
Self-Construction in Africa                                                              HFC - 1571                      

Context: A village in West Africa 

I stayed for a month studying the village of Palmarin, in Senegal. It is a place where 

agriculture allows only limited incomes but benefits from the wealth of fishing and 

tourism. Consequently, the village grows and metamorphoses. Traditionally, buildings 

are organized along a main axis that serves family concessions; Sereres (local tribe) 

favor the family unit to the village. These concessions are made of different 

independent cells surrounding courtyards and backyards; their boundaries are 

expandable and divisible in case of overcrowding. 

In an oral culture, the palaver tree stands in the center of the concession. This tree, 

which provides shade, is the meeting point for communion and communication 

between different members of the group. Furthermore, traditional planning in 

Palmarin, unlike in our western cities, is not a process toward a static and finished 

work (writing culture) but a moving body in perpetual adaptation. This is an 

evolutionary development that offers a much appreciated quality in our time: 

flexibility. While the Western model writes with an indelible ink, the African model 

prefers to write with a pencil. 

However, this urban model is increasingly called into question. Today, Senegal is 

experiencing a "nuclearisation" of the family, accompanied by a desire to adopt the 

Western model, synonymous with social progress. Parceling of land occurs where 

new houses are enclosed in plots with clearly defined limits made of concrete blocks. 

These walls, which have more a function of social prestige than security purpose, are 

impervious to any extension of the plot and thus cause a stiffening of space. The 

"villa" which has replaced the traditional hut, because considered too archaic by local 



people, has dethroned the palaver tree in the center of the plot. Earth, despite its 

thermal qualities and low cost is despised by local people and replaced by concrete 

blocks, more expensive but closer to occidental appearance.  

The house has no formal inauguration or death 

However, new buildings still work on the principle of a "working process" in perpetual 

evolution. There is no formal inauguration or death of the villa. Future houses exist 

even before they are built. Indeed, blocks stored on the floor are a way of asserting 

one’s property on a parcel. It is also a way to assess one’s fortune. Because concrete 

blocks are not perishable, they can be used for private consumption or exchanged 

and sold as needed. This is a real alternative savings system. Furthermore, the 

house is never finished, as one’s adds new rooms based on incoming money, and 

newcomers in the family.  

To complete, I wish to discuss an item in the local vernacular tradition. 

There is a graduation of privacy as the visitor goes deeper into the dwelling. The 

space on the street near the entrance of the plot is invested as reception venue. This 

is a semi-public space. The closer guests are received in the reception areas within 

the plot (semi-private space) but only the innermost circle can access to the intimate 

rooms (private space). 

 

A self-construction system 

My proposal was not to establish a specific architecture but a self-built system, at the 

scale of the plot, the neighborhood and the city. 

This system is organized by North/South oriented walls made of hollow bricks filled 

with local earth for good thermal insulation. This kind of brick is called “Brick H” and 

was invented by the Malian architect Gaoussou Traoré. Between these walls settle 



flexible spaces which can be isolated at will with lightweight partition made of braided  

millet stalks. There is, therefore a compromise between a desire for modernity which 

is exposed (the wall have the value of social prestige) and craft traditions that we 

support (braiding). 

This is a habitat that has the potential to grow and change endlessly. 

By using a North/South orientation for the walls, it also benefits from the passage of 

prevailing winds from the East that will seep through the braids to continuously 

ventilate inside. 

Daily activities do not have specific locations as it is in the local tradition but move in 

in seek of shade during the day and light during the night. The walls serve as railing 

supports to hook a moving cooker, moving beds and other movable furniture… 

At the village level, the East/West streets meet all domestic entries. Because 

inhabitants are used to prolong the surrounding of the entrance up to the road, the 

East/West axes are controlled by the family authority; the daytime shadow and the 

night light at the front door both welcome family reunions in turns.  

On the North/South axis, there is no entrance, so the shadow and the light produced 

belong to the public domain. Every activity is possible (meetings, trades, 

recreation…) The North/South axes escape the family control.  

To support this system, I proposed various simulations where we find this hierarchy 

of spaces and views that are proper to Sereres’ Vernaculare architecture.  

The parents’ room will naturally be located in the middle of the architectural 

composition from where it is easy to control street and backyard activities. The 

kitchen is a bond between the parents’ room and the children’s room. The limits 

between rooms are not clearly determined as it is in the traditional African House, 



which is normally non segmented. Activities can move from one room to another, 

following the climate, the weather or the time of the day… 

To shelter these spaces, I imagined a system of extendable beams to support vaults 

made of recycled barrels. False ceilings made of woven palm leaves are provided. 

Once again I based the building process on the local knowhow of metal recycling and 

handicraft.  

The cost of this system is very low thanks to: 

-the plot is provided for free by the chief of the village 

-the use of local earth to fulfil hollow bricks (The brick H is 30% less costly compared 

to a normal brick) 

-a limited number of walls (only parallel walls) 

-the use of available local plants to create handmade partitions and false ceilings 

-the use of free manpower (self-construction) 

-the use of recycled steel, using local knowhow 

The cost must be calculated more accurately but will cost between 5000 and 10000 

euros. 

 

Urbanism of the root.  

The city should not be decided by the above, but by the roots. 

Our approach to the city must be in direct contact with germs, that is to say human 

activities. The city must be seen as a living being, as the medium through which life is 

optimized. The city is not the organization of individuals. It is not space for sale. The 

city is human nature to live together. Team X claimed the task of the architect is no 

longer to perpetuate the role of social worker, but to find architectural forms of 

adaptation to existing ways of living. In parallel, teaching that can be read on the 



remains of vernacular architecture are inexhaustible. Vernacular Forms, which are 

the result of a culture, of climate and geography inspire a certain desire to see a 

world less ideal and unilateral but more varied, complex thus richer… 

That is why I dedicated myself to self-construction. This is not the development of a 

concern rooted in my heart but the synthesis, the logical outcome to a deductive 

reasoning: to involve people in the erection of their settlement is the best way to 

make them accountable. While the technocratic planning enforces and supervises, 

participative planning serves and respects. 

As a user, we all have been victims at least once (for the most part, every day) of the 

stiffness of a formatted building, completely thought-out. It is time for us to discover 

or rediscover the attractiveness of a territory to conquer and to develop ourselves. 

-What about the architect? Should he worry?  

-of course not! 

There will be less misunderstanding between the architect and the user since the 

involvement of the latter allows him to oversee the stakes at risk.  

The architect will spend less time trying to convince the user. Instead, he will be 

associated with him to complete the project. 

To summarize, the architect as the professor with his students must bring his 

interlocutors to think, and not simply tell them what they should think. 

It only remains for me to find a place in which to apply my conclusions. West Africa is 

the perfect place, since self-construction is the standard there.  

 

 


