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The “Prison House” and
Normalization. Between the
Reassertion of Privacy and the Risk
of Collectiveness
Sabrina Puddu
ABSTRACT The principle of “normalization” in penology maintains
that the life of people in captivity should resemble as far as
possible the positive aspects of “normal” life in free society. To
critically understand how the theories and practices of
normalization impact our discourses about space within and beyond
detention institutions, this essay considers the “prison house,” a
genre that includes a range of homely, small-scale carceral
facilities. The “prison house” attempts to normalize life, often
through a process of “home-ification.” In doing so, it sublimates the
notion of privacy – in its double modern connotation, as defined by
Robin Evans, of solitude and domesticity – and re-introduces
collectiveness as a choreographed practice hailed as a tool for
reform and as guarantor of a daily social order. This article asks:
does the “prison house” mimic or anticipate how free people live
together in the residential architecture of the city?
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The principle of “normalization,” as deployed within the discourse of
penology, maintains that punishment should be limited to the loss of
freedom and that the life of people in captivity should resemble to the
greatest extent possible the positive aspects of normal life in free
society.1 As such, it endorses self-empowerment for incarcerated
subjects, who “must be given the freedom to define their own (lawful) way
of living and be allowed an optimum (normalized) framework for doing
so.”2 And it anticipates that emancipation will enable them “to take an
active part in society as a ‘full legal citizen’.”3

To critically understand how the theories and practices of
normalization impact our discourses about space more generally, this essay
considers the “prison house,” a genre that includes a range of homely,
small-scale facilities such as transition houses, halfway houses, youth
houses and detention houses. A collection of typological studies, design
guidelines and an atlas of precedents hints at the imminent constitution of
a specific type.4 Building on these studies, I question the relation between
the “prison house” project and the project for collective living in free society.
Does the “prison house” mimic or anticipate how people live together in the
city? Is the role of the prison house to prepare people for free society, or
does prison in whatever form act, as Ivan Illich suggests, as a double of
society that constitutes a scapegoat, a ritual space that through its very
existence allows the rest of society to continue in a “normal” way?5

The following inquiry into the transfiguration of the “normal” in
the nascent type of the “prison house” raises the doubt as to whether the
declared efforts to simulate “normal” aspects of free society, such as
privacy and collectiveness, operate only one way – from free society to
prison. I suggest that in fact feedback loops may be created between the
two, such that so-called free society comes to replicate the normalized
prison. I therefore propose that we might need a different category, that
of the “extraordinary,” as opposed to the “normal,” in order to better
address the way we think about living collectively – and to ask whether it
is possible to design for it.

The “Prison House,” a Group Cohabitation Experiment
Since 2012, the Belgian NGO De Huizen has worked to reform the
country’s penitentiary system by proposing that large prison complexes
should be substituted with a network of small-scale, differentiated and
socially integrated detention houses. This proposal – which has found
some partial realization in two pilot projects for “transition houses”
commissioned by the Belgian Ministry of Justice – exists at the frontier of
a movement that critiques mass incarceration. It is a movement that
attempts to “normalize” prison life, frequently through a process of
“home-ification,” and to reduce the daunting, isolated impression of
prisons by integrating them into the city.6

Attempts to “home-ify” imprisonment have cyclically recurred
throughout modern history, mostly on the grounds of esthetics and size, as
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a neutralization of the institutional character of the large modern prison of
individual cells. Such projects often rely on the family as their social model
and on the family house as a typological and esthetic reference. The
archetype for this “family system” is the Mettray Penal Colony in France,
opened in 1840, and described by both Michel Foucault and Robin Evans
as a high point in modern experiments in incarceration.7 In this colony,
young people were grouped in families of forty, each architecturally
corresponding to a pavilion and each with a hierarchical structure and a
paterfamilias in charge. The aim of the reformers was to provide
imprisoned young people with an “ideal family” to compensate for the poor
family environment from which most had come. In practice, however, this
was a model of collective cohabitation, and the question arises as to
whether it is possible to perpetuate an idea of family and domesticity
through collective living experiments. I argue that, rather than indulge in
the reference to the family, we should read the prison house as an
experiment in group cohabitation, one that is allegedly directed toward
self-empowerment. It is a choreographed attempt to instill collectiveness
into a group of individuals who have traditionally been denied collectivity.

A late twentieth-century experiment in collective imprisonment
can be found in the Danish “halfway house,” Pension Skejby. “It is not a
prison [… ],” said one resident,

but it’s a sort of a ‘kollektiv’ [commune] and in a better way
because [… ] when you go out of your room, you can still talk to
people, and there are always one [sic] in the kitchen or in the
living room, always someone you can talk to, so you are
not alone.8

Other residents used the term bofaelleskab, a flat-sharing community.9

Opened in 1973 in a suburb of the city of Århus, Pension Skejby differs
from similar transition houses run under the jurisdiction of the Danish
Ministry of Justice in the way the imprisoned guests (called Plusbeboerne,
or “plus residents”) are deliberately mixed with free individuals
(Minusbeboerne) in an unrestricted environment. On average about twenty
Plusbeboerne and Minusbeboerne live in Skejby, both female and male,
and twelve staff members work there, including prison guards, social
workers, and educators. Pension Skejby has been a standard-bearer in
the shifting ideas about the design of institutional environments since the
1960s and 1970s, when the principle of “normalization” emerged
alongside de-institutional and anti-institutional ideals.

Sociologist Linda Kjær Minke has described Skejby as a
pedagogical experiment where “socially or criminally deprived people may
learn conventional behavior from socially well-fitting persons with whom
they can have daily interaction.”10 Minusbeboerne are usually young
academics, social workers, students, or unemployed people seeking an
education or a job. While undoubtedly attracted to Skejby because of its
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cheap rent, they are also driven by the challenge of engaging as equals
with people whose experience and background differ markedly from their
own, of creating a daily collective life with them. Although Minke
acknowledges that Minusbeboerne “are not expected to act as
‘undercover’ reformers for the system [nor] are they required to have a
particular attitude or way of behaving except of acting in a socially
responsible way toward each other,” it is implicitly understood that the
pedagogical process flows by example in a single direction from the
Minus to the Plusbeboerne.11

Pension Skejby was originally designed as an institution for
people with drug addiction who shared the building with non-drug
users. It was very soon absorbed by the Danish Ministry of Justice
and occupied for the new purpose of allowing convicted people to join
the residents. It is a mildly brutalist red brick and concrete building
designed by Danish architects Knud Friis and Elmar Moltke Nielsen,
with a battery of single rooms in one block and an enfilade of
communal spaces in the other (Figure 1). The twenty or so residents
are divided into four teams, each with an assigned kitchen area and a
joint budget (Figure 2). There are weekly meetings among the teams
where potential conflicts are discussed and decisions are taken. Single
rooms (Figure 3) were intentionally kept small by the architects –

about seven square meters excluding the sink and wardrobe niches –

in order to encourage the residents to spend most of their time in the
common areas.12

Figure 1
“A sort of kollektiv.” Attempts to “normalize” prison life. Floorplan of the Pension Skejby (opened in 1973). Drawing by A.
Lampropoulou and S. Puddu (2020). 1. Front garden. 2. Entrance. 3. TV room. 4. Dining room. 5. Kitchen clusters. 6. Living room. 7.
Single bedroom. 8. En suite single room. 9. Apartment for a family (now staff and meeting rooms). 10. Shared showers and toilet.
11. Back garden.
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Figure 2
The kitchen as the favorite locus to un-learn and re-learn communal living: one of the kitchens for the four teams at the Pension
Skejby. Photograph by Francisca Muller, published in 2019 in https://www.destentor.nl/zwolle/dit-is-het-enige-pension-ter-wereld-
waar-studenten-en-gevangenen-samenwonen�a690f58a/159213919/. © DPG media.

Figure 3
The bedroom and the sublimation of privacy: a bedroom at the Pension Skejby. Published in 2007 in https://nyheder.tv2.dk/krimi/
tremmer/article.php/id-8173024.html. © TV2 Danmark.

https://www.destentor.nl/zwolle/dit-is-het-enige-pension-ter-wereld-waar-studenten-en-gevangenen-samenwonen<a690f58a/159213919/
https://www.destentor.nl/zwolle/dit-is-het-enige-pension-ter-wereld-waar-studenten-en-gevangenen-samenwonen<a690f58a/159213919/
https://nyheder.tv2.dk/krimi/tremmer/article.php/id-8173024.html
https://nyheder.tv2.dk/krimi/tremmer/article.php/id-8173024.html


Despite a regular turnover of residents, a high degree of space
appropriation has been observed. “All residents have the opportunity to
influence the environment” by bringing or making their own belongings and
furniture, so the bedrooms are highly curated and personalized cocoons.13

Moreover, “the common areas signal that people with an interest in
creating a homely atmosphere live here.”14 The way the space is structured
also supports homeliness and appropriation. The enfilade of common
rooms – including a television room, a dining room, the four kitchen areas
and a living space – provides a certain depth of space that allows for
multiple patterns of association and occupation. The geometry and
orientation of the bedrooms – each a square – allow for furniture to be
easily rearranged despite the rooms’ small size.

It is tempting to agree with those who consider Skejby one of the
pioneering best-practices in the attempt to “normalize” prison life, however
controversial this concept and its application might be. Yet exchange
between free society outside this detention facility and the framework of life
inside is not uni-directional. Indeed, free kollektivs – those not populated
partly by prisoners –might be curious about how space is appropriated by a
fast-moving community of temporary residents at Skejby and how
collectiveness is choreographed as a pedagogic experiment.

The Principle of “Normalization.” From Disability to Prison Studies
But what is “normalization”? First, advocates of the principle stress the
difference between the penological concept of normalization (of prison
life) and Foucauldian normalization (of the incarcerated subject).15 While
they warn against conflating the two, they recognize the ambiguity of the
terms and the difficulty, in practice and theory, of drawing a line between
them.16 Second, they point out that normalization must be understood as
the opposite of standardization. Prison Governor and researcher Hans J.
Engbo hints at this, defining normalization as the provision of a
“normalized framework” for imprisoned people to freely define their own
lives and “individual norms of living.”17 Self-determination is paired with
normalization, suggesting the facilitation of a process of individualization.
Finally, normalization’s advocates claim that in principle it has no
ultimate normative power: whenever decisions are made on what aspects
of prison life are to be normalized, the mainstream is the model, and it
changes. This means that attempts at censorship, educational
paternalism, or moral judgment should be avoided as much as possible.18

The principle of normalization as understood in penology, rather
than in its Foucauldian conceptualization, will constitute the theoretical
background of this essay’s analysis and discussion. The principle was
developed in the 1960s in the field of disability, before seeping into prison
studies. It aligned with wider anti-institutional movements that were
emerging at that time, and with the postwar European sensitivity toward
protecting human rights. The pioneering fathers of this principle – the
Danish reformer Niels Erik Bank-Mikkelsen, the Director of the Swedish
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Association for Retarded Children Bengt Nirje, and the German-American
academic Wolf Wolfensberger – were shocked by the prevalence of large,
remote, poorly managed institutions used to house disabled people.
Moreover, they were confronted by a general lack of relevant critical
studies on disability and a similar lack of criticism toward the way
that groups labeled as “deviant” were “managed” in society. “The field was
so poor,” Wolfensbeger would later recall, that “there was no place in [it]
… to criticize the conditions and the functioning of these institutions.”19

“To let the mentally retarded obtain an existence as close to the
normal as possible” was the first formulation of the principle introduced
by Bank-Mikkelsen in Danish legislation in 1959.20 It was then expanded
by Nirje in a 1969 essay which claimed that “the normalization principle
means making available to the mentally retarded patterns and conditions
of everyday life which are as close as possible to the norms and patterns
of the mainstream of society.”21 This includes the opportunity to live in
buildings with “normal locations and normal sizes” and that respond to
the same standards that apply to ordinary citizens.22

Wolfensberger’s 1972 book The Principle of Normalization in
Human Services translated Nirje’s concept for a North American audience,
pushing for a pragmatic implementation as well as for a systematic
theory of normalization. To construct this, the book first elaborated on the
social definition of deviancy and its specificity in history.23 “A person can
be said to be deviant if he is perceived as being significantly different
from others in some aspect that is considered of relative importance, and
if this difference is negatively valued.”24 Normalization is then the
“utilization of means which are as culturally normative as possible, in
order to establish and/or maintain personal behaviors and characteristics
which are as culturally normative as possible.”25 The major corollary to
this is the “maximum integration of the perceived or potential deviant
person into the societal mainstream.”26

The book’s relevance lies in the conceptual leap it enabled, moving
from a value-based, ideological approach deeply rooted in a human rights
perspective to an evidence-based, practical approach. For some critics, the
direct application of the principle in practice was problematic.27 Shifting
the emphasis from the right to a normal condition of life for “deviant”
individuals to that of a normalized individual, and hence almost aligning
with a Foucauldian normalization, Wolfensberger unwittingly encouraged
negative “attitudes toward difference;” aiming at integration, he fostered a
denial of difference in favor of the superior value of conformity.28

Wolfensberger’s book also helped to expand the scope of normalization
from a principle applied only to the “mentally disabled” to one valid also for
the many other “deviant” groups in society. Yet he often cautiously
excluded imprisoned people from his discussion; some corollaries of
normalization, such as integration, were not considered applicable to them.

The translation of the principle to prison studies, policies, and
practices occurred more recently,29 even though ideas about matching
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prison life to life in free society can be traced back to the 1960s.
Normalization was mentioned in the 1955 UN Standard Minimum Rules
for the treatment of Prisoners, and penal policies in Europe have included
it since the 1970s.30 This can be read as part of a general movement
against the condition of the prison as a “total institution,” cut off from
wider society,31 and against what criminologist Gresham M. Sykes
described in 1958 as the “pains of imprisonment.”32 Yet strong advocacy
for the principle and its implementation in practice is more recent
in history.

According to criminologist Helene De Vos, “ideological challenges”
and “practical difficulties” are reasons for this delay in moving from theory
to practice. De Vos argues that the idea of making prison life “normal” goes
against popular views in public opinion, political propaganda, and the
media; furthermore, the spatial organization of existing prisons is said to
be inadequate for them to emulate life conditions in society.33 More
importantly, the translation of the “seemingly straightforward” principle of
normalization into prison policies and practices highlights some key
tensions.34 One of these tensions concerns the question of whether the
approach to the principle is instrumental or intrinsic. Should normalization
of life in prison be implemented as an instrumental means to other aims of
imprisonment, such as reintegration, rehabilitation, rendering responsible,
etc.? Or should it be considered intrinsically, as an end in itself, a right with
a value independent of its utility?35 A second – related – tension is the
interpretation of the principle as either disciplinary or emancipatory.
Should normalization be oriented toward discipline (a standardizing
perspective) or toward emancipation (an individualizing perspective)? How
can the blurred distinction between the two be managed? While endorsing
the emulation in captivity of normal/mainstream social and spatial
patterns of life, how can the inevitable tendency to discipline
be overcome?36

A further and perhaps overarching tension must be added to
highlight the intrinsic dichotomy between normalization and liberty. For
its advocates, the reason for the existence of the principle of
normalization in prison studies is to reduce punishment to the
deprivation of liberty only. This deprivation of liberty then also becomes
the principle’s ultimate goal. It comes to define the “upper limit of the
normalization process,” making it impossible to reach a complete
resemblance between life in prison and life outside.37

The Physical Environment. Institutions vs. Group Residential Services
Before moving further, I would like to clarify that I do not here intend to
endorse normalization, nor the use of design to pursue it. Instead, I am
interested in critically understanding how the theories and practices of
normalization have had an impact on the way we think through and about
space within and beyond detention institutions. The reader will easily
recognize that some of the following observations – which are made in
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relation to specialized institutes – have a resonance in the wider realm of
housing design.

Advocates of the normalization principle across the social
sciences, disability studies, penology, and prison studies suggest that
specially designed or retrofitted buildings are a necessary condition for
its effective application. Discussions usually address questions of
location and accessibility, size, and the way in which such buildings
will be perceived. Because of the importance given to inhabitants’
agency and self-determination, there is concern that they should
be in some way in control of the physical environment, or at least
aspects of it. The structural and organizational qualities of the space
and of spatial relationships, so important to architects, are left
largely unexamined.

Arguments about the importance of architecture for
normalization can be traced back to the very first formulations of the
principle by Bank-Mikkelsen. We have already mentioned Nirjes’
demand for people with disabilities to live in facilities of the same
standard as those of “ordinary” people.38 Wolfensberger goes a step
further, noticing how many “human management systems” –

institutions for mental disorders, geriatrics, penal correction, etc. –
include residential facilities. Normalization can be offered to or
imposed on people that are hosted in, if not confined to, group
placements (institutes or other group residences) or individual
placements (independent houses or foster homes). To Wolfensberger,
group placements pose the greatest challenges, and these are
“inseparable from architectural ones.”39 He cries out against the “old
institutions,” against:

A deindividualizing society in which persons are congregated in
numbers distinctly larger than might be found in a large family;
in which they are highly regimented; in which the physical or
social environment aims at a low common denominator; and in
which all or most of the transactions of daily life are carried out
under one roof, on one campus, or in a largely
segregated fashion.40

The fathers of normalization claim that the “old institutions” must
be substituted with “Group Residential Services:” a specialized,
continuous system of small, community-integrated, dispersed domiciliary
units. Group Residential Services are small so as to promote integration
with surrounding communities, specialized according to the different
types of guests, and they work as a network which also includes non-
domiciliary services. Exactly the same recipe is proposed by the Belgian
NGO De Huizen, “The Houses,” in their proposal to substitute current
large prisons with a network of differentiated small-scale and socially
integrated “detention houses.”
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De Huizen. From the Concept of the “Detention House” to the Opening
of the “Transition House”
De Huizen – which is now reaching other countries through its European
network spin-off NGO, “Rescaled” – builds on the ongoing exchange
between academics, activists, prison practitioners, imprisoned people
and prison staff through workshops, focus groups, and open
discussions.41 Its aim is to identify processes of governance, their
implementation (preferably through bottom-up strategies), basic rules of
cohabitation, pragmatic organization of daily life, and the ideal number of
guests for each house – now set at twelve to fifteen people.42 These
discussions echo debates on how we should live and work together that
are concomitantly happening elsewhere in free society and, in particular,
in co-housing experiments.

De Huizen has involved architects and architecture students in
the design of several proposals in which the resonance between co-
housing experiments and “detention houses” is immediately clear.43 The
floorplans abandon a corridor organization in favor of clusters of
individual sleeping units. These are interspersed within generous
communal spaces for leisure activities, eating and cooking rituals, and
utilities. Workshops and shops are introduced to guarantee in-house
creativity whilst also offering an interface with the city, promoting
interaction and mitigating not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) concerns. In an
almost perfect echoing effect, features recently summarized as the
components of the “new architecture of the collective” all appear: “cluster
apartments,” “an eclectic mix of shared domestic facilities,” and the
“offer [of] public programmes catering explicitly to people living in the
neighborhood.”44

De Huizen/Rescaled refuses a typological approach, arguing that
each house must operate and be designed differently according to its
context and specialization. Although none of its specific proposals have
been built, the concept has had an impact on the Belgian Ministry of
Justice. Two pilot “transition houses” have recently opened after a public
bid involving private security company G4S Care.45 These “transition
houses” are a compromise. They are not the “detention houses” of De
Huizen’s original proposal, which were meant to replace prisons at every
security level, including the highest (they were not meant as another
transitional component, adding to the already large Belgian carceral
archipelago).46 Yet, as acknowledged by members of the NGO Rescaled,
the normalization principle in these transition houses is faithfully applied:

Life in a transition house is normalized and life coaches assist in
ensuring the smooth running of the day-to-day. Each prisoner
has to do his own laundry and is responsible for preparing his
own meals. They all have a room offering complete privacy, but
everyday tasks take place in common areas. The prisoners’ sense
of community is stimulated in this way and they also learn to
assume responsibility.47
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The first transition house was inaugurated in September 2019 in
the Flemish city of Mechelen (Figure 4). In the words of the city’s mayor,
this project matches the municipality’s ambition to become a true
“opportunity factory.”48 The house hosts about fifteen people who are not
called inmates but “participants” to stress their active involvement in the
project.49 They come from previous experience of captivity inside a typical
nineteenth-century prison nearby which features a radial structure with
galleries attached to segregated cells. The experiment is very recent, but
so far reviews of the house have been mostly positive and the response
from the neighborhood is said to be accommodating.50

The “house” (Figure 5) occupies two city-center buildings owned
by the city and connected on the main façade by an arch which faces a
shopping and residential road.51 “Just a house in the row” says the G4S
coordinator.52 The smaller building is a separate house with four
bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, and a little patio, and it hosts four
“participants” who enjoy a large degree of independence and are not
obliged to give daily reports to their “life coach.” The other is a four-storey

Figure 4
The city as a true “opportunity factory.” Map of the city of Mechelen and location of the transition house. Drawing by A.
Lampropoulou and S. Puddu (2020). 1. Transition House. 2. Mechelen Prison. 3. Mechelen city center. 4. Train station.



Figure 5
The alley, the ping-pong patio, the kitchen, the living room, the staircase, and the bedroom. Axonometric and floorplan of Mechelen
Transition House (elaboration based on visitors’ description). Drawings by A. Lampropoulou and S. Puddu (2020). 1. Entrance to the
main building. 2. Secondary staff entrance. 3. Patio. 4. Storage. 5. Staff bureau (coordinator office). 6. Staff bureau (life coaches’
office). 7. Visitors’ room and private meeting room. 8. Entrance hall. 9. Kitchen. 10. Living room. 11. Laundry. 12. Showers. 13. Toilet.
14. Bedrooms.



building which contains bedrooms and the communal facilities for the
participants as well as offices for the staff (the “life coaches”) and rooms
for meetings and visitors. Inside the house, participants are free to move
around and to “associate” until the curfew at 11.00 p.m. both in their
private rooms and in the communal spaces (the living room, kitchen,
fitness room and patio with ping-pong table and smoking area).

While movement in the interior of the buildings is not restricted,
exchange with the exterior is monitored. Participants have a personal fob
card that opens the entrance doors. They can leave and enter the house
independently, but they are only allowed to do so according to previous
agreements with their life coaches. To get into the house and up to their
bedrooms, participants follow a route from the entrance –monitored by a
surveillance camera and a doorman – that unfolds through some of the
communal areas of the house before reaching the main staircase to the
upper floors.

Bedrooms are individual, very generous in size and are furnished
with some basic items. As described in the Household Rules, “the individual
room of the participant has a bed, table, chair, cupboard and sink as
standard. Painting and wallpapering are not allowed. The participant can
further furnish his room with decorative objects.”53 Rooms can be locked
from the outside by the participants to protect their goods when away, but
not from the inside – intimacy is considered a luxury too far.

The second transition house is in the Walloon municipality of
Enghien (Figure 6). This is also managed by G4S Care with the same
formula: participants receive guidance from social workers, psychologists
and criminologists so that they can “become an autonomous part of
society again.”54 The house opened in January 2020 after a delay that
was probably caused by the locals’ protest campaign NON! �a la maison de
transition pour d�eteneus a Enghien, hinting at the wider skepticism in the
Walloon region toward the concept of small-scale prison houses. Still not
at full capacity, it is generally regarded as less successful than the
Mechelen house for two reasons.55 First, its isolated and peripheral
location is said to work against promoting normalization and integration.
The Enghien house is not in the city center but is inserted in the ribbon
structure of houses, farms, and industrial buildings characteristic of
Belgium’s urbanized countryside. Second, the building (Figure 7), a
prefabricated one-storey office building in a business/industrial area, is
considered less distinctive than the old row house in Mechelen. The
transition house shares the building with a co-working company, hence
both the interior spaces and the internal courtyard are split into two for
the separate communities, and so are the entrances: on the front is the
door for the co-working crew, on the side the controlled access for the
participants. Some large meeting and event spaces are meant to be
shared. The house’s spatial layout is very basic and tries to make the best
out of what was existing. The entrance hall gives access to a long corridor
decorated with some homely features – shelves, plants, frames on the
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wall – that serves a row of Ikea-furnished bedrooms where the offices
used to be. At one end of the corridor are the meeting and visitors’ rooms,
offices, toilets and the laundry; in the middle, facing the courtyard, is
the kitchen.

From this journey through some instances of “prison houses,” two
key spatial components emerge: the kitchen and the bedroom. I use them
to try to understand the transfiguration of ideas of collectiveness and
privacy occurring in the prison house – a transfiguration that relates both
to traditional prisons and to residential buildings in free society.

The Kitchen and the Bedroom
A guard at London’s Pentonville prison once told me about an
imprisoned man who cooked a pigeon using the kettle in his cell.56 This
is not an exclusive Pentonville recipe but a common practice, a recipe
in the “cell’s cookbook” and a tactic of resistance against the alienation
of imprisoned people from food production in prison.57 Many projects of
small-scale detention – together with many projects of collective living
– center their ethos around the shared kitchen.58 In free society,

Figure 6
NON! �a la maison de transition pour d�eteneus �a Enghien. Map of the town of Enghien and location of the Transition House. Drawing
by A. Lampropoulou and S. Puddu (2020). 1. Transition House. 3. Enghien City Center. 4. Train station.
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Figure 7
The corridor, the bedroom, the kitchen and the split patio. Axonometric and floorplan of Enghien Transition House (elaboration
based on visitors’ description). Drawings by A. Lampropoulou and S. Puddu (2020). 1. Entrance. 2. Doorman. 3. Bedroom. 4. Visitors’
Room. 5. Coaching Room. 6. Kitchen and Living. 7. Courtyard. 8. Bathroom.
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collective kitchens are witnessing a resurgence, especially in
experiments in cooperative living and neighborhood community
kitchens. Such phenomena trigger new rituals of convivial banqueting
and cooking, whilst supporting alternative systems of food production,
distribution and consumption that question gender and class
inequalities. Organized by cooperatives, NGOs and grassroots
organizations, these experiences challenge both domestic cooking
inside the family home and traditional forms of top-down communal
catering by public institutions such as canteens.59

In the prison house, the kitchen is often domestic in its homely
appearance and shared in its access and use. This is the place where
imprisoned people regain the right to prepare their own food rather than
receiving it from the institution, something which is considered an
important step toward self-determination. It is also the place where they
can experience “normal” alternatives of cooking, not the creative, informal
practices like cooking a pigeon in a kettle in one’s cell. In a conversation
with the coordinator of the transition house in Mechelen, the multifaced
role of the communal kitchen was emphasized. It was characterized as a
“place to gain independence,” a “learning spot” where a skill essential for
normal life is acquired often through exchange and example: life coaches
organize cooking activities, coupling participants who can cook with those
who cannot. It was also described as a “place of care for yourself and
others” and an instance of “collective living,” preparing food as a way of
being together.60 Through cooking and dining, the kitchen is depicted as
the locus where collectiveness is un-learned and re-learned.61 During the
opening days of both Mechelen and Enghien the kitchen was indeed
highly celebrated, becoming the stage where the Minister of Justice was
interviewed by the two national television channels.62 Cameras focused
on details that would be very banal in most other contexts: a fruit basket,
some pans and an Ikea set of utensils.

The bedroom is the other space that finds recurrent
representation as a positive asset in the press and in institutional
descriptions of the prison house. When a person arrives in their bedroom
at Mechelen or Skejby, they do so after having lived in a cell elsewhere –

these cells are individual if in the newest prisons or collectively inhabited
due to overcrowding in old prisons. The coordinator of the Mechelen
house describes how the sheer sight of a normal single bedroom that can
be personalized is a “culture shock” for the new participant.63 Tellingly,
for the first few days, participants will keep calling it a “cell” before
adjusting to “room” in the normalized jargon of the house. In Skejby we
have already noticed how room geometry and furniture were said to
encourage a degree of individualization. In Mechelen, the house
coordinator suggests that a similar process of appropriation is happening:
the rooms are very generous in space and the predominantly-Ikea
furniture provided by the institution is kept to a minimum to allow
participants to bring personal items and build their own private domain.64
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While space appropriation is a practice of resistance exercised in any
prison,65 in the prison house this is legitimized, even encouraged, after
some house rules are set up.

The prison house’s bedroom is fed by two precedents: the prison
cell and the single private bedroom. Recent publications in carceral
geography aim to give a comprehensive account of the prison cell as
“arguably – whether for good or otherwise – the fundamental building
block of life in prison.”66 Works in the field of architecture describe the
cell as an architectural entity that, while certainly pushed to its extreme
in the prison, has played a much wider and ambivalent role in
architectural and human history. It is:

An illustration of loneliness, togetherness, sameness,
selflessness, laziness, asceticism, libertinism, domestication,
inhabitation, socialization, incarceration, liberation, oppression,
separation, individuation, cellularization, isolation, contemplation,
collectivization, equality, proximity, anonymity, poverty, luxury,
interiority, enclosure, seclusion, exclusion, inclusion, life
and prison.67

The authors of these words, Pier Vittorio Aureli and Martino Tattara, from
the architectural office Dogma, are contributing to a revision of our
understanding of the architecture of the modern private room. Following
a tradition in architectural theory where the room is seen as the “product
of specific historical circumstances [… ] related to [… ] the domestication
of society,” they read the room as the spatial construct defining the
specific position of any family member within the system of the
household, according to gender, role, and class, hence producing an
individuation of the subject. “More specifically the private room has
contributed to such individuation by staging and celebrating notions of
privacy as the possibility of freedom from the burden and pressures of
the social world.”68

It seems that, in principle, the prison house weakens the pivotal
role of the cell as an enduring central space in the prison experience.69

Compared to the “room as home”70 or to the “total cell,”71 this bedroom is
certainly less crowded with activities (like cooking), with projections and
dreams, or with suffering and conflict. However, it is in the normalized
bedroom of the prison house that privacy is reasserted and celebrated as
an untouchable societal value. The rest of the experience, in the other
spaces of the house, and in the kitchen in particular, is a choreographed
form of collectiveness.

The Risk of Collectiveness and the Reassertion of Privacy
This discussion about the kitchen and the bedroom takes us back to the
question of how privacy and collectiveness (“association” in prison
studies) are normalized in prison and in the prison house in particular.
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Within free society, mainstream narratives of modern subjectivity have
argued that modern man has built his subjectivity within a domestic
interior, namely the secluded single-family home and its rooms.72

Counter-arguments challenge this reading, stating that the modern
individual’s intimate universe is – and should be – also shaped by the
outside world through relationships and confrontations with others in
public.73 Others suggest that subjectivity should be shaped within a
collective interior: socialist and welfare-state designed collective housing
or, increasingly, market-driven collectivized housing and bottom-up
cooperative intentional communes. In the latter, experiments are
considering what can be shared and what should remain private, and they
reflect on the significance of the bedroom within a collective endeavor.

What seems to emerge, in current practices and debates in prison
studies driven by a normalizing perspective, is that privacy and
collectiveness are fundamental rights in people’s life and as such should
also co-exist in captivity. This is a revision of older prison models: prison
privacy has shifted from being an enforced solitude to becoming a
beloved domesticity,74 and collectiveness is carefully reintroduced after
being risk-assessed, understood as instrumental to the subject’s reform
and the institution’s security. The choreography of collectiveness comes
from the top, yet imprisoned people’s responses and feedback
continuously inform adjustments to the patterns of association that have
been defined by the staff.

In the model modern prison that emerged in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, the cell was, in Evans’ words, “a kind of chrysalis
within which the transmutation of the criminal mind was to take place.”75

Hence, “any form of society was suspect both morally and aesthetically”
and intercourse was what hindered the potential intrinsic goodness of a
man.76 In an ever-growing bourgeois society, the private space was
indeed considered the only possible locus for the establishment of
morality. Whether enforced isolation or the restrained intimacy of the
family dwelling, visions of privacy opposed the disordered collective
amalgams of the pre-modern prison and of the city. Evans argued that
solitude and domesticity were simply two distinct varieties of privacy,
thus making the connection between the prison and what, at first sight, is
a realm very distant from it: housing.77 Even more than surveillance,
privacy was the overarching principle and agency of novel spatial
organization.78 The prison cell of the modern prison was a meticulously
controlled environment containing everything necessary to human life.
This sophisticated design ensured permanent solitude that encompassed
the whole prison, including the moments of collectiveness. Whenever
imprisoned people came together in “association,” they had to be isolated
from each other – as in the case of the racks of stacked, separated
seating in the auditoriums of prison chapels.

To grasp fully our current understandings of privacy and
collectiveness in prison environments we need to locate them in a
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historical trajectory that spans from (a) the seventeenth-/ eighteenth-
century critique of gregarious pre-modern prisons; (b) the responding
experiments in solitary confinement in the “modern prison” in the first
half of the nineteenth century, where privacy was valued and the cell was
nominated as the place for reflection and moral transformation; and (c)
the swift reaction to the model of segregated prison cells, as either too
harsh or too soft in its application.79 This last reaction did not lead the
cell to be abandoned in prison design, but it altered the way in which the
cell was seen by prison governors: while faith in the transformative
capacity of the cell faded, it could now be used as a deterrent for both
imprisoned and free people – neither would choose to live in it.80 No real
change can be seen in the conception of prison design until the mid-
twentieth century, when (d) the postwar welfare state promoted and
legitimized the re-introduction of social relationships (the “right to
association”). In contemporary reformism, this is (e) complemented by an
emphasis on the reassertion of privacy as a right to be balanced with
moments of collective living.81

The reintroduction of “normal” social relationships in the modern
and contemporary prison – a realm where privacy is highly valued – is not
just driven by collectiveness being recognized as a right. First, it is
deemed instrumental for the rehabilitation of the subject: in more
progressive reformative thinking there is an idea that the subject can be
reformed through social interaction instead of being reformed in isolation.
Second, it is instrumental within a new punitive paradigm which began in
the 1980s that considers security the fundamental aim of the prison
system: there is an idea that security can be more efficiently and cost-
effectively ensured through group management.

This second idea is grounded in the theorization of the concepts
of “dynamic security,” “risk environment” and “daily social order.” While
“dynamic security” encourages relationship and collectiveness as
instrumental principles for a “good and efficient” prison service, an
associated risk remains.82 As soon as people are not locked in their
individual cells and are given rights of association and movement, there is
a risk that violence will arise more easily, from day-to-day assaults to the
exceptional riot. Reading the prison as a true exemplification of the late-
modern construct of a “risk environment,” criminologist Anthony Bottoms
claims that interpersonal violence is believed to be restrained by “daily
social order.”83 He collects data to demonstrate that prisons’
environmental conditions – a term that includes physical space as well as
societal order and policing – have an influence on the level and the types
of interpersonal violence.84 These environmental conditions are what
prison services try to manipulate increasingly through strategies of
“situational crime prevention” and “risk management,” strategies which
include dynamic security and normalization.

There is an emerging idea that order, rather than control, is key in
prison – as well as in free society. In this sense order is a dynamic social

19



equilibrium also “negatively defined as the absence of violence, overt
conflict or the imminent threat of the chaotic breakdown of social
routines,” while control is just one set of strategies and tactics used to
achieve order.85 Scholarship in criminology has considered the
legitimation and top-down reintroduction of association and
collectiveness in this context. Critiques are sparked about the outcomes
of the risk-assessment and group-management protocols by which
imprisoned people are re-socialized. They observe that group
management is increasingly based on a process of atomization and
individualization of imprisoned people that emphasizes their self-
responsibility and individual needs and goals,86 negating the idea of
collective “intentional community buildings.”87 This leads to a dissolution
of solidarity among imprisoned people and a lack of collective
negotiation, the opposite of what was intended when the postwar welfare
state promoted the re-introduction of social relationships in prisons.

This discussion briefly explains the challenge in re-inserting
collectiveness in detention. In the prison house there is certainly a
resonance of this discussion, coupled with the optimistic intention of
tweaking the prison system as a machine that processes the subject
toward self-empowerment and, ultimately, freedom. Being a project
based on a group – the fifteen participants, the life coaches, and the
society outside in the case of the Belgian transition house – it requires a
more sophisticated perpetuation of order, one that is not only based on
mere control. Risk environment and normalized environment
convene there.

The vision and the methodology applied by the staff in the
transition house in Mechelen is fully grounded on group dynamics: “A very
important part of the project is the fact that they live together. So, we
invest a lot in working together, living together, and open and transparent
communication.”88 It seems that here the interpersonal relationships
between imprisoned people and with the outside world are mediated by
what remains the most important relationship in contemporary prison:
that between the single imprisoned individual and the staff. Group
dynamics are coordinated by the life coaches who live in close and active
proximity to the participants. They prepare both individual plans and
plans for group activities, which are adjusted according to continuous
feedback. Household management – like cleaning and cooking – is the
very realm where these dynamics are tested, with coaches continuously
re-arranging groups and couples dedicated to certain activities, based on
their inclinations, interpersonal attitude, and skills.

The Closed Loop of Normalization
In conclusion, the prison house is often welcomed for its esthetic and
size, which depart from the monumental and institutionalized character
of large prisons. Taking free life as the ultimate model, in the prison
house collectiveness is seen as a means to reform and to guarantee a
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daily social order, while privacy is a perk that the house’s guests have
acquired in a long positive trajectory of good behavior and as a needed
counterbalance to an otherwise overwhelming collectiveness.

The prison house should be understood as an experiment in
choreographed collectiveness and being together in society, reintroduced
after the sublimation of privacy. As soon as it was realized that society
cannot be totally erased even in the most segregated of buildings (the
modern prison), we have turned to strategies to govern prison society that
proceeded from rudimentary experiments reproducing the hierarchical
patriarchal family structure (the family pavilion) to a more recent
sophisticated concert of normalization, coaching, risk assessment, and
dynamic security where staff play a key role in continuously rearranging
and adjusting the collective life of the house’s individualized participants.
This is the path passing through the racked auditorium of the modern
prison, the family pavilions in Mettray, the kitchens for the four teams at
Skejby, and the more dynamic organization of grouping and ungrouping in
Mechelen. There is also a path from the individual cell of the modern
prison to the shared dormitory in Mettray to the private single bedroom of
recent prison houses. The value of privacy (solitude) so strongly
conceptualized within the prison cell and apparently abandoned in
Mettray’s collective sleeping – and also in the reality of overcrowding of
many contemporary prisons – has returned, unquestioned and dressed-
up as domesticity, in the normalized bedroom of the “prison house.”

It is still too early to comment on the balance of privacy and
collective life at the transition houses in Enghien and Mechelen. My
concern is that the houses, with an ambiguous position in relation to
domestic privacy versus solitude, might risk becoming the prototype for
yet another sophisticated experiment in choreographed and polished
collectiveness. Far from intentional communities based on solidarity, they
might only smooth complexity and dismiss conflict in favor of the dream
of that daily social order. This doubt lends itself to further
interdisciplinary investigation.

Whilst I believe that a typological critical analysis is needed of
small prison houses – like the one attempted here for Skejby, Enghien
and Mechelen – this should never be instrumentalized as an atlas of
good practices from which free society could learn. Such analysis is
meant to reveal how the prison house, in the attempt to resemble
normality, might reproduce and hence reinforce it. Or, even further, how by
reproducing normality in captivity, it incubates some variants of it that
might then be transferred to free society – i.e. strategies of
choreographed collectiveness. This is the closed loop of normalization.

I would suggest that, instead of indulging in the dream of a
choreographed collectiveness that excludes risk, conflict and complexity,
it might be wise for architects to look back, for instance, at the villages
for extraordinary people described by Nils Christie in the book Beyond
Loneliness and Institution: Communes for Extraordinary people (Figure 8).89
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Written by a prison abolitionist and key figure of the restorative justice
movement, this book can be read as a manifesto against normalization
and integration. It challenges these very principles, together with the
notions of “deviant” and “mainstream.” As a counter-argument, Christie
enthusiastically and ironically describes the Norwegian villages for
“idiots, mad and bad” as a necessary moment of suspension in the
debate about practices of justice, care and life in society.90 The ordinary
life of the village, says Christie, deliberately detaches itself from the
industrial society outside and in particular from the city as its ultimate
manifestation, in the search for a social form that is instead nurtured by
the extraordinary qualities of its inhabitants. The villages “display ways of
living outside the range of what we call normal. They highlight the
problematic of time, leisure, labor of ordinary society” and of many of its
untouchable values, such as privacy.91

Here are echoed some of the lessons put forward by another
protagonist of the anti-institutional movement, Italian psychiatrist Franco

Figure 8
“Beyond Loneliness and Institutions: Communes for Extraordinary People.” Nils Christie claims that the villages are like a painting
by Bruegel, where every individual stands out as a character escaping categorization and in charge of his own life and of the col-
lective life of the village. Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Battle between Carnival and Lent, 1559 (© KHM-Museumsverband).
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Basaglia. For Basaglia, the extraordinary can be productive in
problematizing normality – evidently a very different take from the
mainstream acclaim given to normalization. To dare to go even further,
this could be a springboard toward rethinking how we might live
collectively and convivially, to use Ivan Illich’s term; toward rethinking
given definitions of the individual and the collective beyond their “normal”
(or, better, “normalized”) reality and conceptualization, and beyond the
dream of fair cohabitation and politically correct social mix, where a
mono-directional pedagogic flow is envisioned from “good normal
citizens” to “idiots, mad and bad.” In a society that re-values the
extraordinary as a constituent, the need for normalization in confined
societies – and for confinement and incarceration themselves – might
then disappear, or at least diminish as a consequence.
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