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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Place is an active participant in determining who we are; it becomes part of one’s 
identity. People use space as a vehicle in which individual and social experiences are 
carried out and remembered, ultimately shaping who one is. An attachment to place is 
formed. Place becomes vital to one’s mental being and survival because it is a piece of a 
whole in how one defines herself/himself and his purpose. 
 But what happens when place attachment is broken? The consequences can be 
severe. For example, Burmese refugees responding to political persecution, persistent 
poverty, and most recently the ramifications of Cyclone Nargis in May 2008,  were 
forced to abandon their homes and communities---- their place. They lost part of their 
identity. In doing so, the already dire situation they experienced grew more grievous. 
This continues today.  
 Now these refugees congregate in camps along the Burmese/Thai border looking 
for relief. Only tactile issues (food, shelter, water) are addressed by relief agencies, not 
psychological issues, such as the part of their identity they have lost. Because of this 
oversight , their recovery and survival lay in jeopardy. 
 This thesis will seek to demonstrate how architecture can ascribe to various 
design considerations that acknowledge the importance of fundamental place attachment 
between occupant and place. I will illustrate these considerations by creating a 
community for Burmese refugees that recognizes not only the physical but the 
psychological factors that are imperative to recovery, such as self, social, and place 
identity. Ultimately this exploration hopes to instill identity back into the refugees by 
applying a design strategy when developing the community that is informed by the 
interactions of the aforementioned psychological factors. 
 These issues of identity are pertinent to design today, when increasingly, many 
people like the Burmese refugee are in situations that demand thought and action for their 
recovery and survival. 
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 Exploration of self and modifi cation of identity is 

determined by the spatial vehicle from which one gathers 

experience. This thesis will identify the involvement of place 

and occupant as a reciprocating relationship between the 

environment and one’s self, and that place can become an 

extension of one’s identity.
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INTRODUCTION

The refugees of Burma have had a 
false culture perpetrated on them 
due to misinformation about what 
is important to their culture by their 
government, lost part of their families 
due to warfare and natural disaster, 
and have lost an important factor 
of recognizing oneself as a human 
being when in refugee camps due 
to despondent conditions. When 
identity is key to recovery, why is 
it ignored in relief efforts? Design 
can help instill identity back into the 
modern refugee.

This thesis will look at displacement 
through the Burmese refugee and the 
situation that predicates the discus-
sion of the importance of identity in 
the process of recovery to ‘normal’.  
This thesis will use the Burmese 
refugee as a subject to explore the 
considerations on which to design 
space that enhances identity, recov-
ery, development, and stabilization.

To understand the issue of identity 
and relation to place, one must fi rst 
recognize what identity is and look at 
the components that create identity. 
Understanding social contexts and 
baselines for experiences, as well as 
identity’s relationship to space is im-
perative to developing strategies that 
can be productive towards healthful 
identity development and recovery.
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understanding

self & identity

  dentity is commonly thought 
of being informed by self.  Self is 
referred to by McMartin (1995)1 as 
being created, or gained, by col-
lecting a psychological profi le by 
identifi cation (baseline) and being 
constantly reviewed and updated by 
social interactions (Grauman 1983). 
One could take these hypotheses 
and make an educated guess that 
self is a process of identifying one-
self and leads to a conclusion. The 
psychological baseline resulting 
from that experience and the status 
at which one is at a particular time 
due to interactions with that baseline 
thereafter is identity. 

[Self is a process of identification of a psychological baseline 

and Identity is the constant reshuffling and adjustment of 

condition afterwards and who one is at an exact moment.]

I
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 There are however many other 
theories regarding identity and self. 
For this reason it is hard to speculate 
and explain self without involving 
other entities that infl uence it and the 
reciprocating relationship thereafter. 
Also, since identity is a virtual entity, 
it is impossible to state exactly what 
identity is and the best one can do 
is speculate as to what it is. For this 
thesis, identity will be thought of 
as the end culmination of different 
experiences that are congregated 
into a fi nal product resulting from dif-
ferent stimuli (social interaction and 
environmental stimuli, both built and 
natural) interacting with a self base-
line.   
 This process of adjustment 
and the state at which one is in can 
be called identity. For a very super-
fi cial example of what identity is, 
when one is asked who they are and 
what they do, one replies, “My name 
is John and I am an architect.” One 
can ascertain in this statement that 
John refl ected (process) on the ques-
tion and broadcasted the necessary 
parts of who he was at that moment 
(identity).   Of course identity is 
more than a name and a title. We 
broadcast our identities not only 
through visual expressive compo-
nents ( choice of clothes) but also 
our actions as well (e.g. interaction 
with different groups).

 The actualization of self starts 
with given roles. From when one is 
born, roles and identities are im-
posed on him/her vis–à–vis gender 
roles, birthed from culture. Initial 
family value roles one is taught at a 
very young age and even how one’s 
parents defi ne how one expresses 
themselves through wear, play, and 
speech are imposed roles.

WHEN DOES THIS PROCESS BEGIN?
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social identity

  hrauger & Osberg (1982) 
states that perhaps the most accu-
rate way to defi ne identity is to view 
it as “the ability to translate one’s self 
knowledge into accurate predictions 
about one’s future behavior” 2. Very 
early on, social interaction is im-
portant, however, it doesn’t directly 
infl uence self. Feelings of safety with 
the mother fi gure-  cries for help, 
food, and dependence, are common 
and are socially rudimentary. Later, 
society impacts immensely on one’s 
identity. 
The interesting thing about self 
refl ection and awareness is its infl u-
ence on behavior. At a cathartic point 
in one’s existence, one can self proj-
ect and sympathize with other be-
ings. When one does this, the factor 
of realizing one is a social object in a 
community of other beings changes 
identity infl uences from a rudimen-
tary social interactions to a highly 
complex networks. This is monu-

S
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mental in altering one’s identity.
One’s identity helps predict behavior 
that would take place in a hypo-
thetical situation. By having a self 
awareness that one knows how he 
would react without surprise offers 
stability. There is awareness of what 
one would do alone. This awareness 
gives rise to other identity altering 
factors such as self projection and 
judgment. 
When one starts to notice and make 
judgments about another’s actions 
and reciprocates this observation 
into a concern about what others 
think of him, the social norms of 
the other group and sociability of 
what they think directly affects one’s 
behaviors. To calculate and incorpo-
rate these norms, one analyzes and 
adopts these socialisms into his or 
her identity to become a part of the 
society around him.
Humans in general tend to congre-
gate en masse. Perhaps this is for 
safety reasons. More oft than not, 
we try to associate with groups that 
have the same intricacies of identity 
(interests, views, appearance) as we 
do and help broadcast that. We can 
summate the idea of the aforemen-
tioned as Tajfel (Tajfel, 1982) stated 
in social identity “is the individual’s 
knowledge of belonging to certain 
groups, as well as the emotions and 
values this conveys to him or her.”3 
The fact that one can fi nd common 
ground with another group and is at 
ease with the group is relative. These 

familiar groups are an extension of 
oneself and what is normal. One can 
predict what will happen with reason, 
and ergo one is safe. This is a ref-
uge for what is necessary. However, 
problems do arise however when 
one is put in a situation where adopt-
ing social norms are in direct confl ict 
with a previous social identity. Such 
confl icts are manifested in a process 
called assimilation, which literally 
means “to make similar”. 
Identifying with groups (loosely 
defi ned) is key for a healthful psy-
chological profi le and very certainly 
survival. On a larger scale in relation 
to interests, one identifi es (respec-
tively) to his country, religion, family, 
academia, sports team. All associa-
tions do offer a rootedness in the 
world-  stability.

There are associations that some 
refl ect upon and use as a baseline, 
such as learning social interaction 
through observation of social norms. 
Infl uences of one’s identity can be 
affected by who that one spends 
time with, or organizations one iden-
tifi es with, either on a intimate scale, 
such as friends, or on a large scale, a 
sports team. 
First, let us defi ne what is an     

How do these associations infl uence 

behavior?
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adequate title for an association that 
would be applicable to the study of 
identity in social relation. Accord-
ing to Tajef “group formation and 
intergroup’s behavior cannot be 
explained by the similarity of group 
members.”4 In this respect, we must 
defi ne a person’s association in two 
different categorizations, as class 
and group. Class deals primarily with 
similarity of individuals and does not 
have an effect on the formation of 
groups, which are concrete in nature. 
Class is the relationship between 
these individuals that make up the 
group in terms of a common ground.  
Group is defi ned by Bornewasser & 
Bober (1987), as “two persons with 
completely different motives and 
values.” Groups are singular in their 
purpose and concrete in nature, thus 
one cannot say that similarity alone 
brought all members together . One 
cannot say that each individual in 
a class incorporates the same ex-
periences and preferences in the 
decision process into what classes 
to congregate into. On the contrary 
groups have an agenda and are 
brought together by a single or even 
several specifi c purposes. They act 
on consensus and are structured, 
whereas class is a loose association 
of individuals. 
A class broadcasts one’s identity and 
reinforces it as being a norm. When 
these levels of self prediction and 
self esteem are elevated, they pro-
duce a higher, more stable environ-

ment. Even the idea of purpose and 
survival are inherent to these organi-
zations. 
The fact that a groups and classes 
can reinforce a changing ideal is key. 
We all are constantly changing our 
identity in relation to our baseline. 
Take for example times of extreme 
trial, like an environmental disaster. 
When challenged in this situation, 
our identity changes to survival state. 
Since that need to survive is broad-
casted and received among others 
(self projection) and a class does not 
make an agenda, per se, of survival 
but reinforces the association among 
others, survival becomes the social 
norm. The social norm thus is am-
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plifi ed and the importance of the 
behavior and given credence. These 
congregations and amplifi cations are 
not only important but they are vital 
for survival.
The addition of oneself into an ‘or-
ganizational’ membership highly 
depends on the situation and the 
environmental factors that allow the 
observation and procedure of mak-
ing these loose associations that 
result in the joining into a class  
The fact that we do modify our 
identity constantly confi rms that the 
infl uences of social aspects on our 
identity is dependent upon predi-
cates related to a personal role in 
classes and the dictation of norms 

that reinforce identity. 
How do we lay our hand into pre-
senting an environment that allows 
these social relationships to form, 
fl ourish, and die in a manner which 
is productive in promoting healthful 
psychological states of one’s identity.
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place identity

  fter discussing the relation-
ship of self and social infl uences, 
one has to look to the idea of place 
as being a third dimension that 
affects one’s identity. The trouble 
about discussing the environment, 
both built and natural, to be an infl u-
ence in our psychological profi le is 
that there are many theories and 
relatively little research versus other 
facets of the psychology/sociology 
universe.
There is an innumerous amount of 
aspects relating to environmental 
psychology. Other theories, for ex-
ample, ‘environmental determinism’ 
seek to explain how colors, shapes, 
and other physical aspects have a 
direct effect on how one feels. This 
thesis will identify the relationship of 
space as a reciprocating relationship 
between the environment and one’s 
self and that place can become an 
extension of one’s identity, constant-
ly informing upon one’s self and one 

A
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to it. Canter (1977) described our 
relationship with the environment as 
transactional and that the interface 
between humans and the environ-
ment is important in how environ-
ment is formed and perceived. 
Not only does the environment 
inform on how events, experiences, 
and interaction occurs between in-
dividuals but individuals themselves 
inform upon the environment by 
shaping, creating, and allowing the 
environment into their own needs, 
which can become an extension of 
themselves. The fact that we have 
the ability to create an environment 
based on logic and creativity to our 
preferences is a paramount in the 
argument that place is an extension 
of identity. This ability to create to 
our own preferences eludes to the 
idea that environments are best re-
sponded to by the occupant when in 
the context of his or her respective, 
familiar settings.
How the environment becomes part 
of one’s identity and the relation of it 
as territory is complex. For example, 
the defending of one’s territory, or 
place, say in a social class, takes 
root if an intruder is challenging or 
violating that refuge. Familiarity is 
one’s extension of oneself by way of 
space becoming a vehicle for memo-
rable, predictable experiences. Per-
haps, the environment can become 
a vehicle for identity by one asso-
ciating with some feature, like rec-
ognition of lights on in the building. 

Realizing that each unit has a light, 
one can identify familiar and unifying 
qualities with a nonhuman subject 
because he knows when a light is 
on, an occupant resides there. 
This thesis acknowledges the en-
vironment as a vehicle for the en-
hancement, hindrance, and facilita-
tion for experiences to take place 
that infl uences one’s identity. For 
example, the way a person chooses 
to express himself is a way of broad-
casting his identity and strengthen-
ing it. The built environment that one 
has created is now refuge. Refuge 
where one can be around the familiar 
and centralize and develop himself. 
Defi ned by Speller (2000), space is a 
place that has acquired meaning as 
a result of a person’s interaction with 
the space5. Just as a class’ actions 
can infl uence one’s identity by feed-
back and norms, so can space. In 
this facilitation is the philosophy that 
place is important to development of 
identity.
Taking in the discussion of self, 
social, and place identity, how does 
one start to design for space that will 
facilitate growth of identity?
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creating space

  pace is built by many ele-
ments. In short, place is where indi-
viduals share recurring patterns of 
activity and experience6. Because of 
the transactional view of the relation-
ship between individual and place 
mentioned earlier, one recognizes 
that place is a product not only of the 
behaviors that are associated with 
each space but also is a tangible 
and symbolic product of the behav-
ior that does take place within each 
space. There is process in creating 
space for those that have none. And 
in this process, space that recogniz-
es the needs and goals (both tactile 
and symbolic) of the fractured oc-
cupant becomes a way of repairing 
identity of hardshipped individuals.

S
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 To the occupant of space, it is important to provide 
stability. By identifying the predictable patterns of activ-
ity in a setting, either spaces are regularly occupied (e.g., 
parks, workplaces) or spaces are sporadically occupied 
(e.g., abandoned areas, derelict buildings), one can plan 
for ‘predictable’ behavior patterns. One must also ex-
amine and design for the space affordance, or rather the 
potential functions of the space that are iterated by the 
spaces physical attributes7. Being able to predict these 
patterns evokes the socio-connectivity that refers to the 
functional, motivational, and evaluative signifi cance that is 
fundamental to identifi cation with place.
 Not only is the frequency of space important to 
obtain, but the number of persons occupying the space, 
as well as the type of associating individuals using the 
space, are important to identify. When there is more than 
one person, one takes social clues from others, as previ-
ously discussed, and that infl uences behavior. Knowing 
what the overlapping frequency of uses are, the number 
and types of individuals occupying the space, and what 
associations these individuals are part of (e.g., soccer 
team, strangers, individual) is paramount to the following 
design process in recognizing needs of space.
 By knowing these basic parameters one can begin 
to identify the desired function of the space, the desired 
goals seeking to be obtained by individuals or associa-
tions with the space, and the ensuing evaluation criteria 
of the associations afterwards. The three aforementioned 
criteria (function, goals/associations, evaluation) are criti-
cal per Stokols & Shumaker’s (1981) discussion for place 
attachment which creates an environment that promotes 
stability/refuge and identity.

1. IDENTIFY FUNCTION,

                        FREQUENCY OF USE, OCCUPANT 

AND ASSOCIATIONS.
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 Stokols and Shumaker (1981) stated a specifi c 
place has six means that are associated with place. The 
desired content, complexity, clarity, heterogeneity, distor-
tions, and contradictions of space should be parameters 
to best design ideally for a functional space (even though 
the space will become its own set of evaluative specifi cs 
through social interaction)8. 
 Complexity (number of shared meanings that 
emerge from different users) and distortions (unrecog-
nized discrepancies between socio-cultural images of 
place) cannot be determined previous to construction 
but only recognized after use of the space between dif-
ferent occupants occurs. Only then, the interaction with 
place brings different meanings to fruition. Before the 
space is interacted with, possible meanings can only be 
speculated. Content (representative sample of function, 
motivation, and evaluation), clarity (clarity of meaning 
that is highly or less of a place), heterogeneity (number of 
subgroups within a place whom distinguishable patterns 
of meaning can be discerned), and contradictions (con-
sistency of preferences), however, can be identifi ed early 
on in the design process and be carefully estimated for 
design. This criterion also informs one that it is important 
to take design cues from social normatives. This is im-
portant to the overall salience of the meaning of a space 
and the effectiveness of its use more so than strict, tactile 
functionality.
 By analyzing the desired performance of space 
in relationship to the occupants is key. Using these six 
evaluative criteria as parameters for design will allow 
one to understand how the space is ultimately desired 
in function/experience/symbolism relating to place and 
occupant, thus relating back to attachment and healthful 
identity development as a result of high user acceptance 
of the space.

2. DESIGN FOR EVALUATIVE SPECIFICS ASSO-

CIATED WITH PLACE 
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Previously discussed was the acknowledgment of the im-
portance of frequency quantifi cation of place. In turn, the 
idea of a place specifi c factor of endurance and frequency 
have been suggested in earlier studies of relationship 
between occupant and space10. Summated, the idea of 
endurance is an intense investment and attachment to a 
specifi c place, and frequency is a much lesser iteration of 
the former. 
An example of frequency can be described as the way the 
user identifi es with a classroom he has been in for one 
year and then leaves the space. Whereas, endurance can 
be exemplifi ed in a school that a professor helped start, 
develop and teach at for over thirty years. With endurance 
much more investment in the space reciprocates into a 
stronger attachment and could be considered an exten-
sion of identity.
Taking the idea of endurance and applying it to the de-
velopment of space for persons that have lost space and 
their previous associations with it (possibly intense invest-
ments in previous space) suggests that the design should 
allow for direct, occupant input. This idea of occupant 
input reveals such design strategies as allowing the space 
having to be continually maintained e.g., garden space for 
food or designing for space that can be constructed by 
the occupants themselves. These strategies promote the 
overall users connection with place, and in turn promotes 
the reinstillment of place attachment.

3. DESIGN WITH INTENT OF NOT ONLY HAVING 

SPACE BE STRICTLY PHYSICALLY FUNCTIONAL 

BUT ALSO ACTING AS AN EXTENSION OF THE 

OCCUPANT



20

“Periods of abrupt environmental change, relocation, and 

very pleasant or unpleasant experiences with places area all 

circumstances that could bring issues of place dependence 

to the fore” Stokols & Shumaker, People in Place: A  Trans-

actional View of Settings, 1981

“The concept of the social field subsumes only those social 

affordances that become associated with specific places. At 

the same time, imageability of a place is determined not only 

by the social affordances it subsumes, but also by those that 

precludes it.” Stokols & Shumaker, People in Place: A Trans-

actional  View of Settings, 1981
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 The experiences that the occupants have encoun-
tered previously create factors that are dependent on the 
quality of the space and the quality of other spaces that 
could be considered comparable. According to Michelson 
(1977), place attachment becomes relevant when circum-
stances occur that heighten the occupants’ awareness 
of their association to places.11 The ability of space to 
achieve desired goals that a space provides or the block-
age of those is important to understand. As the expecta-
tions of the occupant are met or not, the user compares 
these with possible outcomes and goal obtainment and 
develops a comparison level.
 This comparison is infl uenced by the occupant’s 
knowledge of different options that are pertinent in a 
dialogue of comparison with the space and other existing 
spaces. The ability of the space to achieve the goals of 
what the occupant’s comparison expects is key to pro-
ducing a space which the user can become attached with 
and identify with. Issues such as mobility of space and 
the obtainment of suffi cient resources for the space to be 
effective are examples of what issues could possibly be 
resolved in relation to other comparable spaces.
 These observations of what is pertinent to design-
ing space for persons who have relocated dictates that 
one must look at precedents and allow these previous 
experiences to inform the current design. Whether it is the 
occupant’s culture or their previous occupied spaces (or 
at least comparable typology knowledge), it is imperative 
when designing space to understand what the occupant 
will expect of a space (as a result of previous experi-
ences), not of comparisons of wants, but comparisons of 
needs that will make the space functional.

4. DESIGN WITH AWARENESS OF OTHER 

RELAVENT OPTIONS OF SPACE
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Saw Eh Gay Moo___

My daily life in Karen refugee camp is a simple life because I don’t have any 
base to stand by my feet. It is boring. I don’t have the new hope and general 
knowledge interesting in life.
             I get up early in the morning and pray to God to give me strength 
for a day. Starting my chore, I wash my face, carry the water and cook for 
breakfast. And I take a bath in the bath room, change my clothes. Then I 
take breakfast and take a rest for a moment. As the time is near, I start to go 
to school. Our school starts at 9 and fi nishes at 4. On weekend, Saturday [ I 
visit my friends and talk together why we have to become refugees and live 
in the barbed camp like the animals in the zoo that longing for their original 
habitations but they can do nothing with it.]  And it is also like the prisoners 
who did the very big and extremely crimes until they have to remain in the 
large prison in all the days of their lives. I don’t understand this happening. 
Of course, as my instinct sends me, the prison belongs to the guilty men not 
the nation. But I don’t know what guilt did our parents or we the children do. 
I have nothing to do to get some pocket money to spend it for some drink or 
cookie when I want to¬ try it. But thank God, we were provided with foods, 
educations, health care and many thing else. 
           I know that my daily life in Karen refugee camp is to do the best in my 
schooling so that one day I can help my beloved people anyway certainly.
                                                                                                                                          
Saw Eh Gay Moo
ESP Mae La Camp
18 March 2007 
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Naw Thay Lay Paw_____

      My daily life in Karen refugee camp is easy, especially no work 
no money. Therefore I do not have money to buy meat or vegetable 
for my daily food. My life in the camp is very poor but I am not sad 
in my life to stay in the camp because I have a happy God to help me 
and provide me my daily food.
           I thank God for giving me many friends to help me and give 
me many thing to eat, oil, bean, sugar, pepper, fi sh paste, salt and 
etc… I am a student in Karen refugee camp so every day I go to 
school and learn education to grow up and to help me in my life. On 
Saturday and Sunday I stay home and help my mother in cooking 
food for meal and sometimes I carry water. In my free time I use to 
go to the library, I read some short stories, and on Sunday I go to 
church to praise the Lord. But sometimes when I have any holiday 
I walk with my friends and go to the cinema. We watch the surpris-
ing dramas. Sometimes when [ I meet with my friends we talk about 
the situation in Karen refugee camp and we are wondering about the 
oppression of our people and we talk about the malicious operations 
of Burmese Government do to our people. ]
                                                                                                                                          
Naw Thay Lay Paw
ESP Mae La Camp

Saw Soe Paine_____

            Everybody has different life in the world. Everybody 
improves his or her life almost every day. [So sometimes I 
think how can I improve my life in the future as I m a refu-
gee?] But to live in the future is to live day by day. And this 
is daily life in Mae La Karen Refugee Camp. When I get up 
in the morning at 6 o’clock, I wash my face, brush my teeth 
(sometimes take some exercise by running along the road), 
fetch up the water for cooking, help mother necessarily and 
after breakfast I go to school. Learning, Talking, Joking, 
working in school and after school I go back home. I play 
volleyball for a moment. Take a bath, take dinner and then 
I visit my friend’s house to watch some movies. After that I 
come back home, study my lessons, and fi nish my homework 
then go to sleep. 
                                                                                                                                         
Saw Soe Paine 
ESP Mae La Camp 
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MARIKA-ALDER-

TON HOUSE

GLENN MURCUTT

YIRRKALA COM-

MUNITY

NORTHERN TERRI-

TORY, AUSTRALIA

1994 
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WHEN PROVIDING 
SPACE FOR INDI-
VIDUAL’S THE CUL-
TURAL CONTEXT TO 
WHICH THEY ARE IN 
PROVIDES TEMPLATE 
FROM WHICH TO DE-
SIGN. Glenn Murcutt’s attention 
on this aspect is revealed in the 
house he did for an Aboriginal com-
munity in Australia.
 Long plagued were the Ab-
origines after many iterations by the 
Australian government to provide 
housing (on land which they took 
over) for these Australian natives. 
The housing provided by the govern-
ment was a complete failure. Made 
out of brick and corrugated metal, 
these dwellings were ineffectively 
inappropriate to the aboriginal way 
of life.  This resulted because, like 
many relief efforts in practice today, 
the government didn’t draw from the 
local customs and philosophies.
 Murcutt, however, long time 
proponent of the Aborigines, took 
these into account when designing 
this dwelling. According to aboriginal 
thought, the whole swelling must be 
in accordance with nature. Provided 
with that ideal, Murcutt located the 
housing on stilts, so that the surge 
waters of the ocean could not reach 
there as well as protect the interior 
from wildlife. The stilts also provide 
a way of keeping a vantage point to 

monitor the area.
 Other ways the Aboriginal ide-
ology infl uences design is by keep-
ing everything involved with nature 
except the bathroom facilities, which 
are to be deep within the structure 
and child resting spaces are to the 
east of the parents  (age relating to 
the sun rise and set).
 Murcutt also takes into ac-
count the natural landscape and 
climate. He does not provide a 
panacea of sort with a mechanically 
air conditioned structure. He instead 
chooses to use large panels that fold 
out along the sides of the structure, 
opening the space up, as well as a 
large overhang of the roof to use the 
shade as an inhibiting agent against 
the heat.
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FEMA, U.S. GOV 
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  AFTER HURRICANE 
KATRINA DECIMATED THE 
SOUTHERN UNITED STATES 
GULF COAST, the relief effort for 
the hundreds of thousands of came 
in the form of white trailers issued by 
the Federal Government. Relief effort 
has the word ‘relief’ in it to address 
the alleviation of hardships. Clearly 
these trailers and the ensuing parks 
thereafter only continue the needless 
hardships that the Louisiana natives 
battle every day.
 FEMA, or rather the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, 
provided housing assistance to over 
700,000 applicants after the disaster. 
Besides blatant violations of basic 
housing parameters, such as insect 
infestations and formaldehyde laden

 units, the psychological aspect is 
daunting.
 When programming for 
emergency and temporary shelter/
dwelling it is imperative to take into 
consideration the culture normatives 
or cues rather, and incorporate them 
into sound sublimation realized in 
design.  The FEMA trailer communi-
ties have no notion of the sort. Nei-
ther the unit, the layout, or param-
eters for dwelling in one contribute to 
a healthful recovery
 The park has regulations 
against any customization of the 
external part of the unit. This goes 
against the idea of creating attach-
ment through investment (endurance) 
as well as shaping the environment 
to desired function. 
 The layout in linear rows and 
columns with little room to maneu-
ver cannot see any landscape minus 
stretch upon stretch of white trailer.  
There is no space for congregation 
which as humans being a gregarious 
organism, must have. There is no 
symbolic connection.

‘There is no space for 

congregation which as hu-

mans being a gregarious 

organism, must have.’
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many families were left with no shel-
ter and the newly imposed ban on 
building 100 meters from the ocean 
thereafter as well as cost of materi-
als made it diffi cult for families to 
rebuild.
 One of the main concerns 
was to not abandon the occupant’s 
socio-setting (friends, family, neigh-
borhood).  Through the design team 
working with the victims as well as 
the government in a constructive 
dialogue that took into account the 
needs of the victims, a compromise 
was met in the placing of the seven-
teen unit community. This dialogue 
helps fulfi ll the occupants’ goals and 
ultimate assessment of the space.
 The idea of a transitional com-
munity was proposed by Elizabeth 
Babister. The idea of transitional 
instead of temporary was in play. The 
shelters that were constructed could 
be dismantled and used for build-

ing of permanent housing when the 
appropriate time arrived. The idea of 
allowing occupants to change their 
setting based on their own param-
eters rather than abruptly and unpre-
dictable circumstances dictating so 
acts as intermittent connector. This 
allows families to not detach from 
their surroundings, per se, but to 
start identifying with the realization 
of a part of their identity will not be 
interacted with completely anymore.
 The dismantling of the fi rst it-
eration of the shelter and reconstruc-
tion of it by the families themselves 
again goes back to endurance and 
investment in place creates place at-
tachment and identity modifi cation. 

AFTER THE TSUNAMI THAT HIT 
SRI LANKA’S COAST IN 2004,

‘One of the main concerns was 

to not abandon the occupant’s 

socio-setting (friends, family, 

neighborhood)’
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 THE CULTURAL CEN-
TER IS A COLLECTION OF 10 
PODS, each having its own function 
and relating size. Piano created the 
form and concept by interacting with 
the New Caledonians and recogniz-
ing and interpreting the vernacular 
Kanak culture into form.
Piano derived the concept from 
the traditional huts of a Caledonian 
village. This is represented in the 
massing and the form of the pods. 
Materiality is another are where 
Piano derives the information from 
the end-user’s culture. The pods 
were intentionally given an unfi n-
ished appearance to refl ect the view 
of  the culture by the Kanak culture 
leader, Jean-Marie Tjibaou. Tjibaou 
stated that Kanak culture was still in 
the process of emergence and that it 
was unfi nished.

What one can gather from this 

project it is more important, and 

valid, to iterate through design 

the cultural philosophies rather 

than  produce a replication of 

already existing structures. 
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TBANINAJAR

REFUGEE CAMP

NADER KHALILI

IRAN

1995  IN RESPONSE TO REFU-

GEES OF THE PERSIAN GULF 

WAR, architect Nader Khalili collaborate 
with the UNCHR and the UNDC to devel-
op temporary shelters for displaced Iraqis. 
He created 15 domed shelters using plas-
tic tubes fi lled with earth and barbed wire. 
This method of construction he termed 
‘Super Adobe’. This process was able to 
construct domes that had a capacity of 
150 ft2. 
 While using materials Khalili called 
‘tools of war’, the construction process 
took a meager two days to see the huts 
come to fruition. When dealing with im-
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mediate shelter needs, a relatively 
quick completion timeline is desir-
able.
 What makes this case in-
teresting is the involvement of the 
refugees in the construction process. 
Khalili realizes that there is limited 
amount of people in situations that 
call for emergency shelter to built. 
By creating a system that can be put 
together by anyone, he solves the 
problem of complicating construc-
tion process. 
 Perhaps one the most invit-
ing aspects of the system that is 
built by the refugee are the input of 
arrangement and relative design an 
occupant can have. This ensures to 
a degree that the initial desired func-
tion of the user will be met and the 
space will be able to accommodate 
future explorations of its own proper-
ties. 
 Secondly, the prospect of the 
user creating a relationship seeded 
in the endurance of the project and 
the place identifi cation that in turn 
provides stability by taking direct 
involvement with the construction 
process is a component in success-
ful refugee space development.
 The camp fails to acknowl-
edge the effects of dust storms and 
shading. Although these problems 
were absolved by traditional Persian 
design through high adobed walls. 
they are not present in the camp.

‘By creating a system that can be put 

together by anyone, he solves the 

problem of complicating construction 

process.’
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 IN BURMA, THE ROLE 
OF RELIGION AND ITS VAL-
UES PERMEATE EVERY COR-
NER OF BURMESE LIFE. From 
politics to family relations, Buddhism 
is paramount. 
Burma adheres closest to Buddhist 
principles than any of its surround-
ing neighbors. For example, the four 
truths of Buddhism speak of the 
non-value of one’s position in soci-
ety. Because of this, many Burmese 
do not seek any betterment in rela-
tion to material goods. This outlook 
is manifest in the lack of economic 
anxiety and economic growth of 
Burma.
Another facet of Buddhism is enlight-
enment. The path to enlightenment 
lies in doing good deeds for others. 
The easiest way for rural villagers in 
Burma to do good for others was to 
fi nance and build monasteries that 
would educate poor children for 
free. Because of this, Burma at one 
point had the highest literacy rate in 
Southeast Asia.
“To a Burman, Buddhist and Bur-
mese are almost interchangeable” 
In recognizing this, one is able to 
program spaces and interaction that 
meet the goals of a Burmese refugee

CULTURE
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 MANY NATIONS 
ACROSS THE GLOBE ARE 
VOCALLY OPPOSED TO THE 
CURRENT SITUATION OF THE 
LARGEST SOUTHEASTERN 
ASIAN COUNTRY. A monar-
chy until 1932, Burma has made it 
through several military coups. The 
fi rst, in 1948, broke Burma away 
from British colonial rule. This military 
coup in 1948 was a foreshadowing 
of what the political process would 
be for many years to come and the 
end of democracy as we know it in 
Burma. 
 In 1962 a military coup effec-
tively ended democracy in modern 
Burma by setting up the Burmese 
Socialist party. Protests were held 
mostly by students about the change 
and overreaction from the govern-
ment was assured almost every time 
in the form of violent submission or 
sometimes shutting down universi-
ties across the nation for years. This 
repression of free speech has con-
tinued to present day, most recently 
realized in the mass monk protest in 
2007 and 2008 where pacifi st monks 
were jailed and brutally tortured af-
terwards
 The most recent change of 
government occurred in 1988 when 
pro-democracy protests led to an-
other military coup. The government 
solidifi ed its hold on the Southeast 
Asian country by not acknowledging 
the results of the fi rst free, demo-

THEN & NOW
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cratic election in 30 years in 1992.  
A non–military candidate, Aung San 
Suu Kyi, won eighty percent of the 
vote. Rather than on the road to de-
mocracy, the junta did not recognize 
the vote and suppressed the rising of 
Aung San Suu Kyi.
Sixteen years later in 2008, the situ-
ation has not improved. Either on the 
issues of human rights, civil liber-
ties, education, economics, health, 
or international relations, the country 
is destitute and the junta is still in 
power. Among the nations who don’t 
recognize the government’s legiti-
macy and still call Myanmar by its 
former name, Burma, are the U.K. 
and the U.S.
Governmental paranoia, a highly 
divided population based on eth-
nic factions, and increasing poverty 
levels produced an underlying disso-
nance in the Burmese society. 
The strengthening of the govern-
ment‘s actions and the propaganda 
spread to the public about security 
has served to control the nation only 
by fear. The disregard for free speech 
rights and refusal of international 
help has garnered Myanmar the 
most isolated country in the world 
second only to North Korea.
The totalitarian hold on the citizens 
of Burma has obtained the eyes of 
the world. Violations of basic human 
rights, refusal to accept interna-
tional help in disaster relief & per-
sisting poverty, and a government 
sanctioned genocide of the Karen 

population in Southeast Myanmar 
have made Burma an easy target for 
criticism.
The situation of the Burmese public 
is becoming increasingly dire. Fac-
tors like persistent poverty, lack of 
health care, global climate sensitive 
areas, suppression of free speech, 
and genocide have forced  these 
people to fl ee their homeland to 
nearby countries.
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 IT IS IRONIC THAT IN A 
STATE THAT IS IN DESPER-
ATE NEED OF AN ENORMOUS 
AMOUNT OF FOREIGN AS-
SISTANCE THAT ITS LEADERS 
ARE HIGHLY SUSPICIOUS 
OF OTHER’S INTENTIONS and 
regulate aid heavily and sometimes 
blatantly refuse international assis-
tance, even in the most desperate of 
times. The xenophobic policies and 
constant suspicion has left Burma 
in a non-governmental organization 
(NGO) no-man’s land.
 The propensity of the govern-
ment equating any outside entity as 
dangerous and a persistent greed by 
the local authorities has created the 
aforementioned disparity in NGO’s 
allowed to help refugees. The gov-
ernment wants complete control 
and demands in many cases to take 
control of the fi nances and carry out 
the work themselves. Of course with 
a corrupt government, little of that 
money is seen used productively and 
is hidden in the pockets of govern-
mental authorities.  It has become 
such a hostile environment for hu-
manitarian efforts that some NGOs 
pay Burmese civilians across the 
border to carry out efforts in secret.
 What makes the humanitarian 
effort in Myanmar so complicated, 
is not only the government does not 
want many NGOs fl ooding into their 

midst but dissonants to the govern-
ment such as the National League 
for Democracy (NLD), Myanmar’s 
main opposition party,  does not 
want help either. Rational among 
members of the NLD is that the relief 
effort would give legitimacy to the 
junta’s regime.  
 With such barriers as these, it 
is almost impossible for the citizens 
of Myanmar to get the relief that they 
need to sustain a healthy existence, 
and when a disaster does happen, 
victims are given very few choices 
for survival and most are forced to 
fl ee to neighboring countries. The 
humanitarian situation in Burma has 
been spiraling downward for de-
cades. In 2008, Cyclone Nargis was 
the coup de grâce to the hope for 
many Burmese people. The situation 
is dire.

FLEEING FACTORS

AS OF 1999: 17 INTL NGO’S IN BUR-

MA ||| NGO’S ON THE THAI/BURMA 

BORDER W/ REFUGEES = 50
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 MAE SOT WAS SE-
LECTED BECAUSE MULTIPLE 
FACTORS WERE MANIFEST IN 
THE AREA THAT COULD PRO-
VIDE SUCCESS TO THE THE-
SIS. For one, the surrounding area 
contains a high infl ux of refugees 
in relation to the native community 
population. The policies of the Thai 
government of ‘promising to repatri-
ate the refugees’1 provide a social 
dynamic that confl icts with idea of 
stability in the life of the refugees and 
is an issue that should be addressed.
 The site runs parallel to a 
major transportation thoroughfare. 
This would allow for a high visibility 
factor to the public/visitors (aware-
ness, trade). The thoroughfare also 
provides easier access to the site for 
delivery and distribution of supplies.
 The position of the site in 
relation to the center of the city can 
provide transition for the refugees 
between full emersion into a new 
community and separation of com-
munity.
 The surrounding area contains 
heavily cultivated lands. The relative 
scarcity of agricultural development 
on site allows for as little negative 
impact that can possibly hamper the 
local’s acceptance of the community.
 The site is relatively topo-
graphically fl at. This characteristic 
will provide an easier circulation of 
inhabitants and visitors. Also struc-
ture placement becomes easier.
 

MAE SOT, THAILAND
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 MAE SOT’S GEOGRAPH-
ICAL CENTER IS LOCATED 
JUST 3.5 MILES AWAY FROM 
THE BURMESE BORDER. This 
makes Mae Sot likely a fi rst stop for 
refugees fl eeing from Burma.
 Mae Sot contains a refugee 
population of over 150,000 people 
fl eeing either from disaster, political 
persecution, or poverty from nearby 
Myanmar and a registered native 
citizenship of 70,000. The province 
of Tak holds a population of refu-
gees numbering close to 115,000, 
a  fraction of the some 65 million 
people living in Thailand. A percent-
age growth of 3.6% annually of Tak’s 
total population growth is a result of 
migrants crossing the Burmese bor-
der.  
 Mae Sot has a large popula-
tion of refugees associated with 
the ethnic group known as Karen. 
These Karen refugees are especially 
discriminated against in Burma and 
have been subject to genocide that 
has been partially covered up by the 
Burmese government. The biggest 
demographic in Tak though is Karen 
native to the Thai province.
 Ethnic groups are split into 
3/4 the population being traditionally 
Thai while 15 percent are of 

Chinese infl uence. A staggering 
number of 95% of all Thai consider 
themselves followers of Buddhism 
while the closest religious competi-
tor, Islam, only claims roughly 4% of 
the population.
 The age structure of Thailand 
consists of a large ‘working’ popula-
tion. 70 percent of the citizenship is 
between 15 and 64. A low percent-
age of older people exist as only 8.5 
percent of the population.

DEMOGRAPHICS
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 There is an established 

NGO presence already in Mae 

Sot, such as the famous Dr. Cyn-

thia’s Clinic. This allows for easier 

assistance opportunities for the 

community.
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CLIMATE & SKY

 MAE SOT’S CLIMATE IS 
ONE OF HEAT AND STABIL-
ITY. Lows rarely fall below 60° F and 
highs are in the 90s and 80s through-
out the  year.  The temperature lies 
lowest in the months of June, July, 
and August with the hottest months 
being March and April.  During the 
SW monsoon season in August and 
September, Mae Sot, can

experience at a maximum of a foot 
of rain in the month of August and 
as little as no precipitation in Janu-
ary.  In the months of June, July, and 
August, Mae Sot experiences 3 out 
of 4 days with some precipitation. 
Coupled with heat, humidity is brutal. 
With the levels of humidity not be-
ing less than a level of 60% relative 
humidity. Highest levels being in the 
SW monsoon months.
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open area bordering
n/ne sides allow for 
possible expansion
in the future

hard boundary to the s/sw
hinders growth but provides
integration possibilities with

 

the immediate community

TRANSITION INTENSITY
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ENTRY

POROSITY
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NARRATIVE
accounts of six residents, the situ-

ation that p receded t hem coming 

to t he M ae Sot community, and 

their experiences inside.
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‘ I’VE ‘ I’VE 

LIVED A LIVED A 

LONG  LONG  

TIME’TIME’

‘I AM A ‘I AM A 

JOURNALIST’JOURNALIST’

‘MY MOTHER ‘MY MOTHER 

AND  FATHER AND  FATHER 

DIED’DIED’

 I’ve seen a great many things. Of course now 
that I am aging I can’t do as many things as I 
used to. I only stopped working fi ve years ago  
because of back problems.
 Ever since my wife died three years ago  I 
have been living with my eldest son and his wife 
and my three grandchildren. I know it is custom-
ary in our culture care for one’s parents and am 
very grateful.
 My son and his family ushered us out of 
our homeland due to increasingly violent interac-
tions with the state authority. We know it is most 

          After the storm, I have had to take care of 
my little brother and sister. It’s been hard. 
 We struggled to fi nd help after the storm. 
Our parents were gone and home was de-
stroyed. We met a group of survivors that were 
going across to Thailand to fi nd help. We fol-
lowed, having no other option. We made it to 
Mae Sot.
 We’ve been living on our own ever since 
our home and family were destroyed.  
 We miss our parents badly. 
 Now that I am the oldest, I have to take 

     That is who I am. It is my duty to present the 
facts to the masses. I am a  proponent of a free 
press.  I think it is imperative for  a country to be 
free and as a right, have a free press. Unfortu-
nately I have a fi rsthand account of the opposite.
 I participated in the anti government pro-
tests in 2007 in Yangon. I defi ed my family wish-
es in doing so. They are a non confrontational, 
complacent people. Some things in life, however, 
require tough decisions to be made.
 I witnessed the junta as they brutally sup-
pressed the demonstrations. I was steadfast in 

Htet Saw, 35, Journalist

Zuko Roku, 16, Resident 

Nien  Nun, 72, Resident
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likely because we are Karen.
 For years the military govern-
ment as discriminated against us 
and has done terrible injustices to 
our people. I just accept it now.
 When we fl ed and settled 
in Mae Sot, we met many families 
there, not necessarily having the 
same story but  always having the 
same villain.
 I know we have to keep mov-
ing and my son doesn’t want to stay, 

 care my brother, Maung, and my 
sister, Toph. I have to make sure they 
go to school and not get into trouble. 
I have to make sure they grow up like 
my father and mother would have 
wanted.
 I’m only 16. My brother is 14 
and my sister is 13. It’s a large re-
sponsibility that I have.
 I have to work to make money 
for us (my brother and sister do a 
little). While working, when can I go 

in my support , however I was horri-
fi ed and fl ed the area as some offi -
cers approached me.
    I made it to a safe house in 
which I hid for 24 hours before fl ee-
ing the country. Luckily I made it into 
Thailand without getting arrested
 Living in the community I see  
my situation as both a hindrance and 
an opportunity. An opportunity to tell 
me story and help gain support for 
a governmental change in Burma. I 

but I am old. I realize that I can only 
go so many places. 
 Lately, I am content with stay-
ing and accepting that we cannot go 
back. I know this bothers my son. He 
is torn between caring for his father 
and staying in Thailand or going 
back to where he is from and try to 
make his and his family’s life back in 
Burma. 
 

to school? How do I begin to make it 
out of here? I would like to go home 
someday but being as poor as we 
are, with nothing to our name, and 
no parents, how do we go home?

believe only through education and 
widespread knowledge and support 
for the situation the government has 
created can Burma know peace.  
 . Mae Sot is where I reside 
now, ever hopeful that I will some-
day be able to return peacefully to 
Burma.
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           I have two brothers and my mom and 
dad. I did chores like all my friends did with their 
mothers too. My dad and brothers would be out-
side working in the fi eld.
 Because I lived in the country, I went to 
school, but it wasn’t a fancy one like the other 
children in the bigger cities go to.
 After the cyclone came I had to leave my 
home that I lived in all my life. I don’t really have 
a home now at all. Even when we stop some-
where for a long time, I don’t think it is home.
 I kind of- but don’t understand really why 

  I grew up in the  foggy and cloudy North 
Washington coast. I was a loner in high school, 
by choice, of course. 
 After high school I attended Correlia Uni-
versity while majoring in International Studies. 
 After graduating  I joined a relief agency 
hoping to help people and fi nd something that I 
would be really passionate about. That agency 
was what I was looking for. I worked mostly help-
ing Haitians after a hurricane disaster.
 My agency has most recently sent me to 
to Thailand where I work distributing rations that 

   I worked at the textile factory a little North of 
here, well Mae Sot I mean. I worked there for 
almost ten years. Shortly after, I lost my job. That 
was hard for me.
  I did odd jobs here and there for a living. I was 
hurt. I couldn’t keep a job for more than a couple 
of weeks. Different reason each time. 
 At the time, and even now, I couldn’t help 
notice all the Burmese refugees. Well, if that’s 
what you want to call them. They are overtaking 
our city. First, there was a little, now, after the cy-
clone, there are hordes. Who do they think they 

‘I LIVE ‘I LIVE 

WITH MY WITH MY 

FAMILY’FAMILY’

‘HI, MY ‘HI, MY 

NAME IS NAME IS 

LEI LEI 

ORGANA’ORGANA’

I DON’T I DON’T 

HAVE HAVE 

MUCHMUCH

Aang Koh, 8, Resident 

Sokka Po, 34, Mae Sot Native

Lei Organa, 26, Relief Worker
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it is so diffi cult to get back to our old 
house.
 I know my mom and dad were 
looking for help from some other 
people but they said we had to go 
somewhere else to get help.
 Where we live now, I feel shy 
in. I do have friends though, girls I 
know I can trust.
 I go to school here now. I 
know there are other people like my 
family where I live. 

our agency receives.
 I enjoy helping and passing 
out rations but sometimes I don’t re-
ally feel like I connect with the peo-
ple emotionally. I know maybe the 
people have other things to worry 
about but I like to become involved 
with them and their recovery. I feel 
like all I do is work at a grocery store 
and in fact what I really want to do 
is help rebuild people’s lives not just 
feed them.

are coming here?  We have our own 
problems. I can’t even get a job.
 They’ll work for nothing. They 
force us to grovel and work for less 
than we did before.
 They’re dirty. You have to 
watch out too with them being so 
poor and all. I know I’ve seen them 
steel and sell drugs. Humph. You 
know what I think? I think the darker 
they are, the worse they are. 
 I mean, yeah, I know there are 

 Even though my family is all 
together, I still don’t feel like I’m safe 
like I was in my last home. 

 I don’t know how I can be-
come better ingrained in their culture 
and potentially be of better help to 
them. 

rumors of little girls taken and used 
as prostitutes but you know what? 
I don’t care. It’s their fault. Can’t 
take of themselves. Taking our jobs. 
Serves them right.
 I just wish- well I mean, I’m 
frustrated. They think they can just 
come in here and live. I’m having a 
hard enough time trying to live with-
out them interfering. 
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3
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porous edge integrating neighboors,

services offered to the public

rendered inside the community

 

                market space

workable land

upkeep of community

 

                provide nodes of interest

where interaction can happen

facilities such as football pitch

integrated into design

structures built with as-one-goes

community develops rather than 

appears

allow facilities that create opportunities

for others outside of community to 

come in

porous boundaries

transportation integration to greater

boundaries and barriers created near

places of importance to residents

closed congregation of residents in

private areas and open areas in 

public venues

commonplace areas high visibility to

greater community

possible community functions (e.g.

football) take place within area

NGO provides clinic that possibly

becomes a part of the community.

Not being explusive to providing

wares to community but Mae Sot 

as well

structures become easily removed

or assembled

contingency plans for a population 

spike

distributed near residential areas 

to create territorial attachment,

heavy Buddhist theory (95 % of

Thai and Burma are Buddhist)

multiple areas of high use clustered 

within close proximity to each other

to minimize travel distance,  change 

in appereance throughout 

communal elements yet familiarity 

present among commenly used 

elements allowing users easy 

                

strategies

>STRATEGIES
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 organziation follow-

ing parrallell to it. Land feature featuring a sharply rising elevation gain frames major
transportation. Organization leads to a horizontal approach at high elevations; organi-

zation steps up mountain.

  8.  Major transportation way follows parrallel to man made airstrip nearby. Against 
low elevation areas more suitable for agriculture, a geometry runs tangent to bound-

ary. Organization takes on grid later with 
cultural/city status quo.

celebrates 

areas where paths converge or intersect
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   In contrast to the macro-sized major thoroughfares that were looked at, interaction 
occurs also in smaller venues: the immediate community. 

and layout (a layout that is most likely caused by the size of the area) tries to discover 
a interaction of intimacy. Is there a sub-organization that leads itself to the formation 
of closer communities? To the formation of territory? Developmental qualities key to 
identity stabilization?
  

   One can see that in each of the spaces, regardless of population size or organization 
system, structures are rallied around an immediately available void. This observation 

-
fying element such as the void in a Burmese neighborhood and at same time, the 
space’s presence in the neighborhood is imperitive to the formation fo close knitted 
classes.

CREATED SPACE

TRANSPORTATION ROUTE

>LEVELS OF INTIMACY
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RGN

MDL

rangoon

mandalay

gridded circulation
public space loacted on outside of housing
public space is segregated from private space
one access point to private area 
   -gridded circulation offers easy navigation through
larger context of the community; monotonus; adds 
to ‘one in a million/numeric’ feeling 
-one large access controls how secluded private 
area can be
-passerby from public intrigued by intimate setting
-gridded circulation doesn’t promote large public 
congregation at crossroads rather at a designated
gathering space.
 

gridded main circulation
public space loacted on outside of housing
public space is segregated from private space
many small access points to private area  
   -gridded circulation offers easy navigation through
larger context of the community; monotonus; adds 
to ‘one in a million/numeric’ feeling    
-several small entrances into the private are limit
visibility from the public space and create a more
isolated, sanctuary feeling.
-this isolation strengthens ties amongst neighboring
residents
-knowledge of the passages to get to space heighten
the bond between space and occupant  b/c of the
perception of intimate knowledge between them and
space versus another person. 

burma

burma

 

+     ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS LEVELS OF INTIMACY

TRANSPORTATION ROUTES/ 

PUBLIC SPACE

PRIVATE/INTIMATE INTERACTION

SEMI PRIVATE INTERACTION



83

MUD

MAQ

moulmein

mae sot

chaotic/tributary circulation

public space loacted along main estuaries, structures

faced foward towards path

private space is shared with immediate backyards

larger open/green space is shared by nature of 

working land

intersections of paths occure randomly

   

c-type*/organic grid

public space loacted on paths of circulation 

private space not created through voids between 

structures.                          

smaller paths originate between structures haphaz-

ourdly.

   

burma

thailand
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grid work offers regularity

while the skewed angles of

the main thouroughfairs

provide dynamic opportuni-

ties with creating spaces  

of both private and public 

nature.

grid work offers regularity

while lower hierarchael 

paths that break the status 

quo of ‘normal’ circulation. 

This creates rememberal 

and an intimate dialogue 

with occupant.

breaking apart main circu-

latory paths break up 

monotony and offer at their 

turns landmarkers for 

orientation of occupant. 

Parallel minor paths offer 

order and easy navigation 

through community.
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three levels of the hierar-

chael circulation provides 

different levels of naviga-

tion depending on user. 

Minor paths frame possible 

public gathering or private 

areas.

angled geomtries provide 

no sense of rythym or 

understandment to the 

occasional visitor. The 

intersections between the 

geomtries however provide 

opportunity for interaction 

among users 
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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Place is an active participant in determining who we are; it becomes part of one’s 
identity. People use space as a vehicle in which individual and social experiences are 
carried out and remembered, ultimately shaping who one is. An attachment to place is 
formed. Place becomes vital to one’s mental being and survival because it is a piece of a 
whole in how one defines herself/himself and his purpose. 
 But what happens when place attachment is broken? The consequences can be 
severe. For example, Burmese refugees responding to political persecution, persistent 
poverty, and most recently the ramifications of Cyclone Nargis in May 2008,  were 
forced to abandon their homes and communities---- their place. They lost part of their 
identity. In doing so, the already dire situation they experienced grew more grievous. 
This continues today.  
 Now these refugees congregate in camps along the Burmese/Thai border looking 
for relief. Only tactile issues (food, shelter, water) are addressed by relief agencies, not 
psychological issues, such as the part of their identity they have lost. Because of this 
oversight , their recovery and survival lay in jeopardy. 
 This thesis will seek to demonstrate how architecture can ascribe to various 
design considerations that acknowledge the importance of fundamental place attachment 
between occupant and place. I will illustrate these considerations by creating a 
community for Burmese refugees that recognizes not only the physical but the 
psychological factors that are imperative to recovery, such as self, social, and place 
identity. Ultimately this exploration hopes to instill identity back into the refugees by 
applying a design strategy when developing the community that is informed by the 
interactions of the aforementioned psychological factors. 
 These issues of identity are pertinent to design today, when increasingly, many 
people like the Burmese refugee are in situations that demand thought and action for their 
recovery and survival. 
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