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Kenny R. Cupers
On the Coloniality of Architectural Modernism in Germany

Undoing structural racism in architecture – the urgent task to which this journal 
issue aims to contribute – entails much more than rewriting history. Anti-racist 
and anti-colonial activists teach us that such work cannot just be a matter of ad-
dressing the historical traces and contemporary expressions of racism in architec-
tural discourse, nor does it suffice to include, through affirmative action or other 
such institutional reform, BIPoC voices into its professional and academic cham-
bers. Undoing racism in architecture would remain futile if it failed to address the 
racialized hierarchies of power that shape the construction of our planetary lived 
environments – their spatial divisions, unequal configurations, and ecological in-
terdependencies. As such, the histories we tell do matter. They matter because, like 
all stories, they conjure up a ‹we› and in doing so they not only include but also ex-
clude. They matter also because they situate particular experiences in relationship 
to the world at large. And they matter because in orienting us towards historical 
difference, they show that the present is not the inevitable outcome of the past, 
and therefore another future may be forged. One such history – which has been 
key to the long-standing evasion of racism in architecture and therefore requires 
rewriting – is that of architectural modernism.

In 1926, the German landscape architect Leberecht Migge claimed that the vast 
modern housing estates being built across Weimar Germany were a strategic re-
orientation of colonialism. In the prewar period, the ‹human struggle for existence› 
had led to overseas colonization and ultimately to war, he proposed. Space itself 
could explain these destructive developments: «When people push on people, we 
experience this movement in its extremely destructive form as war; when one so-
cial class pushes another, we experience this in its organic consequence as social 
war, as ‹colonization›».1 Migge was referencing a geopolitical logic that had been 
proposed by the geographer Friedrich Ratzel in the late nineteenth century and 
that was adopted by Nazi ideologues to legitimize their racist expansionist policies. 
It suggested that a people (Volk) needed to expand its territory to survive. The war, 
and Germany’s subsequent loss of its colonies as a result of the 1919 Versailles 
Treaty, had reduced European Lebensraum, Migge claimed, and would now need to 
be «expanded at all cost» in order to maintain European life.2

Yet for Migge, colonial expansion was not the only solution. In contrast to calls 
for re-establishing German overseas empire, Migge argued that Germans should 
concentrate their ambitions inward, and intensify the settlement and agricultural 
productivity of their domestic territories. This new kind of colonialism would no 
longer be based on the occupation of land overseas, but rather on the «technologiz-
ing of the German soil».3 In contrast to bourgeois reformers’ longings for a return 
to a supposedly more natural way of life, Migge proposed a radical design project, 
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in which the earth would be transformed into a vital and functional complement to 
humanity. Migge coined this approach ‹domestic colonization› [Binnenkolonisation], 
likely to distinguish it from the internal colonization [Innenkolonisation] policies of 
imperial Germany that had been in place since the late nineteenth century. 

Migge was not writing this from the sidelines. By 1926, he had designed allot-
ment gardens and ‹green› urban extension plans for several German cities, and was 
working with leading architects such as Bruno Taut to build mass housing estates 
in Berlin, Frankfurt, Dessau, and other cities. In response to urgent housing needs 
after the war, social democratic city governments had launched ambitious housing 
programs, building thousands of new units on greenfield sites at the urban periph-
ery. These estates are celebrated today as a progressive achievement of architec-
tural modernism, fusing typified housing, landscape design, and urban planning 
to build a new kind of society, even a new kind of human. Migge’s own modernist 
ambitions were focused less on housing than on allotment gardens, which he took 
as the starting point for a new ecological urbanism centered on the figure of the 
food-producing settler [Siedler]. In this context, Migge has been hailed as a pio-
neering «green modernist», who translated avant-garde ecological principles into 
functionalist designs.4 

Focusing on Germany, this article, and the forthcoming book The Earth that 
Modernism Built from which it draws, accounts for the coloniality of architectural 
modernism by exploring its environmental logics. Modernism is not strictly de-
fined by an aesthetic language, a self-proclaimed avant-garde, or a set of institu-
tions. Rather, I build on a strand of scholarship that characterizes modernism as 
a belief that the future can be forged by aesthetic, technological, and intellectual 
means, rather than through political organization or collective action. In Germany 
as elsewhere, this belief crossed the political spectrum, mixed optimism and fear, 
and confounded clear distinctions between progressive and conservative ideals.5 
Foregrounding the role of conflicts over land in colonial Africa and central Europe, 
I seek to understand how modernism was shaped by an imperial worldview in 
which land became increasingly recognized as a limited resource on our planet. 
Prompted by global competition for territorial expansion in the late nineteenth 
century, land received new import as an instrument of governing. Its control and 
transformation were not just a matter of geopolitics or political economy: land also 
became a biopolitical instrument. In other words, land was not only a technique 
of sovereignty or the goal of colonial conquest. It became an instrument of pow-
er focused on the racialized management of human life. While state institutions, 
reformers, and artists established ‹colonies› in the countryside as a path to reform 
or build a new, at times emancipatory space, colonialists presented overseas land 
as an opportunity for white settlement that would avoid or resolve the tensions of 
industrial capitalism. In these and other projects, land – from its materiality and 
ownership to its cultivation and preservation – held promise as a means to shape 
the social. And because land was invested with such agency, the transformation of 
land by technical and aesthetic means – through architecture, planning, and other 
modes of design – carried extraordinary promise.

At first sight, Germany might seem an unlikely case for such an exploration. 
Germany’s overseas empire was established only in 1884 and forcibly seized in 
1919. Its colonial architecture and planning is less substantial, and widely regarded 
as much less significant, than that of some other European colonial empires. There 
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are few master plans or colonial buildings designed by well-known architects in its 
colonies, and the ostensibly ‹postcolonial character› of the Weimar republic com-
plicate efforts to locate its modernist experimentation on colonial ground. At the 
same time, as it has now become standard for historians to emphasize the conti-
nuities between the imperial and Weimar periods, there is growing evidence that 
German modernism did not deviate far from the imperial worldview from which 
it derived. Historians of the Deutscher Werkbund (the association of architects, 
designers and industrialists that were foundational to the creation of the Bauhaus), 
have long demonstrated the importance of imperial politics to the development of 
modern, industrial design before, during, and following World War 1.6 But in this 
groundbreaking scholarship, colonialism often remains a mere footnote. Race is an-
alytically absent, and empire is usually discussed as Germany’s European territorial 
footprint and in terms of its economic and military power, rather than an unstable 
project shaped by colonial violence and racialized dispossession.7 The longstanding 
treatment of colonialism as marginal to modern architecture in Germany has most 
recently been challenged in a pioneering study by Itohan Osayimwese, who shows 
how German architects were influenced by a public culture thoroughly imbued 
with representations of the colonial world and its inhabitants.8 

Instead of focusing on modern architecture in the colonial world or on the role 
of colonial representations in the metropole, I propose situating the rise of modern-
ism at the nexus between land and life as objects of governing. By this, I mean the 
ways in which the objectification, control, and transformation of living landscapes 
came to intersect with the management of populations as living bodies. Asking 
how architecture, landscape design, and settlement planning became discursively 
and practically imbued with the power to reorder the social world does not mean 
privileging the influence of an artistic avant-garde or limiting the inquiry to the op-
erations of the state. A new rendering of biopolitics, and its closely related concept 
of governmentality, has prompted a shift in analytical focus. Instead of authori-
tarian or disciplinary power, it foregrounds the more subtle and everyday ways in 
which human life is regulated through both state and non-state institutions – rang-
ing from public health and social insurance to scientific management and modern 
body culture.9 Significantly expanding the range of actors and agents of modern-
ism, such analysis has engendered new narratives of how architecture, planning, 
landscape and industrial design serve in the shaping and governing of social life.

Extending the analytical focus on biopolitics, my intention is to explore its in-
tersection with geopolitics – the dynamics of power over and through land. This 
shifts the primary analytical framework of modernism to include the colonial hier-
archies of power to which both notions in fact owe at least part of their origin. The 
terms geopolitics and biopolitics were coined around 1900 as part of a German-cen-
tric intellectual tradition centered on the state as a living organism.10 This tradition, 
in which Ratzel’s work was crucial, posited that government should be based in the 
biological constitution of the people (Volk) and its relationship to the land, rath-
er than on statistical, ‹dead› notions of population and territory. While biopolitics 
concerned the inner workings and health of the ‹state organism›, geopolitics dealt 
with its spatial and racial disposition in relationship to other such ‹organisms› on 
the planet. Derived from an older way of thinking about the determining influence 
of the earth on humanity, both notions marshaled biological, racist thinking to 
naturalize capitalist empire and legitimize colonial rule.
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Germany is at the center of this inquiry not because of its much-proclaimed 
pioneering role in the development of architectural modernism, but rather because 
colonialism still remains marginal to its dominant narratives.11 Scholars have long 
insisted that we recognize colonialism as the shadow side of our global modernity, 
rather than relegating its effects to (formerly) colonized parts of the world.12 Race – 
as biological fiction and mental reality undergirding the violent establishment of 
colonial hierarchies of power – should accordingly be analyzed as a key mode of 
making human and geographical difference in the modern world. Such a framework 
compels historians to account for racialization as a structural aspect of modernity, 
rather than studying racism as an ideology that can be circumscribed within specif-
ic movements – whether conservative, colonial, or fascist. Despite scholarly efforts 
to reveal modernists’ racist ideas, German architectural modernism has thus far 
not been subjected to such structural analysis.13 Architectural historians are only 
recently beginning to account for the centrality of race in the development of mod-
ern architectural discourse and practice.14 Analyzing how colonial and racial logics 
shaped the territorial purview and biopolitical aspirations of modern architecture, 
landscape design, and settlement planning during the Kaiserreich and Weimar pe-
riods may contribute to a better understanding of the whiteness of modernism. 
Foundational for such a study is the wealth of recent scholarship on German colo-
nialism, spurred by a wider transnational turn. Shifting the focus away from the 
nation-state as primary methodological framework, this scholarship analyzes the 
ways in which Germany was transformed by global connections at a time of impe-
rial capitalist expansion.15 

Land became a crucially important resource in the rapid course of Germany’s in-
dustrialization, urbanization, and agricultural modernization in the late nineteenth 
century. This made the bourgeoisie keenly aware of the need to preserve natural 
landscapes and traditional rural architecture, spurring the establishment in 1904 of 
a pioneering environmental movement, the Heimatschutzbewegung, literally ‹home-
land protection movement.› In addition to landscape preservation, it was also con-
cerned with the preservation of townscapes, architectural style and rural planning, 
traditional customs and folklore, tourism, local history, and regional identity. An 
extensive body of scholarship has situated this environmental movement in German 
modernity, and analyzed it within the complex ecosystem of Wilhelmine reform.16 
Many of these studies, however, neglect the fact that land also became important in 
the context of Europe’s colonial project. Even though its own overseas colonies re-
mained of limited economic and social importance, the German Empire was shaped 
by a global race to colonize the world and bring peripheral areas into in a subservi-
ent relationship to imperial centers. With these incursions came new challenges of 
how to control land, how to settle European populations and assure their safety, and 
how to dispossess existing polities from their land. This raised new questions, not 
only about the logistics of extraction and control and the social and sexual reproduc-
tion of settlers and laborers, but related to this also, questions about the appropriate 
form of settlement, the relationship between urban centers and agricultural hinter-
lands, and the production of suitable homes adapted to their environment. In short, 
colonialism raised new questions and engendered practices of planning and design 
across scales – from the domestic sphere to the planet at large. 

Yet the occupation and settlement of overseas territories was only one mode – 
and not the most important one – of German colonialism. Germany’s colonial drive 
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was very much focused within Europe. In addition to such continental aspirations, 
colonialism also gave new impetus to older practices of agrarian improvement and 
planned settlement, under the rubric of ‹internal colonization›.17 Efforts to territori-
alize the national body were particularly important for Germany’s imperial border-
lands, and they coincided with efforts to unsettle other ethnic groups and unruly 
populations.18 Yet projects of settlement reshaped not only imperial borderlands; 
they also informed planning on the outskirts of German cities such as Berlin or 
Frankfurt, as Migge’s work suggests. 

The belief that Germans have a unique relationship with the land, as their 
Heimat (homeland), has long been studied as a staple of romantic nationalism.19 Yet 
the significance of this discourse for modernism is better understood if approached 
from more recent scholarly frameworks of settler colonialism.20 A staunch advo-
cate of imperial expansion, Ratzel theorized the relationship between people and 
land not as statically determined but rather as the result of a dynamic process of 
colonization. This process, he claimed, was based in the cultivation of land. With 
his conceptualization of the term Lebensraum around the turn of the century, he as-
serted that rather than by any indigenous claims to territory or mercantile control, 
it was by turning land into productive agricultural landscapes that a people would 
gradually become more rooted in the soil and thus legitimately claim a territory. 
This theory was meant to legitimize settler colonialism, and it obscured existing 
stewardship of the land and the fact that agricultural work was largely done by 
migrant or coerced laborers rather than white settlers. The analysis of the built 
environment – ranging from domestic interiors and roof shapes to the layout and 
land use plan of a village or a valley – unfolds theories of settlement.21 Knowledge 
of what we would now call ‹vernacular architecture› was marshaled as evidence for 
people’s relationship to the land theories that informed not only the Heimatschutz 
movement but also German colonial planning. Focusing on coloniality reveals not 
only the territorial and expansionist dimensions of German architecture and plan-
ning, but also the ways in which geopolitical theories were legitimized by creating 
and analyzing architectural ‹facts on the ground›. 

This geopolitical and architectural analysis reveals how Germans increasingly 
framed land – and its transformation through agriculture, architecture, planning, 
and other means – in racial terms. A well-known example is Paul Schultze-Naum-
burg who became a member of the Nazi party in the 1920s and published his influ-
ential racist diatribe, Kunst und Rasse, in 1928.22 Placing Schultze-Naumburg’s turn-
of-the-century calls for architectural and cultural reform in an imperial context 
shaped by colonial ways of knowing and doing allows to better understand how 
race shaped German modern architecture. Rooting Germans not into ‹their soil› but 
into foreign soil overseas, architecture obscured what Patrick Wolfe has termed 
the annihilative logic of settler colonialism.23 In this context, architecture served 
as a political technique based on the racialized production of affective connections 
between people and land. Such racialization shaped settlement projects in the bor-
derlands of imperial Germany, even as indices of racial identification differed and 
remained contested. 

What can be gained from this particular way of foregrounding coloniality in the 
history of architectural modernism? Considering the fact that Bauhaus-centric nar-
ratives of modernism continue to be taught at professional architecture, planning, 
and design schools around the world, it is imperative that these narratives account 
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for the ways in which colonialism and racism have shaped some of its dispositions, 
even where this influence has remained implicit. Yet this does not mean that colo-
nial politics of land and race determine all of modernism’s myriad manifestations 
or political repercussions. Even though its epistemological underpinnings of hu-
man ecology derived at least in part from late-nineteenth century imperialist and 
racist geography, architectural modernism also exceeded these foundations, as co-
lonial ways of thinking and doing were refashioned and sublimated into modernist 
visions with a diverging and unpredictable set of outcomes.
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