fresh perspective on the everyday experience of European integration, this chapter follows the muddy footprints of the officials as they navigated the corridors of the new buildings. Much has been written about the administration of the European institutions, particularly the Commission, which is usually portrayed in the field of European Union (EU) studies as an “efficient” organisation ruled through capable technocratic management.3 Other authors have highlighted the popular criticisms towards the technocratic nature of European integration, with the institutions being branded as a dysfunctional bureaucratic behemoth.4 In both cases, the material aspects of this extensive administrative machinery, specifically the offices, have been largely overlooked. Moreover, when such scrutiny has occurred, it has predominantly focused on exterior symbolism and urban planning.5

This chapter seeks to “move beyond the façades” by exploring the spatial and “embodied” aspects of interior organisation. Office interiors were sites where “Europe” was not just a theoretical concept but also took on a physical reality through design, which in turn influenced workplace activities. Indeed, office spaces not only conveyed symbolic ideals and values; they also served as tangible embodiments of the European project and identity. Moreover, by functioning as points of social interaction, the spaces facilitated the practical enactment and lived experience of these ideas among individuals.6 Carolyn Ban has noted that the European Commission during the 1950s and 1960s represents “an interesting place in which to observe organisational efforts to create a common culture”. As the largest European institution, it played a central role in bringing together officials from diverse national backgrounds under a common umbrella, producing a unique blend between supranational institutional unity and the coexistence of various national values.7 This also shaped office culture and materiality, which I will explore through the lens of what David Adler conceptualised as the “materialized imaginary”.8 I argue that the Commission’s self-image was that of a unique and elitist institution, which materialised through small private offices as the preferred mode of interior organisation – even though this went against the preferences of the Belgian government, which initially sought to provide the Commission with open-space offices. The Commission’s approach did not stem from an adherence to specific theoretical frameworks, but rather emerged as a construct that mirrored the self-understanding of a highly hierarchical institution.9 To back up its preference for private office spaces, the Commission produced a report on the matter (1969), which will function as a narrative thread for my chapter and will allow us to follow the “yellow-footed” administrators into their offices. The report explored the links between efficiency and office layout, drawing upon layout manuals, consultations with research institutions and investigations of office use patterns within Western European government administrations. Although the report did not find scientific evidence that could link high productivity to individual offices, it concluded by emphasising the significance attached by top officials to having private workspaces, thus underscoring the influence of psychological factors. I will counterbalance the notable absence of lower-ranking Commission workers in the report by exploring the Courrier du personnel, an employee magazine which offered very different views on the office spaces and challenged the top officials’ elitist imaginary.



The Appeal of Private Offices

When examining the development of the administrative buildings for the European institutions, it is important to note that the decision on a permanent location remained unresolved for an extended period. While the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) had been based in Luxembourg since it was founded in 1952, Brussels gained prominence when the Communities expanded in 1958, with the establishment of the European Economic Community (EEC) and the European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom). The city had seen intensive infrastructure development and rapid modernisation in view of the 1958 World’s Fair and had emerged as a convenient temporary location for the two new institutions, which were set to grow considerably.10 Furthermore, at the end of the 1960s, the three institutions underwent a process of unification, resulting in the merger of the executive bodies of Euratom, the ECSC and the EEC into the Commission of the European Communities. The temporary seat of the new single Commission was once again the city of Brussels. This new institutional arrangement, together with a continuous increase in workforce numbers, meant that more space was needed to house the new staff. In 1969, the newly established Commission thus asked the Council of the European Communities – the ultimate handler of the Communities’ budget – for funds to expand its office spaces. In line with the suggestion of the Directorate-General for Personnel and Administration (“DG IX”), this new layout would have extended the use of private offices to all senior officials. These had a so-called “A” grade and were referred to as “agents de conception”.11 Hans Michelmann has pointed out that this term applied to “the administrative elite entrusted with what is referred to in French as ‘conception’, a concept […] perhaps best translated as ‘creative thinking’, [which] is contrasted with more routine, administrative tasks”.12 Specifically, these “agents” were responsible for drafting regulations and decisions related to economic, technological and scientific research. As pointed out by the Commission itself, the “essential function” of the institution was to “contribute to a ‘transmutation’”, understood as the process of “making Europe”. The Commission was primarily responsible for coming up with ideas, facilitating consensus among member states, providing stimulus and offering guidance, especially when persuasion was needed more than legislation.13 As such, senior officials not only fulfilled administrative roles but also acted as advocates for solutions in areas where regulations were yet to be established.14 This duality was indeed well encapsulated in the term “agents de conception”: they were individuals tasked with conceptualising new ideas and approaches.

Regardless of the nature of the Commission’s tasks, the Council refused to grant more funds and asked the Commission to keep on using the old allocation which conferred a private office only to officials with a rank of grade “A3” or above (with “A1” being the most senior grade). The College of Commissioners expressed dissatisfaction with this resolution, citing the negative impact on the working conditions and performance of its officials. While the exact nature of this impact was not clarified, it seemed to touch on various dimensions ranging from efficiency to status. Consequently, commissioners Victor Bodson and Albert Coppé were tasked with preparing a detailed report on the issue of space management, in order to improve the proposal to the Council.15 The matter was quickly handed over to DG IX, which gave the job to adviser Max Lacroix.16 Interestingly, Lacroix had personal experience of the disputed matter of office layout: he had been an A3 grade official in the Euratom Commission, but after the Merger Treaty he was demoted to grade A4 in the new European Commission, which theoretically meant that he had to share an office.17 Not being an expert on the subject himself, Lacroix started by researching literature on office interior planning, mainly Kenneth H. Ripnen’s Office Building and Office Layout Planning (1960). This American manual provided guidelines for architects and professionals involved in the design of office spaces, delving into classic issues such as workflows, flexibility and adaptability. Moreover, Ripnen focused on the critical role of office layout in recognising and embracing employees’ individual identities and providing them with an environment that preserved a human dimension. This way, they would not become “submerged in the mass of their colleagues”, which was believed to improve efficiency.18 Lacroix additionally contacted various institutions dealing with office management, who were “very clear about the absence, to their knowledge, of any study on the relationship between ‘productivity’ and ‘cohabitation in the same office’”. Some institutions had attempted similar research, although their results were inconclusive. Office management studies typically focused on quantifiable metrics related to production, while evaluating the productivity of civil servants engaged in intellectual work required more complex and qualitative assessments.19

To address this gap, Lacroix provided an overview of office space typologies within government administrations, focusing on the European Communities’ member states. Despite the diversity of office buildings and layouts, he identified a clear preference among senior officials for private offices. Lacroix notably approved of the Federal Republic of Germany’s formalised rules for its national administration, which mandated that civil servants from the level “A13” onward receive individual offices – roughly equivalent to levels “A6” and “B1” in European terms.20 Although it is widely recognised that the Commission’s organisational structure was largely modelled on the French national administration, the German diplomat Walter Hallstein also played a crucial role in shaping the institution’s administrative framework as the first President of the EEC Commission. His vision of a robust, hierarchical administration was reportedly inspired by the West German Foreign Ministry, which he had helped create as State Secretary and which he viewed as a prototype for the European institutions.21 It is therefore unsurprising that Lacroix saw Germany as a benchmark for office space allocation rules. Additionally, following the widespread destruction of older buildings during the war, German administrative buildings were predominantly modern constructions – a characteristic shared by the offices of the European Commission.



The Early Administrative Buildings of the European Commission in Brussels

Regarding the Commission, Lacroix pointed out that the current distribution of office space varied depending on the specific building.22 The first that had been occupied was a rented complex at 51-55, rue Belliard, where almost 200 office rooms were used by the Euratom Commission from 1958 onward. Construction had begun in 1955 under the initiative of the insurance company La Royale Belge; the office floors were designed with an open plan that could be adapted as needed, thanks to standardised removable partitions. Interestingly, the quality of these partitions, including their acoustic insulation, varied based on the rank of the office workers.23 In his report, Lacroix noted that it was possible to allocate what he described as a “normal” individual office – one with two windows and an area of about 20 square metres – to agents de conception at Rue Belliard.24 Similar considerations applied to another rented building, located at 23-27, avenue de la Joyeuse Entrée, which was again owned by La Royale Belge. Accommodating around 300 office rooms, it was completed in the summer of 1958 and served as the Commission’s headquarters from the outset (Fig. 8.1.). In a clear demonstration of hierarchy, President Hallstein and members of his cabinet occupied most of the top floor of this eight-storey building,25 which was expanded until it occupied an entire urban block by 1963.26 Both the exterior and interior closely resembled that of the rue Belliard complex: the Commission partitioned the open-plan spaces to create small individual offices, typically featuring two or three windows, and up to four for senior officials.27 The emphasis on a hierarchical allocation of space is underscored by a 1963 internal report criticising the inappropriate assignment of a three-window office to a top official, who was entitled to a four-window office.28

[image: Annotated ground floor plan of a rectangular office building.]
Fig. 8.1. Typical floor plan (1972), Joyeuse Entrée building, Brussels. (HAEC, Commission of the European Communities, BAC 17/1972, 1.)

The Berlaymont building – still the Commission’s most iconic structure to date – is notable for its origins in an early attempt at collaboration between the Belgian authorities and the Commission to create a dedicated administrative building. In 1959, the Belgian Minister for Public Works established an advisory committee comprising representatives from Belgian ministries, European institutions, and the architects and contractors involved in the project.29 Coordinated planning was crucial to ensure that the building would meet the needs of both the European Commission and the Belgian government, which planned to use the building in the event of a relocation of the Communities.30 While “certain senior Belgian officials had endeavored to convince the representatives of the [Commission] of the advantages of collective office spaces”,31 Daniel Strasser, the Director of Internal Affairs and representative of DG IX on the Berlaymont Advisory Committee, explained that his departments had rejected this proposal. In 1965, Strasser stated that “the tradition of European administrative departments calls for a number of small, comfortable offices – principally one per [senior-ranking] official, rather than large working spaces”.32 To tailor the Berlaymont to the Commission’s needs, the open floors were partitioned using modular walls, resulting in offices measuring 5 × 4 metres (Fig. 8.2.).33 As Lacroix pointed out in his 1969 report, these modules and dimensions were too large to allow for the construction of individual offices without sacrificing space and incurring significant rental costs, as fees were based on the occupied area. In contrast to the previously mentioned buildings, the area identified by Lacroix as “the smallest ‘normal’ office” with two windows was approximately 28 square metres. For Lacroix, private offices that were 10 square metres smaller would have sufficed.34 In 1964, DG IX had also complained that, given the size and number of conference rooms, large entrances, restaurants and additional services, “the Berlaymont complex [was] designed more to accommodate a General Secretariat than an Administration, even a supranational one”.35

[image: Annotated floor plan of a cross shaped office building with public hall in the centre.]
Fig. 8.2. Typical floor plan (1960s), Berlaymont building, Brussels. (Berlaymont: Centre administratif des communatés européennes [Brussels, s.d.].)


[image: Annotated floor plan of an arrow shaped office building.]
Fig. 8.3. Typical floor plan (c. 1968), Charlemagne building, Brussels. (‘Immeuble pour bureaux “Charlemagne” à Bruxelles’, in La technique des travaux, Sept.-Oct. 1968.)

A more satisfactory result was obtained with the Charlemagne building, which was offered to the Commission in October 1964 by the developer Études et investissements immobiliers, a subsidiary of the Blaton construction company that was also involved in the Berlaymont project located just opposite it. In this case, the architect, Jacques Cuisinier, engaged directly with the Commission to accommodate its needs. While the Berlaymont was described as “extremely modern and somewhat inadequate”, the Commission saw the Charlemagne as more of a “traditional” office building. Each open floor was typically partitioned into three single-window offices, 49 double-window offices, seven three-window offices, and a large corner office (Fig. 8.3.). This arrangement facilitated the allocation of offices in line with the Commission’s administrative hierarchy, based on the officials’ grades. Moreover, unlike the Berlaymont – where only the top floor, housing the Commission’s Presidency, featured opening windows and adjustable radiators in private offices – the Charlemagne building provided these amenities to all users.36

Based on the cases examined, the predominant trend in the occupation of the Commission’s buildings leaned towards the division of space into private offices, evidence that seemed to support the findings of the Lacroix report. However, given the significant differences among the buildings offered as rental properties, it is impossible to identify a uniform rule. According to Lacroix, this was because they had been designed “taking into account the use of these buildings from the point at which they will no longer be used by the Commission’s departments”.37 So as well as the challenge of establishing a clear relationship between efficiency and private offices in his report, Lacroix faced another complication, namely the non-uniform modes of occupation across the Commission’s various buildings.



Shifting the Focus to Users

Drawing a parallel with Ripnen’s ideas about the centrality of employee satisfaction, Lacroix eventually moved his focus to the users of these spaces. He linked the demand for private offices to psychological factors specific to the Commission’s officials and the nature of their activities. He noted how the agents de conception “insisted on receiving an individual office”, which “demonstrated the importance the personnel attaches to this aspect of their working conditions”. He observed how this desire for individual offices was often seen with officials of a similar senior rank in their respective countries. While the question may not have been officially regulated in all member states, it was, at the very least, customary to provide high-ranking individuals with an individual office. Lacroix argued that Commission officials would likely not accept working conditions that were perceived as inferior to the standards of their respective home countries.38 This conclusion mirrored concepts already discussed in contemporary literature. Specifically, the notion of “status markers” in relation to office environments had been explored, reinforcing the link between high-ranking officials and private offices. These status markers served various functions such as reward, incentive and communication, contributing to individuals’ satisfaction with their workspace. A different scenario might have led to what the American psychologist J.S. Adams (1965) termed “status incongruency”: the dissatisfaction that may result when the workspace does not adequately mirror the individual’s hierarchical level.39

In his report, Lacroix emphasised that the European Communities had a duty to recruit civil servants with the “highest levels of skill, efficiency and integrity”. Losing these valuable individuals because of inadequate office space, he argued, would have been unacceptable.40 He further explained that it would have been discriminatory towards colleagues of other nationalities if special provision had been made for German officials; the only desirable solution was indeed to provide private offices for all high-level officials.41 In his concluding remarks, Lacroix revisited the existing literature, particularly the work of German economist and business organisation expert Hermann Böhrs (1962). Although Böhrs favoured an “open office” solution, he also acknowledged that “the individual office is an absolute necessity for those who have to and can work independently of others, who have to receive visitors, […] who engage in creative work, and whose tasks have a confidential or even discreet character”.42 In the case of the Commission’s agents de conception, all these conditions were applicable, justifying the allocation of individual offices. Lacroix noted that the officials considered in his report were “frequently called upon to examine and discuss the questions for which they [were] responsible with colleagues from other directorates-general and directorates and with national officials or experts, either by telephone or during visits required at their workspace”. Moreover, Lacroix emphasised that the privacy offered by an individual space would be more conducive to maintaining the confidentiality of the economic and technical matters often discussed within the Commission.43

With these reflections on the Commission’s organisational dynamics and working environment, Lacroix brought his report to a close before submitting it to DG IX, where it was warmly received by Commissioners Bodson and Coppé, and subsequently presented to the rest of the Commission in August 1969. Based on its findings, the Commissioners concluded that “for a multinational and specialised administration such as ours, the deliberate ignorance by the Council of the practices or even national laws in this area is posing real problems in the operation of our services and for the morale of our staff”. They therefore requested a budget increase for 1970, aiming to allocate additional individual office spaces for all agents de conception.44 It is worth noting that these were the remarks of an administration with an increasingly self-confident attitude and high regard for its own mission. This image is in line with accounts of the early history of the Commission, which has been described as an embodiment of “Jean Monnet’s model of an administration pursuing a mission and […] Walter Hallstein’s model of a charismatic administration”.45

If, as the British architect Francis Duffy has pointed out, an office building can be the mirror of the society – or institution – it serves, the Commission’s preference for private office spaces aligned well with its administrative culture.46 This culture blended a “Franco-British tradition of hierarchical interministerial arbitration and a key role for the Secretariat-General” with a “Germanic culture of ministerial independence or autonomy and strong directorates-general”.47 Yet, while on paper the individual office was seen as the quintessential physical emanation of the Commission’s essence, this assumption was contested at various levels. Lacroix approached his task by immediately separating the top officials (A category) from the middle- and lower-ranking officials (B and C level), who, as a consequence, are virtually absent from his report. The perspective of the latter categories of office users can be partially reconstructed, however, through the Courrier du personnel. Created in 1967 after the merger of the three executive bodies, this employee periodical provided administrative information on promotions, public holidays and job vacancies. Interestingly, the Courrier included letters from readers who were granted total freedom of expression (as had been requested by the Staff Committee).48 The letters section was intended to “open a dialogue, a fascinating conversation […] between staff, their representatives, the administration and the Commission”.49 In April 1970, a few months after Lacroix’ report had been published and disseminated among Commission employees, the Courrier featured a cartoon by Roger Faut showing two contrasting scenes (Fig. 8.4.). The top one presents a chaotic office illuminated by strong artificial light and “inhabited” by four civil servants who seem to be fighting each other in the contained space, while a caption states: “Machines neither breathe nor see, so they can be stacked with a minimum of space, air and light.” In contrast, the bottom cartoon presents a beautiful spacious office with a large window that illuminates the tastefully furnished space. The only occupant is reclining restfully on his chair with his feet over the large desk, with three dark clouds flying over his head and a pensive expression on his face. The cartoon is accompanied by the text “I Think, Therefore I Am… entitled to demand, all for myself, a spacious office with several windows to be able to ‘think’ better”. To intensify the sarcasm, the cartoon presented a concluding statement: “‘To be or not to be’ a ‘thinking’ official, that is really the question”.50

[image: Cartoon juxtaposing a cramped and noisy shared office space with a spacious, silent one. Accompanying text: « En somme, ‘être ou ne pas être’ un fonctionnaire penseur voilà toute la question. H. Blampain-Tomboy. »]
Fig. 8.4. Cartoon in the Courrier du personnel (107, April 1970).

The cartoon was undoubtedly a criticism of Lacroix’ report. When browsing through various early issues of the Courrier du personnel, it becomes clear that the theme of a highly hierarchical administration is a recurring one in the editorials and readers’ letters. In particular, following the merger of the executive bodies, many lamented “the partitioning of services, the absence of communications, the depersonalisation of work, the cult of hierarchies, the absence of human relationships”. An official reflecting on the topic rhetorically questioned his colleagues: “Should we find it normal or surprising that our organisation has no real human relations department, and that these relations are too often merely hierarchical?”51 Two more cartoons from the Courrier du Personnel (published in 1970 and 1967 respectively) contemplated this theme. One depicted two officials wearing a disproportionately large badge that lists their last name, first name, rank and office (Fig. 8.5.). What the image ironically suggested is that this would make it easier for staff to know how to approach the people they cross paths with as they would know which rank they occupy in the organisational structure. Another cartoon depicted a gathering of European officials waiting to be informed about their new assignment after the merger of the three executive bodies (Fig. 8.6.). To underline the hierarchical differences, we see how individuals belonging to the various “A” grades are depicted as pompous men, occupying the first rows and drawn with clearly recognisable facial features, whereas the rest – the vast mass of “B”, “C” and “D” – disappear in a multitude of featureless faces deprived of agency, reflecting their perceived absence from the Commission’s reflections on office space.

[image: Two men pass each other. One is waving “Salut!, the other holds his head high. Both are wearing a large nameplate, displaying “name, surname, grade, bureau.”]
Fig. 8.5. Cartoon in the Courrier du personnel (113, May 1970).


[image: Illustration “la Fusion” depicting a crowded assembly with animated attendees, banners displaying various interests, and signs (A1-5, A6-B1, B2-D4) indicating seating categories of “Avancés”, “Intermédiaires”, and “Reservées”.]
Fig. 8.6. Cartoon in the Courrier du personnel (5, nov. 1967).

This feeling of frustration was made explicit in various readers’ letters. One from 1970, tellingly entitled “Official or Slave?”, targeted a new telephone directory that had just been distributed. The letter noted how Commission officials’ names were now accompanied by their roles. This applied only to those in categories A and B, however, whereas the names of those in categories C and D were accompanied only by the DG to which they belonged. This discrepancy raised questions about the treatment of lower-grade civil servants, who were “entirely at their superior’s mercy” (taillable et corvéable à merci) within their DG’s, while being confined to offices that offered only minimum space, light and air, as the letter argued.52 Three photos published in 1972 offered the reader a rare visual depiction of the working conditions of these lower-ranking officials (Figs. 8.7.–8.9.). The photos of the Commission’s Secretariat-General indicate that the above-mentioned concerns were not completely unfounded: some of the offices appear to have been rather crowded. Given the predominance of women in the photographs, it is reasonable to infer that the personnel depicted primarily comprised grade C or B officials, since female personnel was mostly recruited for subaltern tasks. As stressed by Michel Dumoulin, this was in line with prevailing practices within member states where “women were still far from equal to men, particularly from the legal point of view”. Although less important than in the past, Dumoulin argued, “the golden rule for women was still the three Cs: children, church and cooking”.53 The photos and letters in the Courrier du personnel seem to resonate as an example of the discrepancy between what Henri Lefebvre would define as “lived space” and “conceived space”. Lived space refers to the everyday experiences and practices of individuals within a given space, whereas conceived space encompasses the abstract conception of that space by those in authority. In the Courrier, accounts of the lived space contrast sharply with the conceived space envisioned by higher authorities within the Commission, as exemplified by Lacroix’ defence of comfortable private offices.54

Nevertheless, private offices were not without problems either. In a 1969 letter, one A-grade official complained that such offices isolated people: for their occupants, the only opportunity to meet colleagues was in the corridors, “just as it used to be in prison”.55 In particular the Berlaymont building, with its long corridors that resulted from the partitioning of open floors into smaller offices, seemed to be a direct target of these complaints. Even an official report from May 1970, which focused on the “problems of the personnel of the European Commission”, highlighted that it was important not to overlook the psychological impact of the conditions under which the services had been moved to the Berlaymont building, as well as the concept of the building itself.56 Just considering the first issues of the Courrier, it is noticeable how as many as one letter per issue addresses the problems of the Berlaymont, describing symptoms of what in the late 1970s would be referred to as Sick Building Syndrome. Prompting protests and even strikes, complaints mainly focused on poor air quality, windows that could not be opened and a fear of being trapped in malfunctioning elevators.57 By the early 1990s, these concerns took on an existential dimension when the presence of asbestos was recognised as a major health issue for all occupants, resulting in the evacuation of the building and a renovation that lasted until 2004.58

On a final note, it is no surprise that, in the bustling office landscape of Brussels in the 1960s and 1970s, the Commission’s workers were taking notice of alternative setups. Once again, the Courrier served as a platform for such reflections. A letter from 1971 stands out, commenting favourably on the newly inaugurated headquarters of the Royale Belge insurance company in the Brussels suburb of Boitsfort. This state-of-the-art office building, located in a landscaped park, offered a very different layout to its residents, as it was built around the idea of the Bürolandschaft. Most of the company’s employees were located in open offices featuring movable partitions, allowing for flexibility in reorganising workplace configurations (Fig. 8.10.). This adaptability aimed to balance the competing demands of privacy and collaboration, theoretically accommodating the dynamic needs of both management and workers. Beyond their functional role, the partitions, alongside a notable abundance of plants, served an aesthetic purpose, creating a rhythmic interplay of private and open areas.59 While the “cubicalisation” typically associated with open office layouts has, in time, become the object of intense complaints (as is demonstrated in Petra Seitz’ contribution to this volume), the aesthetic and functional qualities of the Royale Belge building did sharply contrast with those that could typically be found in the offices of lower-ranking European Commission employees. Indeed, according to the author of the 1971 letter, the Commission’s offices were “very backward” and “barrack-like” (des bureaux-casernes très arriérés).60



[image: A female office employee sits at a desk in a dimly lit office.]

[image: Four female office employees work at their desk in a dimply lit office.]

[image: Male office employees work at their desk surrounded by stacks of books and papers in a dimly lit office.]

Figs. 8.7.–8.9. Photos in the Courrier du personnel (231, Nov. 1972).


[image: A large, landscaped office interior with numerous movable partitions and filing cabinets.]
Fig. 8.10. Office landscape in the Royale Belge office building, Brussels, c. 1970 (L’OEil, Nov. 1970.)




Concluding Remarks

This chapter has demonstrated that examining the materiality of office architecture offers a counterbalance to the abstract and often impersonal nature of large bureaucratic organisations – particularly in the case of the EU, where the complexity of administrative settings is further intensified by the supranational nature of the institutions. A key question arising from this investigation is what features distinguished the office spaces of European officials as uniquely “European”. The sources reveal a pronounced emphasis on a highly hierarchical spatial organisation, which manifested most notably in the allocation of private offices to senior officials of the European Commission. This preference was considered so integral to the organisations’ functioning that it prompted the creation of a report aimed at justifying its rationale. However, the 1969 Lacroix report ultimately failed to provide any compelling “objective” evidence to support the efficiency of such arrangements, suggesting instead that these offices operated as a “materialised imaginary”, embodying and reinforcing the Commission’s self-perception as an elite organisation.

This approach to office design was closely aligned with the administrative ethos established under the Commission’s first President, Walter Hallstein, whose leadership prioritised the creation of a “strong and hierarchical” organisational structure. The Commission’s internal procedures were furthermore heavily shaped by its long-serving Secretary-General, Émile Noël, whose influence contributed to the development of a highly centralised and self-consciously distinct administrative system.61 This system, while effective in consolidating authority, was characterised by its resistance to external management ideas and an enduring reluctance to undergo significant structural reform over time.62 Nevertheless, testimonies from lower-ranking officials, which were notably absent from the Lacroix report, present a contrasting perspective that complicates the Commission’s self-representation. While these accounts confirm the hierarchical nature of the Commission, they challenge the assumption that its office layouts were “efficient”, instead drawing attention to the practical limitations inherent in such designs. This divergence in perspectives highlights the complexity of office dynamics, and underscores the importance of engaging with diverse office users to fully understand the relationship between spatial design, institutional practices and administrative identity.
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Chapter 9 “Mimic Men” in the Office Spaces of a “Nervous State”: The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Late Colonial Congo

Johan Lagae and Jens van de Maele


Introduction

In the early 20th century, Max Weber famously defined bureaucracy by its ideal-typical capacity to “dominate” through a combination of “knowledge” and “discipline”. While government bureaucracies have played an important role in disciplining their populations, the German sociologist emphasised that self-discipline among bureaucrats is an essential precondition for any form of “rational administration”. Accordingly, bureaucrats operate within a mechanistic logic that requires them to eliminate “subjective or irrational elements of will and mood”.1 This promise of rationality – typical synonyms might include modernity or efficiency – has formed the bedrock of all government administrations, but was especially central to the self-representation of their colonial variants. The postulated irrationality, emotionality, violence and backwardness of local populations in colonised territories, placed in contrast to the presumed rationality and civilised nature of the colonisers, were foundational axioms upon which 19th- and 20th-century projects of colonial occupation were built. Whenever such projects needed to be legitimised, the ideal-typical characteristics from Weberian theory were mobilised in propagandistic discourses. This legitimisation process was not confined to isolated moments, as colonial rule constantly required justification in the face of evolving challenges and criticism. However, within this broader process, certain moments stand out when discourses were recalibrated. The Belgian Congo provides a particularly illustrative example of such recalibrations: first, in 1908, when the Belgian state took over rule from Leopold II and henceforth presented itself as a “responsible” coloniser; and again after the Second World War, when the colonial government sought to pursue a “developmentalist” path aimed at accelerating improvements in infrastructure and welfare.2 On both occasions, renewed faith was placed in the role of the colonial bureaucracies, encompassing the metropolitan administration (the Ministry of Colonies in Brussels) and the administrative apparatus in Africa (headed by the Gouvernement Général in Kinshasa/Léopoldville).3 Both were responsible for developing and implementing policies, while also ensuring their justification before a variety of audiences – from global to local levels, and from colonisers to colonised.

In practice, however, colonial bureaucracies were often far from the ideal envisioned by Weberian theory. The realities of colonial rule exposed a stark tension between lofty aspirations – captured by Benoît Henriet as visions of “tropical utopias” – and the inherent tumult and cynicism of occupation (which were only deepened by the vast scale and remoteness of the territories involved).4 Colonial administrators frequently lacked sufficient knowledge, skills, authority, resources or – indeed – self-discipline, which generated a pervasive sense of “nervousness” (Nancy Rose Hunt) among colonisers themselves in the face of both real and perceived threats.5 This fundamental insecurity became manifest in the production of ever-growing amounts of paperwork, as colonial authorities in Congo, but also elsewhere, leaned heavily on documentation and correspondence to sustain control (or the illusion thereof). The development of “paper regimes” was further driven by the exploitative dimension of colonialism, which was closely linked to its “developmentalist” counterpart – with both dimensions relying on shared bureaucratic systems to function.6 Rooted in material infrastructures, these systems depended on offices as the physical sites where governance unfolded. During the early years, colonial administrative setups were often improvised, sometimes consisting of nothing more than a table and chair set up outdoors (Fig. 9.1.). Over time, and especially in the waning years of colonisation, when several imperial powers implemented ten-year plans, such improvisation gradually gave way to “modern” office buildings, some of which had not progressed beyond the planning stage at the time of independence.7

Interestingly, the qualitative state of the offices did not necessarily dictate the success of colonial rule: as Michael Harry Port observed, the unhealthy and impractical colonial office buildings in London did not hinder the United Kingdom’s emergence as the dominant imperial power during the mid-19th century. The materiality of offices nonetheless represents an often-overlooked aspect of colonial history, the analysis of which can deepen our understanding of how administrations shaped society on a day-to-day basis.8 Above all, offices embodied the colonial ideal of bureaucratic rationalisation, serving as symbols of progress and reason. For many, working in these spaces – as colonisers or as “indigenous” clerks – represented both personal and collective advancement, aligning bureaucracy with the promise of “civilisation” that lay at the heart of colonial aspirations. For Africans in particular, becoming a clerk offered opportunities for empowerment, potentially placing them in a position of authority that “blurred the colonial dichotomies of European and African, white and black, ‘civilized’ and ‘uncivilized’”.9 Through a process of assimilation, emulating the European clerk as a role model, they could become intermediaries – even “cultural commuters” – straddling the divide between tradition and modernity.10 As a result, they were often viewed with suspicion by both colonisers and the colonised, derided in pejorative terms. Referring to a novel by Trinidadian-British Nobel laureate V.S. Naipaul, whose work explored postcolonial identity, historian Andreas Eckert for instance dubbed African office clerks “mimic men”.11 Indeed, one can argue that they constituted what in postcolonial studies has been termed “a ‘blurred copy’ of the colonizer that can be quite threatening”, because the act of “mimicry”, as reflected upon by Homi Bhabha, is “never far from mockery, since it can appear to parody whatever it mimics”.12

[image: One white and three Black men – two seated, two standing – around a table under a thatched-roof structure, with others of African seated on the ground nearby.]
Fig. 9.1. An office setting in colonial Congo partially open to the elements, 1925-26. The original caption describes the scene as “V. Smeekens and his clerk during tax collection among the Ba-Shilele”. (Royal Museum for Central Africa, Tervuren [hereafter RMCA], HP.1956.56.216. Unidentified photographer; all rights reserved.)


This chapter focuses on office spaces and their users in late colonial Congo (1945-1960), during the era of “developmental colonialism”. It examines the interplay between bureaucratic practices and the infrastructures that supported them, illuminating the intersection of architectural “hardware” and managerial “software” in colonial governance.13 Given the deep entanglement of power between the state, commercial enterprises and the church – what has been termed the colonial trinity – we extend the discussion beyond offices directly associated with the colonial state.14 Our analysis of the spatial dimension of bureaucracy examines various scales, from the micro-level of office furniture to the macro-level of segregated urban spaces. Images serve as the starting point for our reflection: by bringing together a variety of visual sources that depict phenomena across these scales – photographs, architectural drawings, illustrated press, books and art – we seek to establish new connections and insights into the workings of colonial power. Many of these images were explicitly conceived as instruments of propaganda, contributing to what Stuart Hall termed “regimes of representation”, where authorities crafted visual dichotomies to reinforce hierarchical divisions.15 Other visuals, while serving different functions – such as private keepsakes or internal documents – still operated within this broader regime, either reinforcing or challenging its ideologies.

Our analysis combines reading “against the grain” (as suggested by Christraud M. Geary), to deconstruct the propagandistic elements of these images, with reading “along the archival grain” (following Ann Laura Stoler) to understand their role within colonial bureaucracy.16 In this regard, it is telling that Stoler’s seminal work Along the Archival Grain (2009), which explores the centrality of archives in shaping colonial knowledge and power, opens with a 1910 photograph of a government office interior in Batavia, the capital of the Dutch East Indies.17 Showing white administrators alongside “indigenous” lower-ranking clerks, this photo illustrates how “accumulations of paper and edifices of stone were both monuments to the asserted know-how of rule, artifacts of bureaucratic labor duly performed [and] artifices of a colonial state declared to be in efficient operation”.18 The image, like those below on the Congo, underscores that colonial office spaces were indeed crucial sites of power, which the nervous colonisers shared with mimic men – sometimes also mimic women – who were determined to carve out an in-between space for themselves within a segregated society.



Building the Scaffolding of the Nervous State

In 1949, authorities launched the “Ten-Year Plan for the Social and Economic Development of the Belgian Congo”. Mirroring long-term policy initiatives in British and French African colonies, and responding to mounting criticism from the African population and the United Nations, this plan aimed to establish a colonial version of the welfare state in the territories under Belgian control. It proposed ambitious projects in fields such as urban planning, housing, healthcare, education, agriculture and transport infrastructure.19 The Ten-Year Plan represented a pivotal moment in the administration of the Belgian Congo, laying the foundation for what contemporary observers, both domestically and internationally, would soon hail as a “model colony” (colonie modèle). The legacy of buildings resulting from this plan is a key element by which the success of this colonie modèle was often measured in the decades after 1960, particularly by those who sought to counter criticism of colonial rule. After all, did the Belgians not build “an immense number of schools and hospitals”?20

The official publication Investir c’est prospérer: Les réalisations du Plan décennal (c. 1959-1960) provides a comprehensive quantitative survey of all new edifices constructed since 1949 (Fig. 9.2.). Of particular significance in the context of this chapter are the numbers listed in the section “administrative buildings”: “For central and provincial administrations: 11; for district administrations: 8; for territorial administrations: 74; […] for the police, security, customs, taxes, public markets: 79.” The list continues with buildings for communication and the meteorological service (147), judicial administrations (17), penitentiary services (21), and a large number of residential units for administrative staff, totalling over 13,000.21 This enumeration illustrates the vast workforce required by the colonial administration, highlighting that the Belgian Congo possessed “the densest administration in Africa”.22 A geographic mapping of the colonial state’s office infrastructure – an exercise that can be undertaken using the detailed building programme data included in the annual reports presented by the Ministry of Colonies – reveals the extent to which this construction effort penetrated deep into the territory, in line with the hierarchical structure of the colonial administration, with its provinces, districts, sectors, chefferies and at one point even sous-chefferies.23 Drawing on a concept proposed by architectural historian Peter Scriver, this built infrastructure (and the administrative workforce it accommodated) can be regarded as the “scaffolding” of the Belgian colonial “empire”.24 Among its components were office buildings in major urban centres and provincial capitals, designed to be representative of colonial authority. A striking example is the vast, five-storey provincial headquarters built in the mid-1950s in Mbandaka/Coquilhatville (Equator Province), where a landscaped park – depicted on the construction plans – was intended to reinforce the building’s symbolic presence (Fig. 9.3.). Designed by architects employed by the colonial state but also, on occasion, outsourced to metropolitan architects, such monumental structures asserted power and prestige. They were embedded within broader urban layouts that also included more utilitarian buildings conceived by technicians from the Public Works Department residing in Congo. Alongside offices, schools and hospitals, this infrastructure extended to prisons and what Investir c’est prospérer referred to as “educational and custodial institutions for delinquent children”: facilities that were often characterised by inhumane conditions and decrepit infrastructure.25 In this respect, Nancy Rose Hunt has noted that “by the time of Belgian Congo’s famed postwar developmentalist schemes, a shining infertility clinic stood near a bleak penal colony”, aptly encapsulating the “nervous state” that governed the territory.26

[image: Spread from a book, showing photos of buildings alongside text titled: “Les batiments civils l’entreposage et l’urbanisme”.]
Fig. 9.2. List of achievements in the field of “public buildings, warehouses and urban planning”. (Investir c’est prospérer: Les réalisation du Plan décennal [Brussels, s.d.], 38-39.)


[image: Architectural sketch of a modern, flat-roofed building with large windows, set within a landscaped environment featuring palm trees and human figures for scale.]
Fig. 9.3. Drawing (detail) of an office complex with a surrounding park for the provincial administration, Mbandaka (Equator Province), 1955, architect J. Petit. (Archives of the Ministry of Colonies, Brussels, AA 3DG[814]3.)



The Portrait-Robot of European and African White-Collar Workers

Colonial bureaucracy required not only a vast infrastructure of buildings, but also a corresponding workforce of clerks, both black and white. Historian Martin Klein has argued that the high salaries of European office workers, which consumed a significant portion of colonial budgets, prompted many colonial authorities to educate large numbers of African clerks to sustain the colonial enterprise.27 The Belgian Congo was no exception. Although comprehensive data on the number of Congolese staff employed by the colonial state and large companies is lacking, several indicators are revealing. Historian Daniel Tödt has noted that “secretarial assistants were trained in French, bookkeeping and typewriting” at vocational and technical schools (écoles moyennes), whose numbers increased significantly under the Ten-Year Plan. Additionally, specialised institutions such as the Colonie scolaire in Boma, run by the Frères des écoles chrétiennes, trained typists to meet the state’s growing administrative needs.28 During World War II, the number of office workers grew by 70%, reaching 15,000; by 1946, this number had climbed to 18,000. However, the real boom was yet to come.29 Statistics from a book published by the Banque du Congo belge in 1959 highlight this postwar expansion: in 1945, the bank employed 93 white and 489 black staff members; by 1959, these numbers had risen to 236 and 1,512 respectively.30

The post-war period coincided with the aforementioned Belgian “developmental” colonialism. As Tödt explained, during this time, there was a resurgence in the assimilation doctrine, which emphasised the responsibility of Congolese individuals to “learn the lessons of civilized life […] by imitating Europeans”.31 Photographs from the 1950s, distributed by official press services such as Congopresse and Inforcongo, depict the archetypal European administrative worker in the Congo: dressed in a white shirt and tie, the clerk – almost always male – is shown diligently seated behind his desk, reading documents or composing correspondence, pen in hand.32 Top-ranking officials were often portrayed through similar “portraits-robots”: a 1950 photograph of Vice-Governor Ivan de Thibault, for instance, shows him in his ceremonial uniform, fully engaged in paperwork (Fig. 9.4.).33 On another portrait, most likely from the same period, we see Dr. Georges Neujean, the inspector of the medical laboratories and director of the Institute for Tropical Medicine in Kinshasa, similarly engaged in administrative duties (Fig. 9.5.).34

The many services of the colonial state thus produced vast numbers of documents, which today form the extensive archival holdings of the former Ministry of Colonies and Gouvernement Général. Not coincidentally, in colonial parlance, Kinshasa was dubbed the “capital of paper”. Indeed, in line with the hierarchical organisation of colonial bureaucracy, decision-making processes necessitated time-consuming communication across all levels of administration, with final approval required from top-ranking officials in both Kinshasa and Brussels. It is no wonder that, much like in the metropole, the cumbersome nature of bureaucratic activities was frequently criticised, both in acerbic texts and through humour and satire. The immense flow of paperwork arriving and leaving the colonial capital was already mocked during the interwar period in a short satirical story by Henri Stevelinck, first published in the newspaper L’Avenir colonial belge. Entitled “La papyrusserie”, it was reprinted in 1932 in the book Chroniques de Stinkopolis, which collected stories depicting daily life in the colonial capital.35 Another example can be found in the final chapter of Les bavardages du cancrelat (The Chattering of the Cockroach), written by W. Vigneron and published in 1945.36 Beginning with the sentence “Scribbling [in bureaucracy] leads to sluggishness, lethargy and morbidity”, the chapter presents a satirical portrait of a European white-collar worker in Lubumbashi/Élisabethville. An accompanying cartoon portrays a white clerk seated at a rudimentary desk, insufficiently sized for his needs, draped with a worn tablecloth (Fig. 9.6.). As described in the text, his face shows “carefully crafted and perfected disguises”, including “a forehead etched with symptomatic wrinkles that betray anxiety” and “eyebrow arches that convey the subtle nuances mirroring the contours of the problem”.37


[image: A person in a white military uniform seated at a desk cluttered with papers and an ashtray, against the background of a wooden door and a partially visible map on the wall.]

[image: A person seated at a desk with papers, a pen, and an ashtray.]

Figs. 9.4.–9.5. White men at work in the colony: Ivan de Thibault (left) and Georges Neujean (right). Photo by J. Mulders for Inforcongo, October 1950 (left), and C. Lamote for Inforcongo, 1950s (right). (RMCA, HP.1955.17.20 and HP.1955.96.234. © RMCA/Mulders [left]; © RMCA [right].)

This ironic portrayal of lower- and medium-ranking white clerks undermined the developmentalist doctrine of “imitation” (as the behaviour of Europeans frequently fell short of the expectations set by the colonial administration), while also standing in stark contrast to the official propaganda photographs that were intended to convey the colony’s efficiency. Reflecting the crude nature of much colonial humour, the satirical depictions of office workers are jarring from a present-day perspective, especially when rooted in racial stereotypes. A handwritten caption, found in an early 1930s album on the port city of Matadi, reading “Un nègre-blanc: Percepteur à Matadi” (A white negro: Tax collector in Matadi), next to a photograph of a European clerk sitting at a desk in front of a stacked filing cabinet, offers a telling example (Fig. 9.7.). This photograph foreshadows the portrait-robot of the Congolese clerk, as part of a photographic genre that proliferated after World War II and focused on categorising different types of workers. Tellingly, like manual labourers, clerical workers were almost always depicted as generic members of the “indigenous” population and rarely represented as individuals with a name. (In French, the term nègre also referred to anonymous copywriters or ghostwriters, adding a layer of irony to the caption of the 1930s photo that further underscores the clerk’s perceived lack of individuality and status.) Likewise, in their detailed analysis of propaganda films, Francis Ramirez and Christian Rolot have highlighted an almost fetishist emphasis on the “tool” (outil) in post-1945 portrayals of Congolese striving for social mobility: it was the tool, rather than the personality, that defined workers’ identity. Just as the microscope became synonymous with the Congolese medical assistant and the handsaw with the Congolese carpenter, tools like the typewriter, calculator and telephone thus came to symbolise the idealised image of the Congolese office worker – despite the fact that this role remained reserved for a small minority of the black population.38

[image: A man in a suit seated at a table, cigarette in mouth, writing with a pen on a sheet of paper. ]
Fig. 9.6. Cartoon by W. Vigneron, published in his book Les bavardages du cancrelat (Élisabethville, 1945, 205).


[image: A man seated at a desk in an office, with shelves of files and books behind him, and the handwritten caption: “Un nègre-blanc. Percepteur à Matadi.”]
Fig. 9.7. “Un nègre-blanc” shown in a photo album by Mainguin, post office clerk in Matadi between 1930 and 1933. (RMCA, HP.2005.58.1-24.)

As with white clerks, the tools of the black clerk could also become objects of satire in the eyes of colonisers. In the 1952 film À chacun son métier (To Each His Own Trade), directed by the prominent Abbé Cornil, the typewriter was used to mock the “pretensions” of a black clerk: “Utterly incompetent, he racks up typing errors, tears paper from the roll, and ultimately resigns himself to a less prestigious job than that of secretary”.39 This satirisation was undoubtedly fuelled by a palpable fear among colonisers, emerging in the postwar period, when the emancipatory actions of an increasing number of black office workers began to challenge social norms, particularly the discriminatory regime of the “colour bar”. These grievances found expression not only in private circles but also more frequently in public venues such as the periodical La Voix du Congolais.40 As we will explore, Congolese office workers – emblematic of the “mimic men” – constituted a distinct group within the elite circles of so-called évolués.41 Over time, they also made use of their newfound status to carve out space and agency for themselves in a rigidly segregated colonial society, thus challenging the stark divide between black and white (Figs. 9.8.–9.9.).



[image: A person of colour seated at a desk using a mechanical calculator, with shelves of files and documents in the background and papers scattered across the desk.]

[image: A person of colour typing in an office setting, with several others working in the background.]

Figs. 9.8.–9.9. Anonymous office workers in the 1940s. The captions describe them as “an indigenous clerk at work in the offices of a large agricultural enterprise in Binga (Congo-Ubangi district)” (left), and as an example of the fact that “the indigenous people of the Congo are valuable assistants in telegraph services”, with “the most skilled black operators transmitting or receiving telegrams in Morse code at a rate of 100 to 120 words per minute” (right). Photo by E. Lebied for Inforcongo, 1947 (left), and Gérard de Boe for Inforcongo, 1944 (right). (RMCA, HP.1956.15.13052 and HP.1956.15.3232. © RMCA/Lebied [left]; © Royal Film Archive of Belgium [right].)



Segregated Office Spaces for Segregated Cities

In 1947, the Brussels-based architect Georges Ricquier was commissioned to design a new headquarters building in Kinshasa for the Agence Maritime Internationale (AMI), a company involved in operating shipping routes between Matadi and Antwerp.42 Constructed shortly thereafter, the new headquarters served a variety of functions (Fig. 9.10.). The ground floor included storage spaces, a garage, a dressing room and two shops. The piano nobile accommodated offices, a waiting room, and a large double-height public hall, directly accessible from the street via a centrally located staircase. This hall featured an elongated counter placed in front of an open office area. The first floor contained additional office rooms of varying sizes; the second floor was reserved as an apartment for visiting senior company officials. The building stood out in the streetscape, not only because of its height (surpassing the one-storey buildings of the 1910s and 1920s), but also because of its remarkable grid-like claustra and a series of galleries on the main façade. According to the description of the planned building, these architectural features were designed to counter the challenging orientation and the building’s exposure to the intense late afternoon sun.


[image: Façade of a modern multi-story building labelled “AGENCE MARITIME INTERNATIONALE S.A.,” with scaffolding on one side.]
Fig. 9.10. Main façade of the AMI headquarters, 1949. Photo by L. Denis for Inforcongo. (RMCA , HP.1956.30.92. © RMCA/Denis)

Located on a corner plot, the AMI headquarters followed the principle of axial symmetry, which informed both the overall exterior appearance and the internal spatial organisation, including the circulation patterns. Intriguingly, this design element was employed to subtly reinforce the spatial separation embedded in the colonial context, in line with the pervasive colour bar that shaped life in colonial Congo.43 While the public staircase leading to the main hall on the bel étage was open to all, the floor plans reveal the presence of two other staircases accessible via entrances on the opposing side façades. Neither the façade drawings nor photographs of the building indicate that these staff entrances were intended for different users. However, a closer examination of the bel étage floor plan reveals the segregationist logic underlying the design: in the top left corner, one sees a vertical circulation node featuring a lift and a spacious staircase labelled as the “European” one (escalier des Européens), with a separate toilet. In the bottom right corner, a more cramped “indigenous workers’ staircase” (escalier des indigènes) can be discerned (Fig. 9.11.). Ricquier was outspoken on this issue, stating in a brief text on the “complexity of architectural problems regarding administrative buildings in the Belgian Congo” that “the vastly different level of development between the two races demands particular provisions unknown in Europe, which also influences the plan”.44

[image: Architectural and annotated first floor plan of an office building, showing labelled rooms such as “VESTIBULE”, “CAISSE” and “GRAND BUREAU GÉNÉRAL”.]
Fig. 9.11. Floor plan of the AMI headquarters in Kinshasa designed by Georges Ricquier, c. 1947. (CIVA/AAM, Brussels.)

The ground floor plan further emphasised this segregation, with vertical circulation nodes connected to separate street entrances. However, no written signage was placed above these entrances, as would have been the case in apartheid South Africa. The racial divide was further reflected in the modes of transport used by black and white office workers. The plan designates a “garage for cars” and a “garage for bicycles”, leaving little doubt about which mode was assigned to whom. It is precisely by examining mundane spaces such as staircases and garages that one can better understand the racial segregation embedded in the office architecture of colonial Congo. The segregation principle was applied by architects and urban planners on various scales, from individual buildings to the broader urban form. Since the 1930s, colonial urban planning practices in the Belgian Congo, following trends across sub-Saharan Africa, had mandated the strict separation of the “European city” (ville européenne) from the “indigenous quarters” (cités indigènes), where most African office workers resided. In this context, it is worth noting that Ricquier was also the author of a 1949 urban master plan for Kinshasa (entitled le Grand Léo), which explicitly incorporated segregation through a continuous “neutral zone” of at least 400 metres running throughout the urban area.45

[image: A large E-shaped multi-story building complex with rows of parked vehicles in front. ]
Fig. 9.12. Rear view of the Gouvernement Général headquarters in Kinshasa (c. 1952-1955), showing the covered parking spaces for the cars of European employees. Photo by C. Lamote for Inforcongo. (RMCA, HP.1955.17.223. © RMCA)


[image: A busy street scene with numerous cyclists, pedestrians along the sides, a vehicle in the background and palm trees lining the road.]
Fig. 9.13. Photo of cyclists riding along the Avenue Roi Baudouin (1951), which was widely published in colonial times. In the popularising account Images du Congo: Léopoldville, Kwango-Bas-Congo (Brussels, s.d.), it was accompanied by the caption: “Approximately three hundred thousand Congolese are taking part in the feverish life of the capital.” Photo by C. Lamote for Inforcongo. (RMCA, HP.1977.43.14.40. © RMCA)

A segregationist logic also underpinned the impressive complex built in the early 1950s along Avenue Pierre Ryckmans (Kinshasa) to house large numbers of staff in various administrations of the Gouvernement Général. It was a building that, in terms of dimensions, most explicitly embodied the “density” of the colonial bureaucracy – even though, tellingly, the twin building that was supposed to be erected on the opposite side of the avenue was never constructed.46 Through the monumental classicist style of its main entrance and the location on Kinshasa’s primary urban axis of political power, the building symbolised the importance placed on office work. A view of the building’s rear reveals a series of covered parking spaces, underscoring the effort to ensure the comfort of white workers (Fig. 9.12.). Although they only lived a few kilometres away, they commuted by car, avoiding strenuous journeys on foot or by bicycle in the oppressive tropical heat. By contrast, Congolese workers commuted by bicycle, and it is no coincidence that photographs of Congolese cycling from the new cités indigènes, situated at a considerable distance from their place of work, became a recurring motif in the visual propaganda of post-war colonial Kinshasa (Fig. 9.13.). This massive daily flow of African workers along specific routes between the cités and the ville européenne – with Avenue Roi Baudouin undoubtedly the most important – formed a crucial part of daily life and shaped urban planning decisions. In 1947, for example, a debate arose over the need to preserve Avenue Roi Baudouin when a proposal to extend the runway of N’Dolo Airport threatened to block the route, which would have compelled Congolese from the cités to undertake a lengthy detour on their daily commute (Fig. 9.14.).47 Ultimately, the project was cancelled, and the Avenue was maintained as the primary route for black workers – whether dockers or railwaymen employed at the port or railway yards, or clerks in the numerous buildings housing public and private administrations. When examining office spaces in colonial Congo, it is therefore essential to consider how these spaces were connected to the broader social and spatial fabric – from the desks where administrative tasks were performed to the cités where office workers lived. This approach indeed reveals how racial segregation shaped every level of colonial society, embedding inequality in both workplace design and urban planning.

[image: Annotated map “Plan de Léopoldville” showing the city’s layout along with a legend “aérodrome” outlining the planned airport expansions.]
Fig. 9.14. Map indicating the impact of the planned extension of the runway at N’Dolo Airport on mobility between the new urban neighbourhoods and the commercial and industrial quarters of Kinshasa, c. 1947. (Archives of the Ministry of Colonies, Brussels, 3DG 1486.)




Open Offices in the Tropics

The AMI building discussed above exemplifies an early effort to construct in a manner that responded to the specific conditions of the tropics. It was not until the late 1940s that European architects began to develop a substantive understanding of how to achieve thermal comfort in an environment characterised by persistently high temperatures and extreme humidity. This period also saw the emergence of a more scientific approach to the orientation and design of buildings in relation to the sun’s trajectory, which, in sites near the equator, differs significantly from conditions in Europe. Although the AMI building marked a preliminary step towards the adoption of open office concepts, other projects arguably offer a clearer perspective on the specificities of this typology within a tropical context. One pertinent example is the new headquarters of the Central Bank of the Belgian Congo (Banque du Congo belge), inaugurated in 1953 (Fig. 9.15.). Designed in 1949 by architect Maurice Houyoux as part of a larger complex that included multistorey residential buildings for the bank’s staff, the edifice was frequently showcased in architectural publications of the 1950s and hailed as a hallmark of what has since been termed “tropical modernism”: an architectural idiom that places particular emphasis on the tropical climate as a determinant of form and spatial organisation.48


[image: Pages from an architectural magazine showing architectural plans and photographs of “Siège de la banque du Congo Belge à Léopoldville”.]
Fig. 9.15. The new headquarters of the Banque du Congo belge in Kinshasa, designed by architect Maurice Houyoux, as presented in the architectural magazine Rythme (March 1954, 18-19).

The project description highlighted the particular design of each façade to address the challenges posed by solar radiation. This approach is evident in the use of elongated, slender awnings above the windows, the covered portico with its elegant columns spanning the main street-facing façade, and the claustras on the smaller side façades. The sectional drawing of the building, included in the project’s presentation in the architectural periodical Rythme, underscores Houyoux’s prioritisation of cross-ventilation as a key principle of tropical modernist architecture. This approach necessitated façades conceived as “breathing walls” and roofs designed as ventilated umbrellas or parasols.49 In a 1956 interview, Houyoux articulated the guiding principle of tropical modernism as “entirely forgetting the existence of air-conditioning” in favour of “alternative means of protection” against the hot and humid climate.50 This strategy can be contrasted with the path taken in post-war Japan, whose sub-tropical climate similarly created architectural challenges – but where active climatisation techniques did gain currency, as explained in Tatsuya Mitsuda’s contribution to this volume.

[image: Photo of a bustling office with columns. Men are working at typewriters.]
Fig. 9.16. Interior of the former premises of the Banque du Congo belge in Kinshasa, as photographed between 1943 and 1948, showing “a group of native typists (dactylographes indigènes) at work”, as described in the original caption. Photo by J. Costa for Inforcongo. (RMCA, HP.1956.15.2731. © RMCA/Costa)

The new headquarters of the Banque du Congo belge demonstrate that designing a climate-responsive building required an integrated approach to façades, roofs, sections and plans. A photograph taken by C. Lamote in 1949 of the office spaces previously occupied by the bank in Kinshasa illustrates the evolution of architectural philosophy (Fig. 9.16.). The image depicts a whitewashed room with heavy columns supporting reinforced concrete beams or arches, without visible windows. Congolese office workers sit at desks arranged in a rigid orthogonal layout, supervised by two European men in shirts and ties. The ceiling appears to be approximately 4 metres high, in accordance with the erstwhile building regulations of the Belgian Congo. Small openings near the ceiling may have served as ventilation points to allow foul, warm air to escape. The 1949 photograph reflects a belief, prevailing from the late 19th century until the 1930s, that maximising air volume was crucial for maintaining comfort in tropical environments.51 Evoking an almost stifling atmosphere, it could not contrast more sharply with the images of the new headquarters designed by Houyoux, which were included in the coffee table book Banque du Congo belge 1909-1959, published to mark the bank’s 50th anniversary. Bird’s-eye views reveal an open atrium around which U-shaped platforms with open offices were arranged, with a spacious ground-floor hall containing counters for client services. One photograph shows a bright, open office space filled with workers, embodying the post-war reorganisation – or, in the bank’s own words, the “true transformation” – aimed at making the bank “a modern international credit institution” committed to maximising “efficiency, speed and the quality of all services” (Fig. 9.17.).52 The mid-century modernist office architecture combined older Taylorist principles of spatial organisation – well-suited to banking’s serial tasks like transaction processing – with newer priorities of spatial transparency and integrated design. For a public financial institution, this approach indeed conveyed progress, efficiency and trustworthiness.

[image: Page from a book showing a crowded multi-level office labelled “Les bureaux de la Banque à Léopoldville”, with workers at desks, and an inset showing “Mécanographe au travail”.]
Fig. 9.17. Office spaces inside the new Kinshasa headquarters of the Banque du Congo belge, c. 1956. (Banque du Congo belge, 1909-1959 [Brussels, 1959], 165.)




Africanising the Generic Office Desk?

The example of the Central Bank illustrates that the drive for efficiency extended not only to the architectural design of new office buildings, but also to the furnishings and equipment within them. Modular and standardised furniture, which had become a staple in many European office interiors from the interwar period onward, gradually made its way into the colonies after 1945. Archival records related to the construction of the main seat of the Gouvernement Général in Kinshasa – the most iconic symbol of colonial Congo’s bureaucracy – include a 1951 folder containing the tender specifications of such items. With staggering detail, the document depicts and describes every piece in the future offices, including the number of drawers in filing cabinets, the materials to be used for desk surfaces and chair coverings, the number of hooks on coat hangers, and the size of waste-paper baskets (Figs. 9.18.–9.21.). Meticulously prescribed at the upper echelons of colonial governance, these banal objects reveal the deeply bureaucratic nature of colonial rule. While colonialism is rightly associated with exploitation and violence, there was also a counterpart to these overt forms of domination, evident in the minutiae of administrative control. The careful planning of even the most mundane items indeed demonstrates how colonialism was sustained not only through force, but also through a constant focus on bureaucratic routines and infrastructures.53 The waste-paper basket, though completely neglected in scholarship, was one of many objects playing a role in this process: as office technology historian Jos Legrand has pointed out, it served as a repository for all that went “wrong” and interrupted the “efficient” flow, such as discarded drafts and documents with typing errors.54 Clearly, Belgian colonial planners were fully aware of this function, incorporating such practical considerations into their office designs. At the same time, the careful top-down planning of furniture and office equipment created a façade of order and rationality, obscuring the underlying contradictions and anxieties of colonial administration.
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Figs. 9.18.–9.21. Examples of items depicted in the tender specifications for the construction of the Gouvernement Général headquarters in Kinshasa, 1951: filing cabinet (top left), wastepaper basket (top right), coat hanger (bottom left), and office chair (bottom right). (Archives of the Ministry of Colonies, Brussels, AA GG942.)


[image: Photo of a person at a desk using a phone, while writing on paper.]
Fig. 9.22. A worker of the Service de l’information du Gouvernement Général in the 1950s. The original caption states: “Having long been excluded from progress because of traditional prejudices, Congolese women are beginning to take their place in the intellectual and social development of the country; increasingly, they are occupying roles as secretaries, saleswomen, typists and nurses, which were previously reserved for men.” Photo by C. Lamote for Inforcongo. (RCMA, HP.1958.1.56. © RMCA)

In the provision of standardised steel office furniture, efficiency – instead of ornamentation – was the guiding principle. However, given the density of colonial bureaucracy, the high demand for furniture meant that locally produced, non-standardised pieces continued to be used alongside imported items. A late 1950s propaganda photograph of a female telephone operator employed by the Service de l’information du Gouvernement Général in Kinshasa not only illustrates the rise of Congolese women in clerical roles, but also unintentionally documents the importance of locally produced furniture (Fig. 9.22.). The image shows a heavy wooden desk with intricate carvings, standing out amid more generic office equipment such as a telephone, folders and pens. The desk highlights the role of missionary-run carpentry workshops, which, since the early days of colonisation, had been producing furniture in the Congo as both an educational project and a means of generating economic revenue, supplying pieces to colonisers’ homes and offices. An inquiry published by the Bulletin de l’Union des femmes coloniales in the late 1920s reveals that much of the furniture in colonial households originated from such workshops. While the magazine did promote furniture by Belgian and foreign firms between the 1930s and 1950s, local production of wooden pieces continued to flourish throughout this period.55 For some Congolese, crafting such furniture was considered aspirational, with multiple volumes in the Bibliothèque de l’Étoile series of instructional books – some of which were translated into Lingala – explaining how to design and construct chairs, tables and cupboards.56
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Figs. 9.23.–9.24. Cover of the book Vannerie et tissage congolais (Brussels, 1926), alongside an image of a textile (natte) included in the book, showing a motive close to the one on the wooden desk featured on the preceding photo.

[image: Book cover featuring illustrations of carpentry techniques, titled “Ngai Mo-Kabinda Mpenz-I”, the cover is framed by red and white geometric patterns.]
Fig. 9.25. Cover of a 1952 volume by A. Bonnelange from the Bibliothèque de l’Étoile series on carpentry, translated into Lingala by Raphaël François Elema (Leverville, 1952).


What distinguishes the desk in the photograph is not only its solid wooden construction but also its intricate decorative carvings. The geometric patterns on the front panel evoke motifs commonly found in traditional culture, including bodily scarification, artefacts and textiles associated with ethnic groups like the Kuba and Kongo peoples.57 From the interwar period onwards, such motifs became an integral part of the decorative vocabulary in Congolese art and architecture, promoted by the colonial regime as part of broader efforts to preserve local arts and crafts. For example, in 1929, the Union des femmes coloniales published Vannerie et tissage congolais, a lavishly illustrated volume on Congolese textiles with geometric motifs, aimed at inspiring embroidery projects in missionary schools for girls (Figs. 9.23.–9.24.).58 The motifs depicted in the book found their way into furniture production (including the office desk in the Service de l’information) as well as onto the covers of Bibliothèque de l’Étoile carpentry manuals (Fig. 9.25.).59 Furniture adorned with such motifs may have appealed to European colonisers seeking to infuse their private interiors with a sense of couleur locale, but its presence in office spaces of the colonial bureaucracy was likely driven more by pragmatic considerations – such as the need for faster and more cost-effective production – than by any ideological aim to “Africanise” the “generic” office.




The Unsettling “Mimic Man”

A photograph of a canvas, entitled Le bureau du clerc (The Clerk’s Office), likely dating from the late 1940s and attributed to the Congolese artist Louis Koyongonda, provides a compelling basis for further analysing the portrait-robot of the Congolese office worker (Fig. 9.26.).60 The clerk is placed in a modest office setting, seated behind a desk with files, against a backdrop of a brick wall and a large clock. His refined attire – a chequered suit jacket, a bowtie and glasses – suggests a high- or mid-ranking position, contrasting with most of the clerks depicted in the aformentioned photographs of the Banque du Congo belge, who were largely part of the anonymous lower-ranking workforce. To the left of the composition stands a woman, equally well-dressed, whose role remains ambiguous; she could represent either the clerk’s spouse or a visitor seeking assistance. Their elegant clothing positions both figures as members of the emerging elite of évolués, a colonial term denoting Africans who had embraced European customs. Belgian authorities considered évolués to have attained the highest level of “civilisation” possible for Congolese, yet one still deemed inferior to that of Europeans. Koyongonda’s clerk has indeed adopted the posture of a European white-collar worker, while the female figure embodies the ideal of the Congolese spouse, educated to become the compliant housewife envisioned by colonial authorities.61

Historians have argued that African office workers constituted a distinct social group within colonial societies. In French West Africa, for instance, local populations referred to these employees as “white-blacks”, a term that encapsulated “their role as representatives of the white colonial state”.62 Although most African clerks held low-ranking positions that “bestowed little official authority”, they could function as the “hidden linchpins of colonial rule”, facilitating administration across vast territories with relatively few European officials.63 Scholars have suggested that these roles provided African clerks with a “bargain of collaboration”, which they could use to “accumulate wealth, power and prestige”, enabling some to rise within the colonial hierarchy.64 Daniel Tödt has indeed shown that clerks were among the most prominent Congolese to obtain a carte du mérite civique or a carte d’immatriculation: legal documents granting them privileges associated with crossing the colour bar.65 This achievement, however, was viewed by some colonisers as an unacceptable encroachment on white privilege.66 It is this perception that may also have informed the photograph caption of a white clerk portrayed as “un nègre-blanc”, discussed earlier.
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Fig. 9.26. Le bureau du clerc by Louis Koyongonda. Photographed around 1948 by H. Goldstein for Inforcongo. (RMCA, HP.1949.34.1. © Sofam/Koyongonda)

In this regard, Patrice Lumumba (1925-1961), the first prime minister of independent Congo and a national hero following his assassination, exemplifies the social mobility associated with the clerical profession.67 Lumumba began his career as a low-ranking office worker in Kisangani/Stanleyville, later joining the city’s postal service. He pursued a year-long postal training programme in Kinshasa to enhance his administrative and French language skills. Rising rapidly through Kisangani’s local bureaucracy, Lumumba became politically active in the mid-1950s, notably as president of the city’s Association des évolués. Convicted in 1956 for allegedly embezzling postal funds and sentenced to one year in prison, Lumumba was released early and subsequently appointed as sales director of the Brasserie de Léopoldville et du Bas-Congo, a brewery in Kinshasa. While there is an extensive iconography of Lumumba as a statesman, no photographs exist of him as an office clerk.68 However, in 1974, the Congolese artist Tshibumba Kanda Matulu did include a portrayal of Lumumba as brewery director in his Histoire du Zaïre painting series, showing a desk with files, a telephone and, notably, two airmail envelopes – symbols of the international correspondence crucial to the independence movement (Fig. 9.27.).69 Lumumba’s confident posture reflects his professional and political rise, and even though he appears less slender than in later photographs as prime minister, his resemblance to Koyongonda’s 1940s clerk, with the chequered jacket, bow tie and glasses, is striking.
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Fig. 9.27. Lumumba, Director of the Stanleyville Brewery by Tshibumba Kanda Matulu (1974). Kanda Matulu mislocated the brewery in Kisangani/Stanleyville instead of Kinshasa. (Wereldmuseum, Amsterdam/Leiden/Rotterdam, TM-5867-36. © Tshibumba Kanda Matulu)

In colonial Congo, attire carried profound significance, and it would be a mistake to dismiss its importance. While, in the eye of colonisers, the well-dressed Congolese symbolised the success of the mission civilisatrice, clothing could also function as a tool of resistance. In 1950s Kinshasa, members of street gangs like the Hindubill, for instance, dressed as cowboys, defying colonial norms.70 Scholars such as Didier Gondola and Manuel Charpy have explored sapologie, the extreme elegance of the Société des ambianceurs et des personnes élégantes (Society of Tastemakers and Elegant People): originating in Congo-Brazzaville in the 1910s and spreading to Kinshasa, their mimicry of European fashion often served as a provocation, particularly when sapeurs pushed dandy-like elegance to its limits.71 Charpy has pointed out an intriguing detail in various photographs of well-dressed Congolese: why, from the 1910s onwards, did individuals in European attire often check their ostentatiously broken watches with such apparent confidence?72 Was this negligence, misunderstanding or defiance? Or was it “a sign of the ‘laziness of the negroes’, a stereotype propagated since the early 19th century?”73 In any case, it is clear that such acts subtly challenged colonial authority, which placed great emphasis on time discipline. A 1947 propaganda film produced by the Service de l’information du Gouvernement Général, for instance, promoted the use of watches for “better time management”. It ridiculed those who ignored the clock, such as a traveller missing a train, a schoolboy arriving late for class, or a worker losing a day’s pay for failing to show up on time. These figures were contrasted with the “indigènes modèles” (model natives): a lorry driver, a postal worker, a pilot and a radio operator. The entire film thus revolved around the motto: “To avoid trouble in life, learn to read the time on watches.”74 Yet what colonial authorities failed to understand – or, if they did, could not admit – was that the practice of “broken watches” fundamentally subverted the colonial system itself. As such, Charpy’s analysis invites a reconsideration of the clock in Koyongonda’s 1940s painting: rather than taking such images at face value, we should view them as artefacts “to think with” (Elizabeth Edwards) when interrogating the bureaucracy of the colonial “nervous state”.75 And rather than viewing Congolese clerks as merely emulating the European white collar worker, we should understand them as “mimic (wo)men”, acknowledging the ambivalence that, as Homi Bhabha argued already in the 1990s, is connoted by this term.



Concluding Remarks: An Enduring Legacy

We would do well to take colonial office spaces seriously, as they provide insights into the paradoxes of both colonial governance and bureaucratic power in general. While the colonial “nervous state”, reliant on bureaucratic control, was in many ways designed to suppress and exploit the population, its offices also offered the colonised a route to partake in the universalising drive towards “modernity”. For the Congolese, engaging in office work was perhaps the most important strategy to acquire empowerment and agency, not only socially but also politically – as exemplified by Patrice Lumumba, whose bureaucratic experience undoubtedly contributed to the downfall of the colonial “nervous state”. Yet following independence, certain aspects of bureaucratic nervousness never really vanished, as they were – and remain – embedded in the framework of all administrative systems. As sociologist Robert Merton observed, bureaucracies can produce what he termed the “neurocrat”, an individual more concerned with maintaining institutional procedures than addressing real-world needs.76 Max Weber’s “iron cage” metaphor further illustrates this concept, describing how bureaucratic systems, over time, risk becoming dehumanising by swapping means and ends, trapping both bureaucrats and the subjects they govern in an impersonal, rules-driven environment.77

In post-independence Congo, the legacy of the colonial “paper regime” remains highly visible. While numerous new office buildings have been constructed since 1960 (especially since the turn of the 21st century), many administrations still operate within structures established during the colonial era. Indeed, all the buildings discussed in this chapter still stand and continue to function as office spaces. The recent work of photographers such as Guy Tillim and Carl De Keyzer shows how the interiors of these buildings continue to evoke the bureaucratic atmosphere of the past, with their generic desks and filing cabinets imported in the 1950s.78 But the legacy is not only material. Much like in colonial times, receiving an official letter with a signature and a stamp remains essential for accessing services or even favours in Congo’s daily life. Despite the country’s frequent portrayal as being in perpetual crisis – marked by gruesome wars and sweeping epidemics, it is often referred to, albeit too simplistically, as “a failed state” –, paper and bureaucracy continue to play a central role in how people make do and reinvent order, particularly in Kinshasa. However, this often occurs in ways that have “nothing to do with Weberian political order, with its functioning bureaucracy, democratically elected representatives, tax collectors, law enforcement agents and impartial judicial system” (Theodore Trefon).79 A common saying in present-day Congo captures this irony: “Article 15: Débrouillez-vous” (Article 15: Sort it out yourself). Ostensibly referring to a clause in some official code, the phrase has become “the country’s most important law”, symbolising how Congolese must rely on ingenuity, improvisation and resilience rather than government support – a popular commentary on both the ubiquity and limits of bureaucratic power.80




Acknowledgement

We would like to thank Anne Welschen (Royal Museum for Central Africa, Tervuren) for her invaluable assistance in locating archival materials and organising their reproduction.



Notes


	1 For this overview, see Christopher Dandeker, Surveillance, Power and Modernity (Cambridge, 1990), 9-10.


	2 On the new “responsibilities” associated with the 1908 takeover, see for instance Guy Vanthemsche, Belgium and the Congo, 1885-1960 (New York, 2012), 76; Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem, Théophile Obenga and Pierre Salmon, Histoire générale du Congo: De l’héritage ancien à la République Démocratique (Paris, 1998), 360-361; Jean Stengers, Congo, mythes et réalités: 100 ans d’histoire (Brussels, 1989), 168-178. For the developmentalist era, see Guy Vanthemsche, ‘The Congo, a Colony Heading for “Development”?’, in Idesbald Goddeeris, Amandine Lauro and Guy Vanthemsche (eds.), Colonial Congo: A History in Questions (Turnhout, 2020); Guy Vanthemsche, Genèse et portée du “Plan Décennal” du Congo belge (1949-1959) (Brussels, 1994).


	3 For a presentation of the hierarchical structure of the Belgian colonial administration, see Julien L.L. Vanhove, Histoire du Ministère des Colonies (Brussels, 1968). Throughout this chapter, we will use the present-day geographical names, followed (at the first mention) by the colonial names.


	4 Benoît Henriet, Colonial Impotence: Virtue and Violence in a Congolese Concession (1911-1940) (Berlin, 2021), 32.


	5 Nancy Rose Hunt, A Nervous State: Violence, Remedies and Reverie in Colonial Congo (Durham, 2016).


	6 On the notion of “paper regimes” in colonial contexts, see Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie, ‘Paper Regimes’, in Kronos: Southern African Histories, 40 (2014). On the importance of paperwork, see also for instance Matthew S. Hull, Government of Paper: The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Urban Pakistan (Berkeley, 2012); Patrick Joyce, ‘Filing the Raj: Political Technologies of the Imperial British State’, in Tony Bennett and Patrick Joyce (eds.), Material Powers: Cultural Studies, History and the Material Turn (London, 2010), 104-105.


	7 In colonial Congo, the most striking and ironic example of a government building that remained unfinished in 1960 was the residence for the Governor General in Kinshasa. See Johan Lagae, ‘“Le petit Belge a voulu faire grand”: The Troublesome Construction of the Résidence du Gouverneur Général du Congo Belge in Leopoldville (1922-1960)’, in METU: Journal of Architecture, 20/1-2 (2000).


	8 For Port’s observation, see M.H. Port, Imperial London: Civil Government Building in London, 1850-1915 (New Haven, 1995), 27-28.


	9 Benjamin N. Lawrance, Emily Lynn Osborn and Richard L. Roberts, ‘Introduction’, in idem (eds.), Intermediaries, Interpreters and Clerks: African Employees in the Making of Colonial Africa (Madison, 2006), 5.


	10 On the notion of cultural commuters, see Andreas Eckert, ‘Cultural Commuters: African Employees in Late Colonial Tanzania’, in Lawrance, Osborn and Roberts, Intermediaries.


	11 The Mimic Men is the title of a 1967 novel by Naipaul. See ibid., 265.


	12 Mimicry has become a central notion in postcolonial thinking; see Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (eds.), Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts (London, 2000), 139. Homi Bhabha developed his reflections on this notion in an essay that explicitly drew on Naipaul’s novel; see Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London, 1994), 121-131.


	13 See the introduction to this volume for an exploration of these notions, which have been derived from the work of Delphine Gardey. For our analysis of the office buildings of the colonial administration in Brussels, see Jens van de Maele and Johan Lagae, ‘“The Congo must have a presence on Belgian soil”: The Concept of Representation in Governmental Discourses on the Architecture of the Ministry of Colonies in Brussels, 1908-1960’, in The Journal of Architecture, 22/7 (2017).


	14 Historian Jean Stengers has emphasised the joint actions of the state, the church and enterprises, arguing that the Belgian colonial undertaking was a “national project”, a “civilizing mission”, and geared towards exploitation. See Stengers, Congo, 179-280. On the collaboration between the colonial state and enterprises, see also Jean-Luc Vellut, Congo: Ambitions et désenchantements, 1880-1960 (Paris, 2021), 95-113. More recently, scholars have started to question the hegemony of the colonial trinity by paying attention to the differences in the agendas of the three actors, especially during the late colonial period.


	15 Stuart Hall, ‘The Spectacle of the “Other”’, in idem (ed.), Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (London, 1997), 232 and 249. For another application of this concept in the context of colonial history, see for instance Katharina Jörder, Building a White Nation: Propaganda, Photography and the Apartheid Regime Between the Late 1940s and the Mid-1970s (Leuven, 2023), 272.


	16 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton, 2009); Christraud M. Geary, In and Out of Focus: Images from Central Africa, 1885-1960 (London, 2002), 39. On the analytical deconstruction of photos from colonial Congo, see also Sandrine Colard, ‘African Writings and the Colonial Time’s Pictures’, in idem (ed.), Recaptioning Congo: African Stories and Colonial Pictures (Tielt, 2022); Johan Lagae, ‘Unsettling the “Colonizing Camera”: Curatorial Notes on the “Congo belge en images” Project’, in Photography & Culture, 5/3 (2012).


	17 Stoler, Along the Archival Grain, ii. On Stoler’s work being an exponent of the recent “archival turn”, see Max Kemman, Trading Zones of Digital History (Berlin, 2021), 26-27.


	18 Stoler, Along the Archival Grain, 2.


	19 Vanthemsche, ‘The Congo, a Colony Heading for “Development”?’; Frederick Cooper, Africa Since 1940: The Past of the Present (Cambridge, 2002).


	20 For a critical unpacking of this notion of the colonie modèle, see Simon De Nys-Ketels, ‘Myths and Realities of the Belgian Medical Model Colony: A Genealogy’, PhD thesis (Ghent University), 2021.


	21 Investir c’est prospérer: Les réalisations du Plan décennal (Brussels, s.d.), 38.


	22 On this density, see also Martin Klein, ‘African Participation in Colonial Rule: The Role of Clerks, Interpreters and Other Intermediaries’, in Lawrance, Osborn and Roberts, Intermediaries, 274.


	23 Simon De Nys-Ketels et al., ‘Planning Belgian Congo’s Network of Medical Infrastructure: Type-Plans as Tools to Construct a Medical Model Colony, 1949-1959’, in Planning Perspectives, 34/5 (2019); Lissa Camerlinck, ‘The Construction of the Colonial Welfare State: Tracing Design Strategies in the Belgian Congo’s Ten Year Plan, 1949-1959’, MA thesis (Ghent University, 2017).


	24 Peter Scriver (ed.), The Scaffolding of Empire: 4th International Symposium of the Centre for Asian and Middle Eastern Architecture (Adelaide, 2007); Peter Scriver, ‘Empire-Building and Thinking in the Public Works Department of British India’, in Peter Scriver and Vikramaditya Prakash (eds.), Colonial Modernities: Building, Dwelling and Architecture in British India and Ceylon (Abingdon, 2007).


	25 Investir, 38. On the penitentiary facilities, see Pieter De Coene, Margot Luyckfasseel and Gillian Mathys, ‘Voices from Exile: The Mpadist “Mission des noirs” in Oshwe’s Prison Camps in the Belgian Congo (1940-1960)’, in International Journal of African Historical Studies, 55/1 (2022); Bérengère Piret, Florence Renucci and Xavier Rousseaux, Les cent mille briques: La prison et les détenus de Stanleyville (Lille, 2014).


	26 Hunt, The Nervous State, back cover.


	27 Martin Klein, African Participation, 274.


	28 Daniel Tödt, The Lumumba Generation: African Bourgeoisie and Colonial Distinction in the Belgian Congo (Berlin, 2021), 50 and 56; Daniel Tödt, ‘The Colonial State and the African Elite: A History of Subjugation?’ in Goddeeris, Lauro and Vanthemsche, Colonial Congo. See also Jean-Marie Mutamba, Du Congo belge au Congo indépendant, 1940-1960: Emergence des “évolués” et genèse du nationalisme (Kinshasa, 1998).


	29 Tödt, The Lumumba Generation, 73.


	30 Banque du Congo belge 1909-1959 (Brussels, s.d. [1959]), 165 and 168.


	31 Tödt, The Lumumba Generation, 81.


	32 For a discussion of this official visual propaganda, see Anne Cornet and Florence Gillet, Congo Belgique 1955-1965: Entre propagande et réalité (Brussels, 2010).


	33 We are borrowing the notion portrait-robot (idealised portrait) from Jean Pirotte, Périodiques missionnaires belges d’expression française: Reflets de cinquante années d’évolution d’une mentalité 1889-1940 (Leuven, 1973).


	34 Likewise, Léon Pétillon, Governor-General from 1952 to 1958, was known as a technocrat who spent long hours at his desk, often working late into the night. For his self-representation, see Léon A.M. Pétillon, Congo 1929-1958 (Brussels, 1985); Léon A.M. Pétillon, Courts métrages africains pour servir à l’histoire (Brussels, 1979).


	35 Henri Stevelinck, Chroniques de Stinkopolis (Léopoldville, 1932).


	36 W. Vigneron, Les bavardages du cancrelat (Élisabethville, 1945). The author probably used a pseudonym.


	37 Ibid., 204.


	38 Francis Ramirez and Christian Rolot, ‘Noirs modèles et modèles de noirs’, in Patricia Van Schuylenbergh and Mathieu Zana Aziza Etambala (eds.), Patrimoine d’Afrique centrale – Archives films: Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, 1912-1960 (Tervuren, 2010), 110. See also Francis Ramirez and Christian Rolot, Histoire du cinema colonial au Zaïre, au Rwanda et au Burundi (Tervuren, 1985).


	39 Ramirez and Rolot, Noirs modèles, 116.


	40 Tödt, The Lumumba Generation, 84.


	41 Tödt defines évolués as “Congolese people who had been trained as office clerks, teachers or priests”, and sees an equivalence with what in French colonies were termed lettrés, and assimilados or civilizados in Portuguese Africa. See Tödt, The Colonial State, 219.


	42 Georges Ricquier designed several buildings for AMI in Congo, the most significant of which was a landmark office building in Matadi. The Kinshasa building was designed in association with his colleague Georges Delforge. See Georges Ricquier, ‘Complexité des problems architecturaux des bâtiments d’administration au Congo belge’, in Rythme, 17 (1954). This section is based on the project descriptions mentioned in the Rythme article, as well as on the original construction drawings. For the latter, see CIVA, Brussels, Georges Ricquier collection. See also Johan Lagae, ‘Georges Ricquier’, in Anne Van Loo (ed.), Repertorium van de architectuur in België van 1830 tot heden (Antwerp, 2003). The building also features prominently with two photographs in Whyms, Léopoldville: Son histoire 1881-1956 (Brussels, 1957), 53 and 65.


	43 On the colour bar in Belgian Congo, see part 3 in Goddeeris, Lauro and Vanthemsche, Colonial Congo.


	44 Ricquier, Complexité, 9.


	45 For this plan, see Maurice Heymans (ed.), Urbanisme au Congo belge (Brussels, s.d. [1950]), 32. For a discussion of segregationist urban planning in colonial Kinshasa, see Luce Beeckmans and Johan Lagae, ‘Kinshasa’s Syndrome-Planning in Historical Perspective: From Belgian Colonial Capital to Self-Constructed Megalopolis’, in Carlos Nunes Silva (ed.), Urban Planning in Sub-Saharan Africa: Colonial and Post-Colonial Planning Cultures (Abingdon, 2015); Bruno De Meulder, Kuvuande mbote: Een eeuw koloniale architectuur en stedenbouw in Kongo (Antwerp, 2000), 159-170.


	46 For a discussion of Avenue Pierre Ryckmans as an axis of power, see Johan Lagae and Bernard Toulier (eds.), Kinshasa (Brussels, 2013); De Meulder, Kuvuande mbote, 159-170. The twin building appears on Ricquier’s master plan and reappears again in 1959 on a master plan drawn by the last chief urbanist of colonial Kinshasa, Léon Henrard.


	47 On this debate, see Johan Lagae et al., ‘Vers une radioscopie de la ville coloniale: Episodes dans la génèse de l’Avenue Kasa-Vubu, Kinshasa’, in Mathieu Zana Etambala and Pamphile Mabiala Mantuba-Ngoma (eds.), La société congolaise face à la modernité, 1700-2010: Mélanges eurafricains offerts à Jean-Luc Vellut (Paris, 2016).



	48 On the Central Bank project, see ‘Coup d’œil sur l’histoire de la Banque du Congo belge’, in Belgique d’outremer, 290 (1959), 274-281; ‘Siège de la Banque du Congo belge à Léopoldville’, in Rythme, 17 (1954), 18-19. On the tropical modernism concept, see Hannah le Roux, ‘The Networks of Tropical Architecture’, in The Journal of Architecture, 8/3 (2003). For the Congolese context, see Johan Lagae, ‘“Kongo zoals het is”: Drie architectuurverhalen uit de Belgische kolonisatiegeschiedenis 1920-1960’, PhD thesis (Ghent University, 2002), chapter II.2.


	49 Daniel A. Barber, Modern Architecture and Climate: Design Before Air Conditioning (Princeton, 2020).


	50 ‘Grandeurs et servitudes de l’architecture en pays tropicaux: Un interview avec M. Houyoux-Diongre, architecte de la section de l’Afrique belge’, in Objectif, 58/9 (1955), 9.


	51 On this belief, see E. Devroey and E. De Backer, La réglementation sur les constructions au Congo belge (Brussels, 1941), 107-108.


	52 Banque du Congo belge, 165.


	53 On the notion of “system” in office cultures, see for instance Markus Krajewski, Paper Machines: About Cards & Catalogs, 1548-1929 (Cambridge MA, 2011); Jon Agar, The Government Machine: A Revolutionary History of the Computer (Cambridge, 2003), 144, 163 and 410; Alexandra Lange, White Collar Corbusier: From the “Casier” to the “Cité d’affaires”, in Grey Room, 9 (2002), 61-63; O. de Wit and H. Buiter, De opkomst van de moderne administratie, in J.W. Schot et al. (eds.), Techniek in Nederland in de twintigste eeuw (I) (Zutphen, 1998), 219-223; JoAnne Yates, Control Through Communication: The Rise of System in American Management (Baltimore, 1989).


	54 Jos Legrand, The Paradox of the Waste Paper Basket: The Waste Paper Basket in the American Office Between 1870 and 1930 (Maastricht, 2015).


	55 On the bulletin, see Johan Lagae, ‘Educating the Colonial Spouse or Pushing the Agenda of Tropical Modernism in the Belgian Congo? Architecture and the Coloniser’s House in the Pages of the Bulletin de l’Union des femmes coloniales’, in Alice Santiago Faria, Anne Shelley and Sandra Ataíde Lobo (eds.), The Built Environment through the Prism of the Colonial Periodical Press (Abingdon, 2023).


	56 Igor Bloch, ‘House Construction and Social Engineering in the Beaux métiers and Formation sociale Manuals of the Bibliothèque de l’Étoile (1943-1966)’, in ABE Journal, 23 (2024).


	57 See for instance these catalogues of Congolese artefacts: Els De Palmenaer (ed.), 100 x Congo: Un siècle d’art congolais à Anvers (Antwerp, 2020); Gustaaf Verswijver et al. (eds.), Schatten uit het Afrika-Museum Tervuren (Tervuren, 1995). Ethnographic albums from the turn of the century display a notable focus on bodily scarifications with similar motifs. We are grateful to Els De Palmenaer for directing us to these cultural expressions featuring such motifs.


	58 Émile Jean Baptiste Coart, Vannerie et tissage congolais (Brussels, 1926). For insights into how such patterns informed artisanal training in (missionary) schools, see Sarah Van Beurden, ‘Missions et artisanats d’art au Congo’, in De Palmenaer, 100 x Congo; Patricia Van Schuylenbergh and Françoise Morimont, Rencontres artistiques Belgique-Congo, 1920-1950 (Louvain-la-Neuve, 1995).


	59 While the French editions featured cover images of Congolese workers in aprons, the translated Lingala editions prominently displayed geometric patterns.


	60 The accompanying caption describes Koyongonda as specialising in “paintings on tablecloths and napkins” and possessing a talent for drawing “superior to most painters of his generation”. Born in Kisangani/Stanleyville in 1918, Koyongonda was part of a group of Congolese artists working in Laurent Moonens’ atelier in Kinshasa during the late 1940s. He later became one of the favourite artists of Maurice Alhadeff, a prominent patron of the arts. See Jean-Luc Vellut et al., Het ontstaan van de hedendaagse schilderkunst in Midden-Afrika, 1930-1970 (Tervuren, 1992), 23, 31 and 67. The attribution is somewhat surprising: the style of the painting, which is reminiscent of the so-called peinture populaire depicting scenes of everyday life, stands out in the oeuvre of Koyongonda, who is reputed for his expressive portraits, market scenes and landscapes.


	61 On the role of the Congolese spouse, see Tödt, The Lumumba Generation.


	62 Lawrance, Osborn and Roberts, Introduction, 3-4.


	63 Ibid., 4.


	64 The notion “bargain of collaboration” is borrowed from the work of historian Ronald Robinson; see ibid., 6.



	65 The number of évolués remained limited throughout the colonial era, and those who received a carte du mérite civique or a carte d’immatriculation, which gave them access to facilities previously only open to Europeans, were even fewer: 2,325 in total on the eve of independence. See Tödt, The Colonial State, 221.


	66 Tödt, The Lumumba Generation, 282. Interesting in this respect is a statement from 1956 by Paul Bolya, who was a medical assistant: “We experienced paradoxical situations a few years ago: receiving in the morning the confirmation card for the baptism of civilisation [i.e. the carte d’immatriculation]… and in the evening being turned away from the door of a cinema, a hotel or a shop on the grounds that ebony skin is not the colour of the usual customers of these places.” Cited by Jacob Sabakinu Kivilu, ‘Paul-Gabriel-Dieudonné Bolya: De l’assistant médical à l’homme politique’, in Jean-Luc Vellut et al. (eds.), La mémoire du Congo: Le temps colonial (Ghent, 2005), 238. On this matter, see also a counter-text to the “official” visual depiction of the évolué family: Koli Jean Bofane, ‘Évolué, What’s That?’, in Colard, Recaptioning Congo.


	67 On Lumumba’s early career, see Jean Omasombo Tshonda and Benoît Verhaegen, Patrice Lumumba: Jeunesse et apprentissage politique, 1925-1956 (Paris, 1998).


	68 For this iconography, see Matthias De Groof (ed.), Lumumba in the Arts (Leuven, 2020); Pierre Petit, Patrice Lumumba: La fabrication d’un héros national et panafricain (Brussels, 2016).


	69 Johannes Fabian, Remembering the Present: Painting and Popular History in Zaïre (Berkeley, 1996), 72-73 and 229. On the crucial importance of the postal service, the possibility of international communication, and distance learning in Lumumba’s training, see Pedro Monaville, Students of the World: Global 1968 and Decolonization in the Congo (Durham, 2022), 23-41. Even though the artwork in question bears the inscription “after Tshibumba Kanda-Matulu”, it is effectively made by him. Johannes Fabian has explained this “intriguing” signature – which occurs on many of the artist’s paintings – as follows: “Did Tshibumba think of a given painting as the copy of a model? Such an interpretation might be construed for genre pictures, which almost by definition are copies; much more likely is that Tshibumba used the expression as a formula of oral discourse (as in d’après moi, ‘as I see it’) in order to emphasize his authorship not only of the painting but also of the historical narrative for which he takes responsibility.” See Fabian, Remembering, 237 and 238 (citation).


	70 Didier Gondola, Tropical Cowboys: Westerns, Violence, and Masculinity in Kinshasa (Bloomington, 2016).


	71 Manuel Charpy, ‘Une histoire de la sapologie africaine’, podcast (11 Jan. 2017) (via www.ifmparis.fr); Didier Gondola, ‘La sape des mikilistes: Théâtre de l’artifice et représentation onirique’, in Cahiers d’études africaines, 153 (1999).


	72 Manuel Charpy, ‘La montre cassée’, in Gil Bartholeyns and Manuel Charpy (eds.), L’étrange et folle aventure du grille-pain: De la machine à coudre et des gens qui s’en servent (Paris, 2021).


	73 Ibid., 89.


	74 Van Schuylenbergh and Etambala, Patrimoine, 240.


	75 Elizabeth Edwards, ‘Thinking Photography Beyond the Visual?’, in J.J. Long, Andrea Noble and Edward Welch (eds.), Photography: Theoretical Snapshots (Abingdon, 2009).


	76 Merton’s notion is cited by Ceri Sullivan, Literature in the Public Service (Houndmills, 2013), 11.


	77 Sullivan, Literature, 11.


	78 Carl De Keyzer, Congo (Belge) (Tielt, 2009); Guy Tillim, Avenue Patrice Lumumba (Munich, 2008).


	79 Theodore Trefon, ‘Introduction: Reinventing Order’, in idem (ed.), Reinventing Order in the Congo: How People Respond to State Failure in Kinshasa (London, 2004), 2.


	80 On article 15, see for instance Sachka Vincent, ‘Wit privilege in onafhankelijk Congo: Over “Terug naar Congo” (1987) van Lieve Joris’, in Knack, 8 April 2021.







Bibliography


	Jon Agar, The Government Machine: A Revolutionary History of the Computer (Cambridge, 2003).


	Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (eds.), Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts (London, 2000), 139-142.


	Daniel A. Barber, Modern Architecture and Climate: Design Before Air Conditioning (Princeton, 2020).


	Luce Beeckmans and Johan Lagae, ‘Kinshasa’s Syndrome-Planning in Historical Perspective: From Belgian Colonial Capital to Self-Constructed Megalopolis’, in Carlos Nunes Silva (ed.), Urban Planning in Sub-Saharan Africa: Colonial and Post-Colonial Planning Cultures (Abingdon, 2015), 201-224.


	Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London, 1994).


	Igor Bloch, ‘House Construction and Social Engineering in the Beaux métiers and Formation sociale Manuals of the Bibliothèque de l’Étoile (1943-1966)’, in ABE Journal, 23 (2024).


	Koli Jean Bofane, ‘Évolué, What’s That?’, in Sandrine Collard (ed.), Recaptioning Congo: African Stories and Colonial Pictures (Tielt, 2022), 137-165.


	A. Bonnelange and Raphaël François Elema, Ngai mo-kabinda mpenza I (Leverville, 1952).


	Lissa Camerlinck, ‘The Construction of the Colonial Welfare State: Tracing Design Strategies in the Belgian Congo’s Ten Year Plan, 1949-1959’, MA thesis (Ghent University), 2017.


	Manuel Charpy, ‘Une histoire de la sapologie africaine’, podcast (11 Jan. 2017) (via www.ifmparis.fr).


	Manuel Charpy, ‘La montre cassée’, in Gil Bartholeyns and Manuel Charpy (eds.), L’étrange et folle aventure du grille-pain: De la machine à coudre et des gens qui s’en servent (Paris, 2021), 75-89.


	Émile Jean Baptiste Coart, Vannerie et tissage congolais (Brussels, 1926).


	Sandrine Colard, ‘African Writings and the Colonial Time’s Pictures’, in idem (ed.), Recaptioning Congo: African Stories and Colonial Pictures (Tielt, 2022), 14-21.


	Frederick Cooper, Africa Since 1940: The Past of the Present (Cambridge, 2002).


	Anne Cornet and Florence Gillet, Congo Belgique 1955-1965: Entre propagande et réalité (Brussels, 2010).


	Christopher Dandeker, Surveillance, Power and Modernity (Cambridge, 1990).


	Pieter De Coene, Margot Luyckfasseel and Gillian Mathys, ‘Voices from Exile: The Mpadist “Mission des noirs” in Oshwe’s Prison Camps in the Belgian Congo (1940-1960)’, in International Journal of African Historical Studies, 55/1 (2022), 89-114.


	Matthias De Groof (ed.), Lumumba in the Arts (Leuven, 2020).


	Carl De Keyzer, Congo (Belge) (Tielt, 2009).


	Bruno De Meulder, Kuvuande mbote: Een eeuw koloniale architectuur en stedenbouw in Kongo (Antwerp, 2000).


	Simon De Nys-Ketels, ‘Myths and Realities of the Belgian Medical Model Colony: A Genealogy’, PhD thesis (Ghent University), 2021.


	Simon De Nys-Ketels et al., ‘Planning Belgian Congo’s Network of Medical Infrastructure: Type-Plans as Tools to Construct a Medical Model Colony, 1949-1959’, in Planning Perspectives, 34/5 (2019), 757-778.


	Els De Palmenaer (ed.), 100 x Congo: Un siècle d’art congolais à Anvers (Antwerp, 2020).


	E. Devroey and E. De Backer, La réglementation sur les constructions au Congo belge (Brussels, 1941).


	Uma Dhupelia-Mesthrie, ‘Paper Regimes’, in Kronos: Southern African Histories, 40 (2014), 11-22.


	Andreas Eckert, ‘Cultural Commuters: African Employees in Late Colonial Tanzania’, in Benjamin N. Lawrance, Emily Lynn Osborn and Richard L. Roberts (eds.), Intermediaries, Interpreters and Clerks: African Employees in the Making of Colonial Africa (Madison, 2006), 248-272.


	Elizabeth Edwards, ‘Thinking Photography Beyond the Visual?’, in J.J. Long, Andrea Noble and Edward Welch (eds.), Photography: Theoretical Snapshots (Abingdon, 2009), 31-48.


	Johannes Fabian, Remembering the Present: Painting and Popular History in Zaïre (Berkeley, 1996).


	Christraud M. Geary, In and Out of Focus: Images from Central Africa, 1885-1960 (London, 2002).


	Didier Gondola, ‘La sape des mikilistes: Théâtre de l’artifice et représentation onirique’, in Cahiers d’études africaines, 153 (1999), 13-47.


	Didier Gondola, Tropical Cowboys: Westerns, Violence, and Masculinity in Kinshasa (Bloomington, 2016).


	Stuart Hall, ‘The Spectacle of the “Other”’, in idem (ed.), Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (London, 1997), 223-289.



	Benoît Henriet, Colonial Impotence: Virtue and Violence in a Congolese Concession (1911-1940) (Berlin, 2021).


	Maurice Heymans (ed.), Urbanisme au Congo belge (Brussels, s.d. [1950]).


	Matthew S. Hull, Government of Paper: The Materiality of Bureaucracy in Urban Pakistan (Berkeley, 2012).


	Nancy Rose Hunt, A Nervous State: Violence, Remedies and Reverie in Colonial Congo (Durham, 2016).


	Patrick Joyce, ‘Filing the Raj: Political Technologies of the Imperial British State’, in Tony Bennett and Patrick Joyce (eds.), Material Powers: Cultural Studies, History and the Material Turn (London, 2010), 102-123.


	Katharina Jörder, Building a White Nation: Propaganda, Photography and the Apartheid Regime Between the Late 1940s and the Mid-1970s (Leuven, 2023).


	Max Kemman, Trading Zones of Digital History (Berlin, 2021).


	Jacob Sabakinu Kivilu, ‘Paul-Gabriel-Dieudonné Bolya: De l’assistant médical à l’homme politique’, in Jean-Luc Vellut et al. (eds.), La mémoire du Congo: Le temps colonial (Ghent, 2005), 235-239.


	Martin Klein, ‘African Participation in Colonial Rule: The Role of Clerks, Interpreters and Other Intermediaries’, in Benjamin N. Lawrance, Emily Lynn Osborn and Richard L. Roberts (eds.), Intermediaries, Interpreters and Clerks: African Employees in the Making of Colonial Africa (Madison, 2006), 273-288.


	Markus Krajewski, Paper Machines: About Cards & Catalogs, 1548-1929 (Cambridge MA, 2011).


	Johan Lagae, ‘“Le petit Belge a voulu faire grand”: The Troublesome Construction of the Résidence du Gouverneur Général du Congo Belge in Leopoldville (1922-1960)’, in METU: Journal of Architecture, 20/1-2 (2000), 6-27.


	Johan Lagae, ‘“Kongo zoals het is”: Drie architectuurverhalen uit de Belgische kolonisatiegeschiedenis 1920-1960’, PhD thesis (Ghent University), 2002.


	Johan Lagae, ‘Georges Ricquier’, in Anne Van Loo (ed.), Repertorium van de architectuur in België van 1830 tot heden (Antwerp, 2003), 475.


	Johan Lagae, ‘Unsettling the “Colonizing Camera”: Curatorial Notes on the “Congo belge en images” Project’, in Photography & Culture, 5/3 (2012), 327-342.


	Johan Lagae, ‘Educating the Colonial Spouse or Pushing the Agenda of Tropical Modernism in the Belgian Congo? Architecture and the Coloniser’s House in the Pages of the Bulletin de l’Union des femmes coloniales’, in Alice Santiago Faria, Anne Shelley and Sandra Ataíde Lobo (eds.), The Built Environment through the Prism of the Colonial Periodical Press (Abingdon, 2023), 130-157.


	Johan Lagae and Bernard Toulier (eds.), Kinshasa (Brussels, 2013).


	Johan Lagae et al., ‘Vers une radioscopie de la ville coloniale: Episodes dans la génèse de l’Avenue Kasa-Vubu, Kinshasa’, in Mathieu Zana Etambala and Pamphile Mabiala Mantuba-Ngoma (eds.), La société congolaise face à la modernité, 1700-2010: Mélanges eurafricains offerts à Jean-Luc Vellut (Paris, 2016), 309-343.


	Alexandra Lange, White Collar Corbusier: From the “Casier” to the “Cité d’affaires”, in Grey Room, 9 (2002), 58-79.


	Benjamin N. Lawrance, Emily Lynn Osborn and Richard L. Roberts, ‘Introduction’, in idem (eds.), Intermediaries, Interpreters and Clerks: African Employees in the Making of Colonial Africa (Madison, 2006), 3-36.


	Jos Legrand, The Paradox of the Waste Paper Basket: The Waste Paper Basket in the American Office Between 1870 and 1930 (Maastricht, 2015).


	Jens van de Maele and Johan Lagae, ‘“The Congo must have a presence on Belgian soil”: The Concept of Representation in Governmental Discourses on the Architecture of the Ministry of Colonies in Brussels, 1908-1960’, in The Journal of Architecture, 22/7 (2017), 1178-1201.


	Pedro Monaville, Students of the World: Global 1968 and Decolonization in the Congo (Durham, 2022).


	Jean-Marie Mutamba, Du Congo belge au Congo indépendant, 1940-1960: Emergence des “évolués” et genèse du nationalisme (Kinshasa, 1998).


	Isidore Ndaywel è Nziem, Théophile Obenga and Pierre Salmon, Histoire générale du Congo: De l’héritage ancien à la République Démocratique (Paris, 1998).


	Léon A.M. Pétillon, Courts métrages africains pour servir à l’histoire (Brussels, 1979).



	Léon A.M. Pétillon, Congo 1929-1958 (Brussels, 1985).


	Pierre Petit, Patrice Lumumba: La fabrication d’un héros national et panafricain (Brussels, 2016).


	Bérengère Piret, Florence Renucci and Xavier Rousseaux, Les cent mille briques: La prison et les détenus de Stanleyville (Lille, 2014).


	Jean Pirotte, Périodiques missionnaires belges d’expression française: Reflets de cinquante années d’évolution d’une mentalité 1889-1940 (Leuven, 1973).


	M.H. Port, Imperial London: Civil Government Building in London, 1850-1915 (New Haven, 1995).


	Georges Ricquier, ‘Complexité des problems architecturaux des bâtiments d’administration au Congo belge’, in Rythme, 17 (1954), 9-16.


	Hannah le Roux, ‘The Networks of Tropical Architecture’, in The Journal of Architecture, 8/3 (2003), 337-354.


	Peter Scriver, ‘Empire-Building and Thinking in the Public Works Department of British India’, in Peter Scriver and Vikramaditya Prakash (eds.), Colonial Modernities: Building, Dwelling and Architecture in British India and Ceylon (Abingdon, 2007), 69-92.


	Peter Scriver (ed.), The Scaffolding of Empire: 4th International Symposium of the Centre for Asian and Middle Eastern Architecture (Adelaide, 2007).


	Jean Stengers, Congo, mythes et réalités: 100 ans d’histoire (Brussels, 1989).


	Henri Stevelinck, Chroniques de Stinkopolis (Léopoldville, 1932).


	Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Prince-ton, 2009).


	Ceri Sullivan, Literature in the Public Service (Houndmills, 2013).


	Guy Tillim, Avenue Patrice Lumumba (Munich, 2008).


	Theodore Trefon, ‘Introduction: Reinventing Order’, in idem (ed.), Reinventing Order in the Congo: How People Respond to State Failure in Kinshasa (London, 2004), 1-19.


	Daniel Tödt, ‘The Colonial State and the African Elite: A History of Subjugation?’ in Idesbald Goddeeris, Amandine Lauro and Guy Vanthemsche (eds.), Colonial Congo: A History in Questions (Turnhout, 2020), 215-224.


	Daniel Tödt, The Lumumba Generation: African Bourgeoisie and Colonial Distinction In the Belgian Congo (Berlin, 2021).


	Jean Omasombo Tshonda and Benoît Verhaegen, Patrice Lumumba: Jeunesse et apprentissage politique, 1925-1956 (Paris, 1998).


	Sarah Van Beurden, ‘Missions et artisanats d’art au Congo’, in Els De Palmenaer (ed.), 100 x Congo: Un siècle d’art congolais à Anvers (Antwerp, 2020), 97-113.


	Julien L.L. Vanhove, Histoire du Ministère des Colonies (Brussels, 1968).


	Patricia Van Schuylenbergh and Françoise Morimont, Rencontres artistiques Belgique-Congo, 1920-1950 (Louvain-la-Neuve, 1995).


	Guy Vanthemsche, ‘The Congo, a Colony Heading for “Development”?’, in Idesbald Goddeeris, Amandine Lauro and Guy Vanthemsche (eds.), Colonial Congo: A History in Questions (Turnhout, 2020), 160-168.


	Guy Vanthemsche, Belgium and the Congo, 1885-1960 (New York, 2012).


	Guy Vanthemsche, Genèse et portée du “Plan Décennal” du Congo belge (1949-1959) (Brussels, 1994).


	Jean-Luc Vellut, Congo: Ambitions et désenchantements, 1880-1960 (Paris, 2021).


	Jean-Luc Vellut et al., Het ontstaan van de hedendaagse schilderkunst in Midden-Afrika, 1930-1970 (Tervuren, 1992).


	Gustaaf Verswijver et al. (eds.), Schatten uit het Afrika-Museum Tervuren (Tervuren, 1995).


	W. Vigneron, Les bavardages du cancrelat (Élisabethville, 1945).


	Sachka Vincent, ‘Wit privilege in onafhankelijk Congo: Over “Terug naar Congo” (1987) van Lieve Joris’, in Knack, 8 April 2021.


	Whyms, Léopoldville: Son histoire 1881-1956 (Brussels, 1957).


	O. de Wit and H. Buiter, De opkomst van de moderne administratie, in J.W. Schot et al. (eds.), Techniek in Nederland in de twintigste eeuw (I) (Zutphen, 1998), 219-235.


	JoAnne Yates, Control Through Communication: The Rise of System in American Management (Baltimore, 1989).









Chapter 10 Between Hierarchy, Efficiency and Pragmatism: Picturing Portuguese Government Offices in Historic Buildings during the Estado Novo Dictatorship

Ana Mehnert Pascoal


In recent times, the Terreiro do Paço has taken on the value of a national symbol. The square, with the buildings that frame it, has acquired […] significance of the highest importance in the life of the nation. The government’s determination to promote the concentration of public services around the square reinforces this. Bearing in mind the respective proportions, different functions and various political nuances, we talk about the Terreiro do Paço like someone who mentions the Sublime Porte, the Kremlin, Downing Street, the White House, the Elysée […]. But we must not lose sight of the fact that the buildings at Terreiro do Paço are a contested space, with public services vying for every metre.1



In 1949, architect Raul Lino highlighted the limited space available for ministerial departments on Lisbon’s Terreiro do Paço (also known as Praça do Comércio). Constructed after the 1755 earthquake on the site of the former royal palace, this square had gradually come to house the government ministries and departments (Fig. 10.1.).2 During the late 1940s, the government initiated a renovation plan for the square’s buildings to improve the quality of the public services located there. These buildings served multiple purposes: besides being workplaces for cabinet members and civil servants, they were symbols of both governmental authority and institutional identity. Although the history of the civil service and the role of architects and planners in designing ministerial workplaces have been explored across various countries, the everyday use of these spaces remains significantly under-researched.3 This visual essay examines the case of Portugal’s Estado Novo dictatorship (in power from 1933 to 1974), drawing on photographs of various departments within the Ministry of Public Works – particularly from the 1950s and 1960s – to help mitigate the scarcity of written records on civil servant experiences from this era.4

[image: A historic panoramic view of a large square, featuring grand architecture, statues, and cars, against an urban backdrop.]
Fig. 10.1. Terreiro do Paço, with the north and east wings of the government complex, 1930s. Photo by Horácio Novais. (FCG – Biblioteca de Arte e Arquivos, CFT164.160145.)

While the Portuguese dictatorship did invest in constructing modern buildings to showcase its commitment to progress and innovation, it prioritised the restoration of monuments and historic structures to legitimise its nationalist ideology and reinforce a sense of continuity with the country’s imperial past. This approach often required adapting the evolving managerial needs of ministerial departments to historic buildings, which posed significant challenges for office organisation and necessitated constant improvisation. Under the Estado Novo, the civil service was both strongly centralised and hierarchical.5 Below the ministers and secretaries of state, secretariats-general and directorates-general oversaw subdepartments, subsections and external directorates.6 This organisational structure aimed to rationalise work processes and reflected early-20th-century managerial principles of task division (as found in scientific management) alongside the authoritarian state’s emphasis on centralised authority. However, complaints about insufficient or poorly distributed space within the 18th-century office buildings on Terreiro do Paço were frequent between the 1950s and the early 1970s, reflecting the persistent tension between modern administrative demands and the limitations of historic architecture.7

In the 1950s, plans to construct a new monumental building for the Ministry of Public Works were abandoned, resulting in the ministry’s continued occupation of the east wing of the Terreiro do Paço complex, alongside other government departments, including the Under-Secretariat of Corporations and Social Welfare. By 1953, the Public Works Department employed approximately 800 civil servants, many of whom were technically trained, such as engineers and architects.8 Because of the deteriorating state of the buildings, several renovations were carried out in the 1950s, including the cleaning and painting of walls, as well as minor transformations of sanitary facilities and modifications to lighting. In some cases, wooden and glass partitions were introduced, while in others, non-load-bearing walls were removed. The overarching objective was to preserve the historic building in its original state, in contrast to the more transformative remodelling solution applied to the adjacent Ministry of Finance. Individual offices were allocated only to the minister, the directors-general and the heads of departments, with these offices strategically placed close to their respective teams. Yet, despite such efforts to improve efficiency and administrative “coordination” – concepts first articulated during Prime Minister António de Oliveira Salazar’s financial reorganisation in the 1930s – spatial limitations continued to hinder effective connections and workflows.9 Furthermore, the need for multiple ministerial departments to share a single building exacerbated the challenges.

A photograph taken in 1959 shows the recently renovated personal office of the Minister of Public Works, a space designed to balance administrative work with ceremonial gravitas (Fig. 10.2.). As Adrian Forty noted, the interior design of government buildings typically seeks to convey not only efficiency but also the hierarchy of power within the state.10 Far from being a mere workspace, this Portuguese office indeed served as both a venue for professional meetings and a stage for symbolic display, reflecting the minister’s position at the apex of the state apparatus. Located on the first floor of the ministerial building, the office was positioned within a spatial hierarchy: surrounding it were an antechamber, the office of the minister’s personal secretary, the office of the Under-Secretary of State, a waiting room, and the office of the head of the ministerial cabinet. The “depth” of the minister’s position reflected power dynamics: as Thomas Markus observed, in public buildings, spatial depth is often indicative of authority, with “the person [having] the greatest power […] at the tip of a tree, reached through corridors, stairs, outer and inner offices and waiting rooms”.11 This design emphasised the minister’s authority and physical distance from the more “accessible” areas of the building. Furnishings were carefully selected to project both professional dignity and prestige, further highlighting the minister’s status.12 While new items such as sofas, a carpet and a folding screen are visible in the photograph, much of the furniture appears to date from older times, including a Renaissance-style glass-topped desk, D. José chairs, and an opulent chandelier and table clock, all of which conveyed an air of historical gravitas.13 Tellingly, Portuguese ministers were actively involved in selecting furnishings for their offices, and they often expressed a preference for traditional, historicist pieces over contemporary styles.14 This preference reflected not only personal taste but also financial pragmatism, as the restoration and reuse of existing furniture were often justified on economic grounds.

[image: An office space featuring an ornate desk, plush seating, elegant chandelier, and large window with drapes.]
Fig. 10.2. Personal office of the Minister of Public Works, September 1959. Photo by Analide Óscar. (Património Cultural, I.P., Foto.00513941.)

Let us turn our attention to the working spaces of civil servants, a first example of which is offered by a photograph – taken between 1930 and 1950 – of a shared office belonging to the Affordable Housing Department (Fig. 10.3.). An accounting calculator and a scale suggest that this room was used by the treasury section. The desks, with books, papers, inkstands, blotters and rubber stamps arranged on them, provide a glimpse of the administrative tasks performed. The absence of partitions between desks again reflects tenets of scientific management, prioritising efficiency and managerial oversight. The space is organised into three rows of adjoining desks, with a single perpendicular desk aligned with the door. This desk, likely for a senior official, is positioned to supervise the others and stands near the room’s only telephone – a clear symbol of authority. The first row of desks faces the other two and includes accounting equipment and desk calendars, indicating that the clerks seated here likely held higher ranks than their six colleagues. This position allowed them to set an example, reflecting the importance placed by the French managerial theorist Henri Fayol (1841-1925) on discipline and strong leadership. Fayol’s principles of discipline, obedience and proper conduct are further reflected in the portrait of Salazar: hung above photographs of housing projects, it reinforced the expectation that civil servants served the regime above all else.15 A 1951 government report captured this ethos: “In the public service, one must breathe and feel the authority and […] discipline that is imposed on everyone.”16 Although Portugal’s civil service was officially framed as neutral and apolitical, and the Estado Novo routinely presented governance as a “technical” endeavour, civil servants were expected to follow political commands without question.17 The blending of scientific management’s focus on efficiency with the regime’s authoritarian ideals thus demonstrates how office design was used to reinforce dictatorial power.

[image: An office scene with several men working at desks, surrounded by stacks of documents and office equipment.]
Fig. 10.3. Undated photo (taken between 1930 and 1950) of civil servants working for the Affordable Housing department. Photo by Alvão. (Centro Português de Fotografia, PT/CPF/ALV/005074.)

The fact that the adaptation of government workspaces to historic buildings required constant pragmatism is also underscored by the following two photographs from the 1960s, which show the Noble Hall in the Terreiro do Paço complex being used by unidentified departments (Figs. 10.4.–10.5.). Originally conceived as a venue for important events and gatherings, this double-height hall was used by the Minister of Corporations until he was relocated to a new building around 1966. These photographs, which appear less staged than the previous one, reveal a striking contrast between ornamentation – obvious in the ornate stucco ceiling and luxurious crystal chandelier – and “functional” office furniture in different styles. The large windows, the ventilation openings above the curtain-covered door and the fan on the top of a cabinet point to both active and passive strategies for climate control. A row of metal filing cabinets, positioned centrally within the space, served as a spatial divider: a typical example of “non-intentional design”, adding another layer of user experience to the categories discussed in this volume by Craig Robertson.18


[image: An office with high ceiling, a chandelier, filing cabinets, typewriters, and workers at desks, featuring tall windows and dark curtains.]

[image: An office with high ceiling, a chandelier, filing cabinets, typewriters, and workers at desks, featuring tall windows and dark curtains.]

Figs. 10.4.–10.5. The Noble Hall in the 1960s. (Património Cultural, I.P., Foto.00536301 and Foto.00536305.)



[image: An empty office with wooden desks, typewriters, and bookcases.]

[image: An empty office with bookshelves and drawing tables.]

[image: An unfinished office space featuring wooden tables and basic lighting equipment on the ceiling.]

Figs. 10.6.–10.8. First section of the Directorate-General of National Monuments and Buildings: secretariat (top), draughtsmen’s office (middle), and technical agents’ office (bottom), 1950. (Património Cultural, I.P., Foto.00512489, Foto.00513937 and Foto.00512488.)


The last three images portray the secretariat and drawing section of the Department of Construction Services, part of the Directorate-General of National Monuments and Buildings (Figs. 10.6.–10.8.). In this setting, notions of scientific management are less apparent. Photographed outside working hours, the scenes may have been intended to draw attention to suboptimal working conditions – insufficient lighting, poor ventilation and inadequate thermal comfort – frequently criticised in reports by senior civil servants.19 The varied assortment of wooden desks and chairs reflects a cost-effective approach, prioritising the reuse and repair of older furniture. Such practices were regarded as a model of moderation and frugality, values that epitomised Portuguese governance at the time. This emphasis on thrift overshadowed the idea that uniform furniture could project efficiency and productivity. The theme of frugality is particularly evident in photograph 10.8., which shows renovation work – either ongoing or stalled – on the floor. Regardless of the renovation’s status, conventional standards of efficiency were overlooked: if the work was ongoing, desks were neither vacated nor protected from dust; if stalled, clerks were left to perform their duties in a visibly unfinished and unpolished environment.

In sum, the offices depicted in all the photographs reflect the Estado Novo regime’s conceptualisation of the civil service. It was seen as the backbone of a centralising state, where the individuality of civil servants was subordinated to their collective role in serving the nation. This centralisation led to excessive bureaucratisation, further reinforced by the adoption of a highly hierarchical organisational structure in government offices located within historic buildings, with clear distinctions based on status. Intentions to implement scientific management theories coexisted with a degree of improvisation. The economic benefits of repurposing existing spaces and furniture were accentuated by the heritage value ascribed to historic buildings. However, as Raul Lino noted, the office spaces on Terreiro do Paço were contested by various administrative departments, leading to pragmatic adaptations.

A lack of investment in training for civil servants, identified as a key challenge in public administration reform during the 1960s, likely contributed to their continued subordination. By this time, the images of offices for lower-ranking clerks show that little attention was given to these non-representational spaces, where environmental comfort and room capacity were less than ideal. The issues were masked by the symbolic significance of the façades. Further research, especially through a comparative approach that includes international cases, could shed light on whether these office layouts and functions were an expression of authoritarian power or rather a pragmatic response to the socio-economic realities of Portugal at the time.
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Chapter 11 Office Life in Chandigarh

Ruth Baumeister (text), Shaun Fynn (photography)


Photography is a kind of preservation. In it, architecture is a lived event. (Vikramäditya Prakäsh, 2017)1



Modernist architects regarded the office as a paradigmatic typology of the 20th century. For figures such as Frank Lloyd Wright, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Gio Ponti, Arne Jacobsen, Alvar Aalto and Le Corbusier, it served as a testing ground for the conceptual, technical and material innovations of their time. Flexibility, transparency and innovation were the new paradigms – and these architects knew how to meet such demands through open-plan layouts in curtain-walled buildings of glass, steel, concrete and drywall. Some of their office buildings became icons of modernism and contributed to an architectural canon that defined the basis for much historical scholarship. Le Corbusier’s office buildings for the city of Chandigarh in India, which were built between 1950 and 1965 and are pictured in the following photographs by Shaun Fynn, form part of this canon. As noted in the introduction to the present volume, the canonical focus on the great ideas and ambitions of architects and their clients has shaped a narrative that has reinforced the legacy-building of individual (typically male) architects. However, when revisiting these canonical buildings in the context of today’s global environmental crisis, this approach offers only limited insight.

For example, when considering aspects of sustainability – such as the thermal performance of buildings, the durability of their structures and materials, and the well-being of office workers – many of the shortcomings for which modernism is criticised today become apparent. Glass façades were conceived at a time when energy and resource supplies were assumed to be unlimited. As a result, these façades are a significant source of heat loss during colder seasons and necessitate extensive air conditioning during warmer periods. Replacing entire façades with better-performing glass presents yet another challenge, as the production of such glass is highly energy-intensive. The flexibility offered by the open-plan design has also driven the constant renewal of interior spaces, resulting in the disposal of fully functional building materials such as drywall, doors and carpets. The analysis by Nicholas Poot and Rem Koolhaas of data from the New York Department of Building’s Information System on interior alterations to Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram Building (1958) revealed that, between 1990 and 2013 alone, there were 467 interior refurbishment projects. This insatiable drive for innovation led to the disposal of vast quantities of drywall panels: the authors calculated that if all these panels were stacked, the resulting pile would exceed the height of the 156-metre building itself.2 Another overlooked issue is the impact of modernist workplaces on their occupants. Office workers were often exposed to malfunctioning ventilation systems and toxic materials, including inks, adhesives and solvents. These conditions led to a range of health problems such as headaches, rashes and immune system disorders. By the early 1990s, Sick Building Syndrome had become one of the most common occupational illnesses among office workers in the United States.3

With few exceptions, high-profile clients and architects prioritised the representational value of their buildings’ exteriors, as evidenced by the often-elaborate designs of façades, entrances, lobbies and overall building volumes. In contrast, workplaces were typically designed to be inexpensive and quick to construct; as long as they met basic working standards or labour laws, considerations such as aesthetics or the well-being of users were largely secondary. The design of specific workplace interiors was often left to consultancies or, at best, furniture companies. Their primary focus was on creating efficient spatial layouts to ensure the smooth functioning of work processes, while factors such as indoor air quality, ergonomics and user comfort were treated as secondary concerns. Within the design and architectural communities, working on office interiors was neither highly regarded as a profession nor considered a field of creative expression. Moreover, as the American architectural historian Henry-Russell Hitchcock argued, the architecture of workplaces was usually more a product of bureaucracy than a stroke of genius.4

The pandemic of the early 2020s radically transformed our work lives, prompting a shift in how we perceive offices. Covid-19 once again accelerated the adoption of remote working, blurring the boundaries between private and professional life. Out of necessity, and often in an improvised manner, people set up workspaces in kitchens, living rooms, on terraces, or wherever space allowed. This led both companies and employees to question whether physically working in an office is truly essential. Today, countless office buildings in urban centres around the world stand idle. In light of the current climate crisis and increasing resource scarcity, abandoning or demolishing urban centres is no longer justifiable; rather, their transformation into sustainable and adaptable spaces is essential. This compels architects and urban planners to grapple with what has long been regarded as the “banality” of the office. Furthermore, it raises significant questions for entrepreneurs, public institutions and architects about the future of office workspaces, including prevailing standards and labour laws. Where do we go from here? What lessons can be drawn from the 20th-century office building as a historical artefact, and how might these inform our approach to the office of the future?

We are familiar with office buildings primarily through representations in books, magazines and social media. These images often depict them in pristine condition, paradoxically devoid of the office workers for whom they were designed. Such representations convey an understanding of architecture as a finished, static object, failing to recognise its performative nature. By erasing the presence of users, these images also deny the social spaces created within these buildings. The workplaces provided by these offices, along with the everyday life once lived or still unfolding within them, largely remain hidden. As the French writer Georges Perec (1973) asked:


What speaks to us, seemingly, is always the big event, the untoward, the extraordinary: the front-page splash, the banner headlines. […] Behind the event there has to be a scandal, a fissure, a danger, as if life reveals itself only by way of the spectacular, as if what speaks, what is significant, is always abnormal: natural cataclysms or historical upheavals, social unrest, political scandals. […] The daily papers talk of everything except the daily. […] What’s really going on, what we’re experiencing, the rest, all the rest, where is it? How should we take account of, question, describe what happens every day and recurs every day: the banal, the quotidian, the obvious, the common, the ordinary, the infra-ordinary, the background noise, the habitual?5



The work of designer and photographer Shaun Fynn, capturing clerks at work in Le Corbusier’s office buildings in Chandigarh, focuses precisely on this dynamic. The Swiss-French architect’s project for the new capital of Punjab has been extensively criticised by postcolonial theorists for imposing Western ideals and values through architecture and urban planning, while disregarding local cultures, urban life and building practices. Although not necessarily intended as such, Fynn’s photographs can be interpreted as visual evidence supporting this criticism.6 However, the aim here is neither to engage directly with this discourse nor to romanticise working conditions that might be deemed precarious or intolerable by Western standards. Furthermore, this contribution does not seek to provide a legacy-focused analysis of Le Corbusier’s office buildings. Such an approach would merely foreground the intentions of a single architect or client, amplifying the voices of those in power while simultaneously neglecting the labour of all others who contributed to the realisation of these buildings.

Instead, this visual essay shifts the focus from the creator and the static, representational office building to an exploration of everyday life within these spaces. Over several years of living and working in Chandigarh, Fynn independently explored the city in its many facets with his camera, publishing his reflections on Le Corbusier’s project in a book.7 His photographs offer a rare glimpse into the interior life, presenting perspectives typically absent from architectural monographs. Rather than freezing a single moment in time, Fynn’s photographs – produced from 2012 to 2014 – illuminate the buildings’ performance over time by revealing what takes place behind office doors and by consciously highlighting the traces left by everyday office use. In doing so, they open up a new layer of discourse. By distancing themselves from the canonical approach, these photographs uncover a reality concealed behind the representational façade, demonstrating how bodies interact with, move through and sit within “Corbusian” workspaces. Fynn’s images embrace, rather than conceal, the messiness of the office. Indirectly, they capture moments in the buildings’ life not just at the time of their inauguration – when spaces are typically “clean” and meticulously staged – but in a neo-realist manner, documenting users and traces of use accumulated over the years.

Particularly striking is the apparent disorder of these spaces and the apparent indifference of the clerks towards it when photographed. The images reveal files piled up in corners and makeshift workstations with electric cords hanging from ceilings. Furniture designed by Pierre Jeanneret, which could fetch high prices at auctions in Europe or North America, is carelessly stacked in storage spaces. In these offices, bespoke furniture pieces designed for the complexes coexist inconspicuously with generic, mass-produced items. The photographs capture bureaucracy in action: personalised workspaces, cheap suspended ceilings, and fans perched on tables, mounted on ceilings or placed in windows. Personal items, such as drawings, calendars pinned to walls, desktop telephones, and traces of food and drink, are scattered throughout. Together, after decades of administrative work, these elements form a palimpsest of working lives, as Fynn’s images unfold before us. They invite reflection on the ways in which precarity fosters creative practices of social production and spatial reconfiguration. At the same time, the photographs attest to the resilience of the Corbusian spaces. They illuminate the habits and rituals of daily work life, showing how the architecture either succeeded or failed to meet the needs of individual office workers and how the latter adapted to these conditions.

It has been said that Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was once asked whether he liked Chandigarh, to which he replied that it was not a matter of liking but rather a profound statement intended to “make you think”.8 This perspective becomes especially relevant when examining these photographs. What we see invites us to reconsider Western standards that govern the physical dimensions of office work, such as indoor air quality, comfort, noise and lighting: standards designed to ensure occupational health but ultimately aimed at enhancing worker efficiency. If, as Perec asserts, “what we need to question is bricks, concrete, glass, our table manners, our utensils, our tools, the way we spend our time, our rhythms”,9 then Fynn’s photographs urge us to do precisely that.


[image: A large, multi-story concrete building with numerous windows and balconies, featuring a modernist architectural style.]
Fig. 11.1. Secretariat, Capitol complex, 2013. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)


[image: A person in an orange outfit standing behind a wooden desk in a room filled with shelves stacked with papers and files.]
Fig. 11.2. Office, Chandigarh Bus Terminal, 2012. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)


[image: An office or archive room with shelves and desks covered in stacks of documents, on the right a person is examining papers near a window-lit area.]
Fig. 11.3. Government office, 2013. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)



[image: An office space with people working among stacks of papers and metal cabinets filled with documents.]
Fig. 11.4. Government office, 2013. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)



[image: A person’s right hand stamping an official form, the left hand lies on the desk with various documents, rubber stamps, and ink pads, stamping an official form.]
Fig. 11.5. Public notary desk, 2012. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)



[image: An office with stacks of files and papers. On the left a person is reviewing documents and on the right a computer screen displays a desktop wallpaper of the Golden Temple in Amritsar.]
Fig. 11.6. Government office, 2013. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)



[image: An office with people working at desks surrounded by shelves full of files and documents, with computers on desks and light coming through curtained windows.]
Fig. 11.7. Government office, 2012. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)



[image: An arched concrete structure with a tiled floor, filled with old, worn-out wooden chairs and benches stacked on both sides.]
Fig. 11.8. Furniture storage on the roof of the High Court, 2014. (© Shaun Fynn – All rights reserved)




Notes


	1 Vikramäditya Prakäsh, ‘“L. Corbusier” and the State of the Nation-State’, in Shaun Fynn, Chandigarh Revealed: Le Corbusier’s City Today (New York, 2017), 231.


	2 Rem Koolhaas and Nicholas Potts, ‘Seagram Building’, in Ruth Baumeister, Stephan Petermann and Marieke van den Heuvel, Back to the Office: 50 Revolutionary Office Buildings and How they Sustained (Rotterdam, 2022).


	3 Michelle Murphy, Sick Building Syndrome and the Problem of Uncertainty: Environmental Politics, Technoscience and Women Workers (Durham, 2006).


	4 On the latter two matters, see also the introduction to this volume.


	5 Georges Perec, ‘Approaches to What?’ in idem, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces (ed. by John Sturrock) (London, 1999), 209-210.


	6 Fynn confirmed in a conversation with the author on 2 October 2024 that this was not his intention.


	7 Fynn, Chandigarh. See also Shaun Fynn, Departures: A Journey with India (s.l., 2022).


	8 Prakäsh, L. Corbusier, 231.


	9 Perec, Approaches, 210.
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Epilogue

Martin Kohlrausch and Andreas Fickers

The office is one of the more inconspicuous places of the 20th century, banal in its ubiquity and seemingly insignificant in its relative lack of scholarly visibility. A 2005 book on “Places of Modernity” (Orte der Moderne) interestingly included the apartment alongside more spectacular places like the submarine or the strip club, but there was no mention of the office.1 This lack of attention probably says as much about researcher preferences as it does about the specific characteristics of the office that place it outside major research trends. These very characteristics, however, may well be what makes it so historically important. The introduction to this edited volume convincingly makes the case that the office should be seen as the prime locus of the redefinition of work in the 20th century. Just as we continue to live with 19th-century factories (even though they no longer function, smell or look as they once did, both on the inside and often also on the outside), the office is unlikely to disappear. After the Covid-19-induced success of working from home, offices – our presence in, access to and arrangement of them – have become a space in which postmodern society has literally and metaphorically tried to find its locus.2

This collection makes a concerted effort to address gaps – some that readily come to mind, others that become apparent only on closer examination – revealing their relevance in the process. In this way, the volume offers a state-of-the-art perspective on a dynamic and evolving field, introducing new categories for understanding the office in its broader social and cultural context and linking it to themes such as efficiency, control, emancipation and social change. This epilogue will sketch, with a very broad brush, two dimensions which feature prominently in the preceding contributions, while also showing the potential for further developing the theme of the office. We do so by zooming out, hinting at a perspective related to the political relevance of the office that could be further explored; and by zooming in, suggesting even more radical ways than those explored in this volume to scrutinize a user’s perspective of the office by applying the findings of research on the material dimension of media.


When focusing on the office as a political space, a number of tensions spring to mind. Literary depictions of the office have effectively captured the tension between the elusive and the banal on the one hand, and the increasing force, coercion and sheer power associated with the office on the other. One may think here of Franz Kafka’s The Trial, in which the office both loses its character as a secure space for protagonist Josef K., a bank clerk, and at the same time serves as a space in which unclear charges are prepared against him, further blurring the boundaries of private and public, coercion and freedom, safety and persecution. In Eugène Ionesco’s Rhinoceros the office is the symbolic space in which order and (liberal) civilisation collapse after the intrusion of the eponymous animals, which symbolise the lure of totalitarianism.

One could argue that the office became a central space in 20th-century life, not only as the workplace of a growing number of employees but also as the site where anonymous bureaucratic processes enabled the defining political developments of the era. From war economies and planned economies to the bureaucratised execution of the Holocaust, the office merged administration with “rationalised” violence.3 Already in the late 19th century, the Prussian General Staff – through its military role and considerable political and cultural influence – had established the office as a key site for planning complex social processes of force and violence, foreshadowing the two most extreme ideologies of the “Age of Extremes” (fascism and communism). In moving the locus of decision-making from the frontlines to an anonymous space behind the scenes, in which criteria other than personal example-setting and courage apply, background ideologies like efficiency, control and planning, all associated with the office, came to be acknowledged as decisive. This development encompassed liberal-democratic, authoritarian-fascist and state-socialist systems and found its most extreme and lethal expression in the systems of control and eventually extermination developed by totalitarian systems, particularly the Holocaust organised by Nazi Germany. The link between bureaucratic rationality and systematic extermination has been examined in Hannah Arendt’s controversial notion of the “banality of evil” and, in a more systematic way, in Zygmunt Bauman’s influential but contested study on modernity and the Holocaust.4

To illustrate the shifting “politics of the office” in the 20th century, it is useful to examine stratification and hierarchy in both vertical and horizontal dimensions. In his seminal 1925 text Urbanisme – and later, though with some modifications, in La ville radieuse (1930) – Le Corbusier envisioned a city centre dominated by skyscrapers that housed the political, administrative and economic elites. These towers functioned as power hubs and focal points of a technologically driven modernity. The supporting classes, by contrast, were relegated to lower-rise buildings in less central locations.5 Less immediately apparent is the way power could transcend the static, enclosed nature of the office through horizontal mobility.6 Robert Moses, the notorious driving force behind New York’s postwar infrastructure transformation and a key figure in modern public administration, commanded a network of offices, each staffed and ready for his arrival. Moving between them in a limousine kitted out as a mobile office, his secretaries following in a separate car, he turned mobility itself into an extension of bureaucratic control.7 Already around 1900, a more classic leader, German Emperor Wilhelm II, had escaped administrative routines in Berlin and Potsdam by moving his office to his yacht Hohenzollern and his royal train for large parts of the year.8 Perhaps the most infamous example is Adolf Hitler’s Führerhauptquartier, which followed the advancing and retreating German Wehrmacht, involving hundreds of bureaucratic staff keeping files and securing communications in makeshift bunker-cum-offices.9 By comparison, Air Force One appears as a resolutely civil form of office mobility, yet it confirms the notion that political power even today is wielded by those who are able to render an office mobile and transcend its inherent static nature.

The political dimension of the office as a symbol and agent of power is thus closely linked to the ideologies of rationalisation and efficiency that are deeply rooted in the age of industrial capitalism and modernity. From a media-materialist perspective, the (pseudo-)scientific ideas of Taylorism and management were reflected in the many technological innovations that turned the office into a privileged place of renegotiation of social and economic relationships, especially when considering their impact on the division of labour between men and women. The most iconic object in this respect was the typewriter, which started its triumphant progress in the 1880s. Within a period of twenty to thirty years, the office turned from a nearly all-male preserve into a female-dominated domain. The emergence of this “new economy of writing”, based on new technologies of classifying, archiving and transmitting information, placed female office workers at the forefront of a new bureaucratic era. After the First World War, the “typewriter girl” displaced men from their leading role in clerical employment, and female typists successfully embodied visions of mechanical speed, impersonality and professional habitus. As Martyn Lyons explains in The Typewriter Century, “establishing a ‘rational’ work routine and a productive office layout in a new corporate culture turned typists into pieces of mechanical apparatus”.10

As Taylorist principles of scientific management were transferred from the factory to the office, “speedometers” were attached to typewriters, measuring the number of words a typist was able to write per minute. As public and private administrations expanded, service industries proliferated and new machines and methods of bookkeeping, communication and data storage entered the office, which subsequently became populated by new filing systems, calculators, addressing machines, cash registers, telephone exchanges, dictating machines, photocopiers and finally computing technologies. As Craig Robertson and David Owen have shown with the examples of the filing cabinet and the photocopier, new technologies for information management, storage and reproduction have deeply affected the professional structures and social relationships of office work.11 Each of these technologies has changed the “socio-technological regime of the office”, which is characterised by a high degree of specialised labour and the complex integration of different office technologies and infrastructures.12

While most historical studies of offices highlight the organisational and structural changes of office work as a result of new economic, administrative and technological realities, a focus on “office objects” and their uses may enrich the current scholarship by pointing historians to the intricate relationship between “things” (and the sociotechnical imaginaries they embody)13 and their power as “actants” in the tissue of bureaucratic/administrative procedures and human-workplace interactions. Telephones and Dictaphones, typewriters and personal computers have deeply affected human communication and interaction and gradually “regendered” office work throughout the 20th century. In addition, the infrastructural affordances of modern communication and information technologies have shaped new architectural plans and office designs, reflecting the procedural logic of collecting, storing and disseminating information based on paper, cable or wireless technologies. It is this interplay of infrastructural “hardware” and system-based “software” that characterises modern administrative systems and bureaucratic practices – practices that require careful historical consideration when trying to “look behind the door” to understand the seminal role and function of offices as a “crime scene” of 20th-century history.



Notes


	1 Alexa Geisthövel and Habbo Knoch (eds.), Orte der Moderne: Erfahrungswelten des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt/M., 2005).


	2 On the emergence of the home office, see Elizabeth A. Patton, Easy Living: The Rise of the Home Office (New Brunswick, 2020).


	3 Edwin Black, IBM and the Holocaust (New York, 2001).


	4 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York, 1963); Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust (Cambridge, 1989).


	5 Le Corbusier, Urbanisme (Paris, 2025 [first ed. 1925]).


	6 On the problem of horizontal mobility, see Yves Cohen, Le siècle des chefs: Une histoire transnationale du commandement et de l’autorité (1890-1940) (Paris, 2013), 620-623.


	7 Robert Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York, 1974), 266-267.


	8 Birgit Marschall, Reisen und Regieren: Die Nordlandfahrten Kaiser Wilhelms II (Hamburg, 1991).


	9 Felix Hartlaub (ed. by Gabriele Lieslotte Ewenz), Aufzeichnungen aus dem Führerhauptquartier (Frankfurt/M., 2022).


	10 Martyn Lyons, The Typewriter Century: A Cultural History of Writing Practices (Toronto, 2021), 59.


	11 Craig Robertson, The Filing Cabinet: A Vertical History of Information (Minneapolis, 2021); David Owen, Copies in Seconds: Chester Carlson and the Birth of the Xerox Machine (New York, 2004).


	12 J. van den Ende, ‘Kantoortechnologie in de twintigste eeuw’, in J.W. Schot et al. (eds.), Techniek in Nederland in de twintigste eeuw (Vol. 1) (Zutphen, 1998).


	13 Sheila Jasanoff and Sang-Hyon Kim (eds.), Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imagination and the Fabrication of Power (Chicago, 2015).
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WOMEN'S
HEALTH
WORK & STRESS

Wearand tearonthe  One of the commonest causes of ill-health from  Women and stress
body work is stress. Most of us i Stress [inte
When you feel stressed, this i relation to work — paid or unpaid - but usually ~on the stress response in
is not only because of whatis - we only think of omen:! ::lg;:c":’:::w;:vm
0ing on in your head. but ically: let S w
B o i yourhead. but  realise it also affects us physically 3 SO ol
ooeurming i the sy our  Stressed, our whole body is reacting to the situ-  3ble o stress. The generally
body. No matter what the  tion and prolonged stress can cause immense  stressful effects of job dis-
ol of the stress. it pro-  damage to the body. Contrary to popular belief, “"Wk'mmlnv J:;[' 't;s-i";u
HCot a gl it . work overload. and respon-
oo o Stress does not just affect executives and bk
inyour body. Hormones . Professionals; it is much more common amongst  women. But there are addi-
(chemical messengers), espe-  lower paid workers and especially women, for  tional sources of stress for
cially from your adrenal ~ reasons we shall look at later. e becius ot she foot
Slands, A1t poured Stress is often seen as a personal problem, related
nuscles and a indivi i h i
of the body to prepare time job in add
ight o

fact that we usually bear
chof
home and child care.

for “fight

on ly
re to cope. But usually, the
the workplace affect everyone
to some extent. Recognition of stress as a group
problem, and not an individual one, enables us to
work towards reducingstress in the workplace. In
this broadsheet, we explain how stress affects the
body, the particular sources of stress for women
workers, which only rarely affect men, and what
pare the muscles for work,  €an be done about t. In addition, we look at stress
Blood sugar levels increase, 0 particular jobs where women often form the
cholesterol and other fats are - majority of the workforce.
released in the blood for con-
version into energy. building
of body proteins stoj
cause energy is needed else-
where. Blood pressure goes
up. as does the heart (pulsc)
rate and breathing rate.
0 These changesare a ‘warning
signal’ from our bodies which
should be acted upon. But
fern day situations make
it difficult to do this and some
people do not even recognise
the signals. gestion. Muscle tensior
AT ol licas chanipes o increases causing headaches
going on inside us, while the  The number of white blood
only thing we arc usually  cells in ciculation decrease
aware of is being irrtable,  making you morc susceptible
anxious or fecling near to infections

The hormones stimulate
energy production and pre-

oint. Over short
periods of time they can make
us feel ill. Over long periods
of time they can cause irre-
versible damage to the body
‘They can increase the
heart discase and high blood
pressure. Stress also increases
acid in the stomach and
increases movement in the
gut causing ulcers and indi-
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Table 11. Recommended Noise Criteria for Offices

Noise measurements made for the purpose of judging the satisfactoriness of the noise in an office by comparison
with these criteria should be performed with the office in normal operation, but with no one talking at the particular
desk or conference table where speech communication is desired (i.e., where the measurement is being made). Back-

ground noise with the office unoccupied should be lower, say by 5 to 10 units.

NC Curve of
Fig. 3

Communication Environment

Typical Applications

NC-20 to NC-30

Very quiet office—telephone use satisfactory—suit-
able for large conferences.

Executive offices and conference
rooms for 50 people.

NC-30 to NC-35

“Quiet” office; satisfactory for conferences at a 15-ft
table; normal voice 10 to 30 ft; telephone use satis-
factory.

Private or semi-private offices, re-
ception rooms, and small conference
rooms for 20 people.

NC-35 to NC-40

Satisfactory for conferences at a 6- to 8-ft table;
telephone use satisfactory; normal voice 6 to 12 ft.

Medium-sized offices and industrial
business offices.

NC-40 to NC-50

Satisfactory for conferences at a 4- to 5-ft table;
telephone use occasionally slightly difficult; normal
voice 3 to 6 ft; raised voice 6 to 12 ft.

Large engineering and drafting
rooms, etc.

NC-50 to NC-55

Unsatisfactory for conferences of more than two or
three people; telephone use slightly difficult; normal
voice 1 to 2 ft; raised voice 3 to 6 ft.

Secretarial areas (typing), account-
ing areas (business machines), blue-
print rooms, etc.

Above NC-55

“Very noisy”; office environment unsatisfactory;
telephone use difficult.

Not recommended for any type of
office.
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t aspect de ce batiment

ention du lecteur sur le parti adopté
construction une protection contre ['action
du soleil tropical - Auvents dont la saillie est calculée pour
toutes saisons - les équinoxes étant «le cas le plus
les rayons solaires ne pu oucher les
faits pour chaque orienta.
haque latitude.
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ARCHITECTE
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un_double mur extérieur avec
e de 15 cm activement ventilé par
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dispositif, joint aux auver
soleil empéche I'élévation de Ia tem
rature intérieure. Les murs extérieurs
ont revétus de plaques de béton de
quartz blanc concassé de la région. Les
soubassements sont réalisés en moellons
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LES BATIMENTS CIVILS.

L’ENTREPOSAGE ET L'URBANISM

. Relevé statistique
A. Bitiments administratifs

1) pour les administrations centrale et
provinciales . . . .

2) pour P'administration des districts .
3) pour administration des territoires.
4) pour I'administration des C.E.C. .
5) ruur la pollcc, la streté, la douane,

s impéts, les marchés publics . .

B. Bitiments divers

) pour le service des postes, celui des
égraphes ct (éléphones ct le service
mé orologique swa g

~

pour les services de ladministration
Judiciaire :

a) palais de justice . . . .

) parquets . . . . ... .

¢) tribunaux. . . . . . . .
3) pour les scrvices pénitentiaires :

a) prisons diverses . . . . . .

#) éablisements déducation <t de
garde pour enfants délinquants

N

pour le service des affaires économi-
ques: s, .. .

pour Ic logement du pcrmnncl :
4) plus de 90 m? de superficie .
5) moins de 90 m* de superficic

. Réalisations marquantes

147

3.173
9.840

Parmi les réalisacions les plus marquantes on

doit signaler :

1) les bitiments des administrations centrale e

provinciales et en particulier :

a) cclui du Gouvernement général 3 Léo-
oldville qui_peut contenir environ
00 fonctionnaires ct agents répartis cn
300 burcaux de grandeurs diverses. Ce
bitiment cst entiérement « air cond:
tionné » et tout e cloisonnement e
démontable, cc qui permet une grande
souplesse dutilisation;

ge des services administratis

sté
du Gouvernement général, & Léopeldvile.

) celui du_ Gouvernement provincial de
Léopoldville dont la a superice de plan
cher atteint 11.000 m=. Ce bitiment peut
abriter 425 toncuonnmrcs et agents

v
cabinet du Gouverneur de Province, une
salle d’assemblée de 350 m? ainsi qu'un
service social et une cantine pour le
personncl;elle est congue pour pou-
voir _étre équipée du conditionnement
de Pair;

Le siége des services

du_Gouvernement

Trovineia e Leopoiasitie A avant-plan, Tenirée prin-
dplle et Ia salle dassemblées et, masqué par les arbres,
e e oo 3a rovines, Sar 1o ioitare,

e Service social ef 1a caniine.

¢) cclui du_ Gouvernement provincial du
Kasai & Luluabourg dont les deus pre-
micres tranches ont éé réalisées. Au
stade final cet immeuble aura une super-
ficic de plancher de Pordre de 3.000 m?:
il contient le cabinet du Gouverneur de
Province, une salle d’assemblécs, diverses
salles de commissions ct les bureaux du
personnel;

n aspect du bfimen abrtant es services dministratifs
e 2 Province du Kasai, & Luluabourg.

2) les bitiments administratifs des districts, des

territoires et des centres_cxtra-coutumiers,
parmi lesquels on peut citer comme. réali
sations-types

=

S

Un aspect au batiment abritant les tervices admicisteatts

rovince du Kasai, 2 L

a) le burcau de District d’Albertville. Les

réalisations de cet ordre servent 3 abriter
les services administratifs des districts;
ils comprennent des bureaux pour les
scrvices locaux, pour le personnel itiné-
rant et les services de la police;

Les bureaus du District, & Albertville.

) Ie burcau de territoire de Kiri au District
u Lac Léopold II. Les réalisations de

ce type abritent les services adminis-
tratifs du territoire; clles contiennent des

) les burcaux de centre extracoutumier

tels ceux de Luluabourg, de Coqui ﬂha(:

ville et de Basankusu sont dcsnncs a
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Figure 2. Modern drawing office with general lighting alone. The ceiling acts as a strong
distraction to the eyes to look up from the work,






OEBPS/Images/image0262-00.jpg
En somme,
"ETRE OU NE PAS ETRE"

un fonctionnaire"penseur"
voild toute la question.

H. Blampain-Tomboy [






OEBPS/Images/image0283-00.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0238-00.jpg
cost

roduction s = 1

department

PSA system

Scanlon Otfica

[P —ag

suggestion
council

3>

e == o o o o e — = =

noxt work team

work team 2

responding
council

A

work team 1

responding
work team

fm———————————

-

caucus le

suggester

lg=easm=nccananszsanoassassncanescmacusanauEassAaEEeaERaRIEoy

respondent






OEBPS/Images/image0079-00.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0207-00.jpg
\

-
o [satteautoc sz






OEBPS/Images/image0297-00.jpg
Les bureaux de la Banque
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7 Mécanographe au travail.
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SURVEY OF JOB RELATED STRESS

1 Knowing what you know now, if you had to decide all over
again whether lo take the job you now have, what would you
decide?

(a) Decide (b) Have some (c) Decide without
definitely not secondthoughts  hesitation to lake
to take the job the same job

2 Duning the past 6 months, how many sick leave days have you
taken? days

3. During the past 6 months, did you visit a doclor o take
prescrption medicine for any iliness?

4. Dunng the past 6 months, how often did you experience the
following symptoms?

Neveror

hardly ever Sometimes Often

Colds/flu/sore throat 1 2 3
Tightness or pressure in
the chesl
Shortness of brealh
Indigestion or heartbum
Stomach ache
Pain/stffness in back,
shoulder, neck 1
Pain/stffness in hands
orwrists 1
Pain/stiffness in legs or
or feel
Skin irmitation or rash
Mouth ulcers
Eye strain or imtation
Fatigue or exhaustion
Trouble sleeping
. Headaches
. Feeling tense, anxious
. Feeling depressed
Feeling irntated/
frustrated
Feeling burned out 1
. Painful/abnormal

periods 1
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