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As reported in a contemporary article about the ’Abreuvoir project, the
issue of dividing domestic labor was explicitly framed as a foundation of
communal life: “This problem of task distribution is a fundamental aspect
of life in community. Everywhere, it is resolved in the same spirit: no sex-
ism; each person, man or woman, takes turns doing the dishes, shopping,
cooking, cleaning, and looking after the children when there are any.”"

Photo of the building site of the Abreuvoir project, 1973, Bruxelles
© Archive Francoise Wollff.

It was not just about lightening the load, but about politicizing labor and
making it visible, renegotiating the threshold between public and private,
home and society. The home itself, often thought of as a neutral space,
thus revealed itself as a battlefield: redefining who cooks, who cleans, and
who cares became a way to rewrite the grammar of power. The collective
therefore dismantled the myth of the woman as angel of the hearth: at last,
Hestia took her seat at the assembly table.

At PAbreuvoir, domestic and care labor are not merely shared but
structurally reorganized through space, routines, and collective agree-
ments, producing a redistribution of responsibility that reshapes everyday
life beyond the nuclear family.

SAINT NICOLAS: ESCAPING THE SUBURBAN PLOT

The story of the Sart Saint Nicolas project, developed a few years later
by architect Paul Petit together with the future residents (1975) in Marc-
inelle (Charleroi), originates from a similar impulse but takes shape in a
different social context. Here, the promoting group (composed of family
units heterogeneous in age, profession, and origin, of which the architect
was part only during the first years after construction) progressively struc-
tured itself around the idea of creating an environment that fostered mu-
tuality and the sharing of resources. In this case too, the initial motivation
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17 Jenard, “On sait bien ce qu’ils font la-dedans.” translated from French: “Ce probléme du partage des tdches est un aspect primordial de la vie en
communauté. Partout, il est résolu dans le méme esprit: pas de sexisme; chacun, homme ou femme, prend d tour de role la vaisselle, les courses, la
cuisine, le ménage et la garde des enfants lorsqu’il y en a.
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was twofold: on one hand, the difficulty of accessing quality housing at
affordable costs; on the other, the desire to escape the isolation of sub-
urban plots, imagining a form of supportive neighborhood. The project
took shape through regular meetings, assemblies, and architectural choic-
es that intertwined autonomy and interdependence: distinct housing units
developed around a collective space designed to encourage cooperation
and sharing.

OU VIVRE, COMMENT VIVRE EN BELGIQUE,EN 1976 ?

UNE PARTIE IMPORTANTE DU MARCHE IMMOBILIER OBEIT A LA LOI DE L'OFFRE ET DE LA DEMANDE
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Poster for the Sart San Nicolas project. Drawing by Paul Petit, Marcinelle 1974
© Archive Paul Petit..

Architecturally, the housing units are organized around a shared central
garden, equipped with outdoor play areas and directly overlooked by most
of the dwellings’ kitchens, so that everyday domestic activities, such as
preparing dinner, remained visually and spatially connected to children’s
collective play, allowing care and supervision to be exercised through
proximity rather than separation.

At Sart Saint Nicolas, sharing did not concern only the common spaces
(the central square and the collective room around which the residenc-
es are organized) but extended to the entire experience of community
life. The future residents were not limited to being consulted during the
design phase: they negotiated budgets, materials, and housing solutions,
participating directly in the assembly of the prefabricated modules. In
this collective construction site, hammers and electrical cables, games and
snacks intertwined in the same space forming a common good: the con-
struction process itself became a site of social formation, turning shared
learning into a concrete form of collective life and co-responsibility. As
one resident recalls: “If I had to take one of my children to an extracur-
ricular activity and leave the other two at home, I knew they could stay
with a neighbor or play in the courtyard, under the cross-supervision of
the neighbors. Raising three children was lighter because the community
was around us. I never felt alone, even when my husband was traveling for
work.” The same woman emphasizes: “The greatest gift we could give our
children was to let them grow up in absolute freedom, surrounded by this
community of other children.”
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Thus, in an era marked by the coal crisis and the need to adopt economical
construction materials, what was learned on site combined with daily care
and mutual supervision: the common spaces, construction sites, squares,
and courtyards became concrete devices of collective life, transforming
the management of domestic work and care into a shared, political, and
liberating project. At Sart Saint Nicolas, residents built their homes and a
community together, sharing spaces and accountability.

1. hall . garage

2. living 8. local polyvalent
3. cuisine 9. débarras
3a.repas 10.bureau

4. chambres ll.salle d'attente
5. salle de bain 12.cabinet

6. w.c. 13.1local commun

Le fait d'étre représenté par une ou
plusieurs lettres signifie gque l'habitation
occupe une ou plusieurs parcelles
déterminées au départ du projet. Les p ::
pourcentages entre parenthéses désignent

dans quelle proportion chacune des familles

a assuré elle-méme l'assemblage ou la mise

en muvre des composants industrialisés.

Plans of the Sart San Nicolas project, Drawing by Paul Petit, Marcinelle, 1974
© Archive Paul Petit.

Left: Photo of the building site, Sart San Nicolas project,
Right: Photo of a festive moment during the building site,
Sart San Nicolas project, 1975, Marcinelle
© Inabitants Archive.
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LES ARBRELLES: PROXIMITY AND AUTONOMY

The les Arbrelles project, realized in 1984 in Braine-le-Chateau, inau-
gurated a period of habitat experiments in which cohabitation was inter-
preted as a delicate balance between proximity and autonomy. Born from
the initiative of a small group eager to live in a rural setting with forms of
daily solidarity, the project organizes six dwellings by interposing a col-
lective living-kitchen space in front of a large green area that functions as
a catalyst for social interactions. Here, sharing is not totalizing but aimed
at fostering a diffuse sense of community through limited but significant
services, such as the communal garden and some practical functions asso-
ciated with it, all managed collectively.

Spatially, this balance is articulated through a clear north-south or-
ganization: to the north, a large shared garden, collectively maintained
through monthly work sessions followed by communal meals in the com-
mon house; to the south, smaller gardens directly facing each dwelling,
subtly demarcated by low vegetation rather than fences, allowing residents
to circulate freely, knock on a neighbor’s door, and modulate everyday
interactions without mediation.
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Plans of Les Arbrelles project. Original drawing by Thierry Lamy, Braine-le-Chateau, 1984.
Drawing by Charles-Alexis Ruzette, 2026. © Thierry Lamy.

The common space is at the center and constitutes the heart of the pro-
ject: on the ground floor, a communal kitchen and a meeting place; on the
upper floor, a collective lounge and two rooms intended for occasional
guests. These latter spaces were not conceived as mere reserves of space,
but as active social devices, still functioning today. “A few years ago, we
hosted a single mother with her two children while she was going through
a divorce,” recalls Nathan, a child resident. He was the schoolmate of one
of the children involved. A former resident and founder instead recounts

Page 10 of 18



Burning Farm

What If Hestia Left the Fire?

how, in those same spaces, self-organized political meetings were held and
how the group provided accommodation to some people seeking asylum
in the 1980s. At les Arbrelles, hospitality and civic engagement were not
accessory activities, but an integral part of the project: the house truly
became a place of extended care and active solidarity, also for people out-
side the project. Alongside these extraordinary gestures, a form of every-
day bienveillance also developed: in moments of need, such as for older
residents, other neighbors would spontaneously offer to help. Residents
shaped both the physical space and a culture of care, solidarity, and hos-
pitality, making everyday life a collective, civic project. “I remember that
whenever I needed something, there was always someone ready to lend a
hand and carry my shopping bags from the car to the house,” says Nelly,
a former founder. Here, care took shape in small yet powerful gestures:
solidarity inhabited every corner like a hearth that is always alight.

LA PLACETTE: GROWING UP IN CARE

With la Placette (1986), realized two years after les Arbrelles, Lamy
continued and refined this research, translating it into a different spatial
configuration. In this case, community life takes shape around a central
courtyard with collective spaces designed to support conviviality without
infringing on the privacy of the thirteen dwellings.

In both projects, the architect did not participate as a future resident,
yet did not work in isolation. Instead, the projects emerged through iter-
ative dialogues with the inhabitants, in which the spatial configuration
itself became a medium for translating social intentions. Courtyards,
thresholds, shared rooms, and private units were carefully calibrated to
balance visibility and withdrawal, random encounter and the realm of the
individual. The layout of houses around the central courtyard, the ori-
entation of living rooms and the majority of the kitchens toward shared
outdoor spaces, and the design of accessible routes for people with disa-
bilities illustrate how architectural form directly mediates social bonds,
supporting collective care, informal supervision, and flexible interactions
without prescribing specific patterns of use. In this way, architecture op-
erates as a device that conditions, rather than dictates, cohabitation: it
allows communal life to emerge gradually, attuned to the rhythms and
needs of its inhabitants, while retaining a measured, politically significant
structure.

At la Placette, a group of families made up of twenty adults and forty
children participates in the project. Four of the thirteen houses arranged
around the central courtyard were designed for people with motor or cog-
nitive disabilities. The houses designed for residents with reduced mobili-
ty were strategically located along the natural curves of the gently sloping
site, allowing direct access by car or wheelchair and ensuring that these
dwellings were fully integrated into the community without segregation.
Accessibility thus becomes a form of spatial justice and the community a
mechanism that recognizes vulnerability as a shared condition.

Unlike at I’Abreuvoir, where communal life is structured through a
daily and intense use of shared spaces, at la Placette sharing is sparser but
ritualized: once a month all residents gather to carry out the travaux com-
muns, the collective works: days dedicated to gardening, maintaining the
courtyard, cleaning the collective spaces, and caring for threshold areas.
This is not a continuous act of management, but a suspended and inten-
tional time of collective care, in which the community makes itself visible
to itself and renews its bonds.

Page 11 of 18



Burning Farm

What If Hestia Left the Fire?

Plans of the la Placette project. Original drawing by Thierry Lamy, Wezembeek-Oppem,1986.
Drawing by Charles-Alexis Ruzette, 2026. © Thierry Lamy.

It is within this practical, material, and embodied device that the experi-
ence recounted by a former resident, then a child and now in her forties,
also takes place: “Rosalie, who was my age, was in a wheelchair, with a
complex disability, and could not speak. But during the common tasks,
we would take turns feeding her. That’s how we learned... I don’t know,
to be sensitive. It was, I believe, my first real education in diversity, in
tolerance, in the possibility that very different people could cooperate to-
gether.” In the same account, Thierry, who had a mental disability, also
emerges as someone who would go from house to house delivering mes-
sages, knocking, entering, eating: figures fully embedded in daily life, not
users of a service but subjects of relationships. The travaux communs thus
become moments of sensitive and affective learning: not just the mainte-
nance of space, but a shared exercise of attention, responsibility, and care.
It is there, while pruning a hedge or cleaning a path, that children learn
to “take care”; it is there that vulnerability ceases to be an exception and
becomes part of the inhabited normality. Another former resident recalls
her own birth as a collective event: “It was not just one family that wel-
comed me, but eleven families. My mother was nursing me on the garden
side, and on the other side of the glass, all the neighboring children came
to watch.” The numerous neighborhood children were perceived as broth-
ers and sisters, and some families organized car sharing to take them to
school together. The family extends, care expands, and childhood forms
within a constellation of presences. In this sense, the fact that housing
for people with disabilities was planned from the very beginning of the
project is not a functional detail, but a societal statement: one grows up
within care, one grows up with difference, one grows up in relation. The
community does not compensate for vulnerability: it embraces it as an
original condition of dwelling. By integrating housing for people with
disabilities from the start, the project made inclusion and vulnerability a
shared condition, teaching children and adults alike to grow up in relation
and community.
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EMANCIPATION

Across these examples, we observe how the deliberate organization of
space (through shared courtyards, central gardens, common rooms, and
flexible domestic units) intertwines with collective practices of care, su-
pervision, and co-responsibility. The architecture, combined with self-or-
ganized routines, enables residents to interact, cooperate, and learn from
one another, fostering mutual trust and extending social networks beyond
individual households. It is precisely this entanglement of form and prac-
tice that sets the stage for a broader discussion on emancipation: the ways
in which inhabiting, shaping, and sharing domestic space can produce not
only communal solidarity but also individual and collective liberation.

Besides the different ways in which these projects addressed the social-
ization of domestic labor, what is at stake in all these examples of habitat
groupé is that they can all be considered spaces of empowerment. Etymo-
logically, the term (from the Latin ex-mancipium, “to be freed from owner-
ship”)8 denotes an act of liberation from structures of material and symbol-
ic subordination. In the context of the habitat groupé, it takes on a broader
meaning: residents become active agents, capable of redefining their social
position not only through work or community engagement but also through
the transformation of everyday relationships and domestic spaces. They
learn together, build together, and care together; through this reciprocal
process, each individual discovers the capacity to shape their own existence
and that of others, sharing spaces, skills, and responsibilities. Emancipation
here means both creating community and simultaneously liberating one-
self as an individual and overcoming isolation, implicit hierarchies, and im-
posed solitude. In this sense, self-determination encompasses all residents
(men, women, children, and even temporary guests) who participate in a
collective process of autonomy and mutual responsibility.

nu

Photo of the children’s community of the Sart San Nicolas project playing in the central
garden in front of the common living room, 1980, Marcinelle
© Inhabitants Archive.
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18  Etymologically derived from the Latin emancipare (ex- “out of” + mancipium, “ownership” or “possession”), the term originally referred in Ro-
man law to the act of releasing a person from paternal authority or ownership.
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/emancipation
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As Simone de Beauvoir emphasizes, female emancipation cannot be un-
derstood as a mere improvement of individual conditions, but requires
a profound transformation of the social structures that have historical-
ly produced and reinforced the subordination of women.! In this sense,
the shared spaces of the habitat groupé function as political microcosms,
concrete experiments in structural change, where care, collaboration, and
solidarity challenge and reorient patriarchal power relations, opening up
new possibilities for freedom, self-determination, and liberation. This
transformation is not only theoretical: it clearly emerges in the accounts
of the people who inhabited these spaces. As Francoise, a founder and
resident of ’Abreuvoir observes, some changes were significant: “The col-
lective management of childcare and meal preparation not only lightened
the physical burden but also freed up mental space so that women could
pursue goals outside the domestic sphere.”

L’Abreuvoir, Sart Saint Nicolas, Les Arbrelles, and La Placette convey,
through the voices of residents of different ages and generations, the same
grammar of everyday trust, made up of proximity, availability, and mutu-
al care. Spatial configurations and the intensity of collective life change,
but the sense of being able to rely on others in times of need remains un-
changed. As residents from different backgrounds recount, the “knowing
that it is enough to knock on the next door” becomes a silent, non-institu-
tionalized form of security, transforming the neighborhood into a network
of concrete support. In this choral repetition, shared living ceases to be an
ideology and manifests itself as lived practice, embodied in the ordinary
gestures of everyday life. People speak of cooking shifts carried out by all
the residents, of children moving from one house to another as if domestic
space were already something else, already shared. As Francoise said in
2023, “The children went everywhere, there were no real boundaries for
them.” “I lived years of extreme freedom, a formidable experience. Our
parents trusted us,” said Isabelle, daughter of the founders of Abreuvoir,
who is no longer a resident. “They knew there were no dangers. I consid-
ered ‘my’ space to extend well beyond the walls of our apartment.”

Photo of the children’s community of the Abreuvoir project in the shared garden, 1974, Bruxelles
© Archive Francoise Wollff.

19 Simone De Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 2015 ed. (London: Random House, 1949).
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The testimonies do not speak of emancipation in theoretical terms, but
through gestures: the time regained thanks to a dinner (planned through
shifts) prepared in rotation; the possibility of working outside the home
because another parent, that day, was watching the children or picking
them up from school. It was the politicization of the everyday, feminism
acting through space and actions. Here, architecture does not merely con-
tain life: it makes it possible, it orients it, it conditions its forms of sub-
jectivity: shared kitchens from which to observe children while they play,
flexible spaces in common living areas, shared gardens conceived not for
decoration but for encounter.

BURNING FROM MARGIN TO CENTER

Up to this point, habitats groupés appear as a potential laboratory of res-
idents’ agency. But, like every social experiment, these spaces also carry
tensions, ambivalences, and unresolved hierarchies. If female emanci-
pation constitutes one of the declared political horizons of these experi-
ments, it is precisely on this terrain that their ambivalences emerge most
clearly, revealing how the transformation of space does not automati-
cally coincide with the transformation of power relations. Although the
Belgian habitats groupés of the 1970s—-80s were configured as spaces of
liberation for many women, offering concrete alternatives to the solitude
and economic dependence of the nuclear family, they were not free of
contradictions. In more than one case, collective care work was delegat-
ed to external women, often less privileged or with fewer possibilities for
self-determination. As bell hooks reminds us, “It is not a matter of mov-
ing domestic work from one woman to another, but of deconstructing the
structures that make it invisible and oppressive.”? In this sense, these dy-
namics risk reproducing, in attenuated form, those same logics of class
and racialization that intersectional feminism urges us to dismantle.

The women who lived in those spaces were often educated, bourgeois,
and apolitically engaged. Liberation from domesticity was real, but par-
tial, in part because the ones who took care of the children and prepared
snacks, after an initial phase of collective enthusiasm that lasted a few
years (in the case of ’Abreuvoir), were often other women: younger, less
privileged, with less voice. A single mother, in need for a job that would
allow her to take care of her child while working at ’Abreuvoir ended up
taking on childcare tasks alongside the more privileged women who lived
there. These were filles or garcons au pair hired and paid by individual
families (in the case of La Placette). As bell hooks already pointed out,
with her sharp lucidity: What is emancipation, if the conquest of one’s own
freedom passes through the subjugation of another? “Domestic work does
not disappear: it moves,” she wrote.2! From the mistress to the caregiver,
from the sister to the domestic worker. From center to margin, precisely.

In this sense, the Belgian habitats groupés, like many bourgeois uto-
pias, offered a new space for everyday life, but often ignored the fact that
everyday life (the most exhausting part of it), can be decentered, offload-
ed, outsourced, in its infinite, Sisyphean repetitiveness.?2 And so the ques-
tion returns to burn like Hestia’s fire: Who keeps it alive, if everyone is
free to leave? What re-emerges, then, is the silent yet central figure of the
personified fire, an immobile presence that embodies the very endurance
of shared space. Hestia does not move but remains rooted in her place,
offering warmth, light, and continuity. In myth, the hearth is a symbol of
cohesion and protection, a place of shared energy. Yet, if we look closely,
this sacred fire has a double nature: on the one hand, it is refuge and space

bell hooks, Feminist theory : from margin to center (Boston (Ma.): South end press, 1984).

Ibid.

De Beauvoir, The Second Sex.
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of sharing; on the other, it is also a boundary line that defines who is
allowed to care and who is relegated to the margins. The guardianship of
the hearth thus becomes invisible labor, often unrecognized and unpaid,
a role that carries power but also isolation and fatigue. In this sense, the
dynamics illustrated represent a complex political microcosm: a laborato-
ry of self-determination that attempts to rewrite the rules of domestic and
social space but that at the same time reproduces, or at least does not fully
dismantle, hierarchies and structural inequalities. The challenge, then, is
twofold: to rethink care as a collective and shared practice, capable of lib-
erating rather than oppressing; but also to transform the social relations
that make it possible, because true emancipation is never only individual
or local, but always intertwined with social justice and the struggle against
every form of exploitation.

THE FUSE OF THE EVERYDAY REVOLUTION

Hestia (‘Eotia, Hestia) in Greek mythology embodied the goddess of the
hearth, or more precisely the fire that burned upon a circular hearth.?? To-
gether with her Roman counterpart Vesta, she is often depicted with her
head veiled and was rarely represented in human form, as her presence
manifested itself through the living flame placed at the center of houses,
temples, and cities, guardian of communal life.2¢ Within this framework,
Hestia’s “private” is neither withdrawal nor passivity: it is an act of con-
scious presence, a process that enables the construction of deep spiritual
bonds with the community. Domestic care, when lived through this arche-
type, is no longer an invisible burden but a sacred activity, bearer of inner
harmony and social cohesion. When this centrality is emptied of its sacred
and political dimension, the hearth ceases to be a center and becomes
a boundary: the house closes in, care is privatized, and the female body
is confined. It is against this long drift that, between the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, feminist thought would begin to interrogate domestic
space as a field of struggle.

The archetype of Hestia, whose circular fire embodies a silent, root-
ed force, symbolizes the capacity to remain present and attentive at the
center of domestic and communal life. In this perspective, emancipation
requires both recognition of one’s agency and the transformation of social
structures that confine care and domestic labor to invisibility and uncho-
sen obligations. The hearth is no longer a biological destiny, but a space
for negotiation; it is therefore a matter of transforming it, of resemantizing
it as a common, fluid, and polyphonic space, where Hestia’s fire does not
burn in solitude but illuminates the bonds that resist neoliberal atomiza-
tion. In the Belgian habitats groupés, this fire circulates through shared
kitchens, living areas, and gardens, becoming a force that resists the pri-
vatization of domestic labor and enables both communal solidarity and
individual liberation.

23 Esiodo, Teogonia, trans. Graziano Arrighetti, 2023 ed., ed. Einaudi (ET Classici, 700 a.C).

24 Ovid, Fasti, VI, 256-268; 283-298: “It is said that Rome had already celebrated forty Parilia when the goddess who watches over the fire was wel-
comed into her temple, the work of the gentle king (Numa); (...) Vesta is like the earth: beneath both there is perpetual fire; for earth and fire sym-
bolize the home itself. (...) Why wonder if a virgin delights in virgin priestesses and admits to her rites only chaste hands? And by Vesta understand
nothing other than the living flame: you see that no body is ever born from flame. Thus she is rightly a virgin, since she neither gives nor receives
seed, and she delights in followers of unbroken purity. Foolish I was long to think that there were images of Vesta, for I have learned that beneath
the dome’s vault there is none. In that temple there hides the inextinguishable fire: neither Vesta nor the fire can have any effigy.”; Giuliana Borghe-
sani, Hestia-Vesta, Storia delle religioni, (Dielle Editore, 2019).
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One of the rare icons of Hestia: Detail of a fresco of Hestia,
Lararium Painting, Pompei, first century BC.

The experiences of the habitats groupés, though partial and sometimes
contradictory, demonstrate that it is possible to rewrite the everyday as
a field of struggle and radical imagination. The hearth, far from being
extinguished, can still burn as a spark, representing a mode of existence
in which domesticity is not servitude, but a space of awareness: in this
light, the Belgian habitats groupés of the 1970s and 1980s can be read as
attempts to reactivate the collective fire, relieving care from its privatized
isolation. Perhaps precisely because Hestia had no face or body, her flame
could belong to everyone and no one: genderless, without domination. Her
presence at the center of common space suggests the possibility of a col-
lective subjectivity, in which care is not an assigned task but a practice
that is redistributed, multiplied, and politicized. To think that Hestia has
no face or body is already a political act: she is not mother, she is not wife,
she is not commodity. She is collective function, shared fire, a force that
resists the individualization of care work. If she has no gender, then she
can belong to everyone: in every deconstructed hearth, in every self-man-
aged shift, Hestia returns not as an icon of domesticity, but as the fuse
of the everyday revolution. Her flame burns in the gestures that reject
domesticity as destiny. It is anonymity that burns the roles. It is care rising
up against possession: it is the fire that remains when roles dissolve. In the
Belgian habitats groupés of the 1970s and 1980s, Hestia did not stay at the
center of the house: there, Hestia left the hearth and set the house on fire.
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