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Marina Otero Verzier
Archival Fault Lines
On the Inclusion of Non-author-based, Precarious, and  
Criminalized Spatial Practices in the Archive

At the time the archive was formed, the structures were still standing. Dozens 
of self-built and ever-growing architectures for working and living, permaculture 
practices and cultural activities bloomed in what used to be a neglected shipyard. 
Dating to 1997, ADM (de Amsterdamsche Droogdok Maatschappij) was one of Am-
sterdam’s largest self-organized communities.1 Since the eviction of its 130 inhabi-
tants and the demolition of their homes in early 2019, and despite the landowner’s 
promises of immediate development plans, the land remains empty.2

Taking ADM to an end was not without struggle. The community had fought 
eviction attempts since 2015. Together with the support of a team of lawyers and 
a multitude of individuals and organizations, ADM survived 20 court cases and the 
authorities’ mounting pressure on squatting.3 The court case verdict of summer 
2018, which led to eviction a few months later, stands as a paradigm shift in the 
Netherlands’s history:4 one that fractured its national imaginary as land for radical 
and experimental housing projects.

The occupation of a property without the owner’s permission has been a com-
mon practice in the Netherlands since the 1970s. In October 2010, after decades of 
tolerance and endorsement towards squatting, it became a criminal offence pun-
ishable under Dutch law with up to two years and seven months in jail.5 Practices of 
squatting continued, albeit short-lived and on a smaller scale, relatively protected 
by article eight of the European Treaty for Human Rights, which prevented imme-
diate eviction by recognizing the right to the privacy of one’s home.6

On 19 May 2021, a new law to enforce the squatting ban enabled security forces 
to speed up evictions.7 It delivered a severe blow to present and future squatting 
communities. Meanwhile, the spatial practices of squatters epitomized in ADM, 
alongside those of Plantage Dok, Vluchtmaat, Wijde Heisteeg 7, Poortgebouw and 
Landbouwbelang, are celebrated and preserved in the State Archive for Dutch Ar-
chitecture and Urban Planning, funded by the Dutch state. Inside this symbolic, 
public, state-run institution, their criminalized and non-normative communal liv-
ing (and the ideas informing them) are memorialized for future generations.

Architecture of Appropriation
Since 2015 Het Nieuwe Instituut has carried out a series of «archive explorations» 
to reassess the State Archive for Dutch Architecture and Urban Planning. One of 
the world’s largest architecture collections, the archive hosts 1.4 million drawings, 
300.000 photographs, 2.500 models, 70.000 books and magazines, alongside corre-
spondence, posters and other documents of Dutch architects and urban planners.8 
Of all the documents that compose the State Archive, white, male architects author 
97% of them, with only 26 of 835 archives attributed to female architects.9 The 
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collection’s origins are traced back to multiple archives that, over the course of 
more than hundred years, came to merge in the State Archive now part of Het Nieu-
we Instituut. The obvious imbalance in the archive’s composition demonstrates 
how methodologies, gazes and logics implemented in the past by the custodians 
of these various architectural institutions failed to recognize the work of agents 
involved in important transformations of the built environment, rendering them 
institutionally invisible.

Until recently, the primary focus of the State Archive was to preserve Dutch 
architecture and urban design and make them public. The archive explorations ini-
tiated in 2015 by HNI’s research and the heritage departments brought a sense 
of urgency to inspect the past and depart from established modes of collecting 
and archiving. They aimed to reflect on received ideas and methodologies for as-
sessing the cultural, artistic and historical value of examples of Dutch architecture 
and urbanism, and how they constructed a canon. Overlooked actors and forgotten 
stories in the State Archive, among them feminisms in architecture, queer perspec-
tives, and the architecture and afterlives of Dutch colonialism, became the focus of 
these initiatives. Acknowledging the thematic gaps in the official historiography 
was only a first step towards future acquisition policies. Acknowledgement itself is 
insufficient, and the development of methodologies for including new documents, 
subjects, and media became paramount. Given its size, any endeavour to make a 
significant intervention on the State Archive seemed a titanic task. Nevertheless, 
these actions didn’t intended to undoing the past. They aimed to instigate insti-
tutional self-reflection practices towards experimental yet consistent approaches.

Research played a critical role in assessing the relevance of existing and emer-
gent ideas. Candid questions such as «what should be collected today?» or «what 
and in which way should it be preserved?» complicated the histories safeguard-
ed in the archive. These questions first came from the outside of the institution 
through the series Archive Interpretations.10 Researchers, artists, and designers were 
invited to look at the collection to unveil untold narratives and practice alterna-
tive readings. Under this lens, the State Archive became the outcome and subject 
of research. Yet these projects, labelled as artistic experiments, lacked sufficient 
institutional support to alter existing collecting policies and actualize the archive 
according to higher values, and diversity, equity and inclusion principles to be 
passed to future generations. Architecture of Appropriation (2015–2021) was the first 
long-term research initiative to assess the State Archive’s dominant historiography 
and institutional memory.11 It sought to recognize forms of architectural practice 
beyond the traditional notions of authorship, focusing instead on intersectional, 
collaborative and non-normative strategies.

Against the dramatic difficulties for large parts of the population to access af-
fordable housing both in the Netherlands and abroad, Architecture of Appropriation 
mobilized the spatial practices of the squatting movement as a case for alternative, 
non-market-oriented housing policies. The actions of squatters are not arbitrary. By 
appropriating vacant premises, they denounce the systems exclusion prevalent in 
urban developments under political democracy and call for different modes of re-
distribution. Their spatial and legal strategies expose the disparity between those 
treating the architecture as an asset, a repository of capital, an object of speculative 
operations, and those defending the right to housing. Squatters disrupt neo-liberal 
dreams and defy patriarchal structures informing normative domesticity.12 By cre-
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ating intergenerational networks of solidarity and creativity, their communities are 
epicenters of urban culture.

In this context and taking responsibility for the position of HNI as an institution 
mediating between the government, the professional field, and the general popula-
tion, Architecture of Appropriation aimed, perhaps naively, to start a debate capable 
of overturning the criminalization of squatting. Often labelled as a pilot project,13 
a speculative project, or an experiment – terminology used to downplay its disrup-
tive potential – Architecture of Appropriation was an attempt for the people involved 
to challenge current housing policies and transform the acquisition policies at the 
State Archive. Methodologically, it primarily focused on the latter. The project pro-
posed the inclusion of architectural drawings, interviews, and other material relat-
ed to Netherlands-based squats into the archive to build up a record of their spaces 
and oral histories. In doing so, it addressed notions of vacancy, property, owner-
ship, and the right to housing. It also raised questions on the institutions’ role in 
writing the history of cities and their inhabitants and imagining their futures.

In urging the representation and collection of precarious and often criminalized 
practices within the institution, the team sought to interrogate acquisition policies 
at the State Archive and others of its kind. In certain ways, they succeeded. Their 
work unleashed better institutionally funded initiatives led by HNI’s research and 
heritage departments that question decision-making processes, heritage practices 
and their ultimate implications. Some of these projects are Collecting Otherwise,14 
that mobilizes gender, queering, decoloniality, or crip studies to conduct archival 
research; A Collecting History Of The New Institute 1842–2020,15 devoted to the critical 
analysis of the collection, its history, and the ideologies behind acquisition prac-
tices; and Rethinking the Collection,16 aimed at defining a valuation criterion for the 
collection based on inclusive and polyphonic policies and methodologies.

Architecture of Appropriation also inspired community organizations, universi-
ties, museums, and archives in the Netherlands and abroad. The conversations and 
reactions it instigated reflect the current debates on the notion of heritage and its 
volatility, subject to societal, technological, and cultural changes; to political, na-
tional and market ideologies.17 Yet, heritage ultimately belongs to society. Rather 
than understanding heritage as a neutral and objective inheritance, the project's 
team conceived heritage preservation as a public, collective negotiation, engaging 
with traditionalist perspectives and experimental approaches.

The Politics of Architectural Representation
From August to December 2016, HNI’s research department set up a working group 
to document the spatial practices of the squatting movement.18 At the core of their 
work were questions regarding the adequate methodology and medium to incor-
porate the spatial practices of the squatting movement in the State Archive. The 
group took inspiration from previous initiatives to represent informal, temporary, 
and precarious spaces, from conversations and workshops with activists and archi-
val professionals and, more importantly, from the collaboration with the squat’s in-
habitants. The resulting methodology also reflected on the State Archive’s policies 
as a framework to navigate and eventually subvert. As such, it appropriated, when 
convenient, institutionalized representation tools.

In collaboration with the architecture students from TU Eindhoven and the 
squats’ inhabitants, the group used architectural drawings – floorplans and axo-
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nometric views – to present these architectural practices not generally included 
in the histories and archives of architecture. Architectural representation was not 
mobilized as an innocent medium. It involves selecting, emphasizing and obviating 
elements of reality to make them plausible, measurable and governable. It deter-
mines who or what is represented, being fundamental in the distribution of power.

Whereas one could argue against the use of normative techniques to represent 
non-normative spatial practices, architectural drawings proved essential to legal 
claims around squatting practices. The spontaneous and non-regulated nature of 
the daily practice of squatters is generally not formally documented. Yet, deploying 
technical drawings allowed squatting spatial practices to infiltrate architectural 
and legal discourses. Drawings were even used as evidence in court cases, where 
arguments concerning the right to housing are generally unsupported by legally 
binding documents, such as a cadaster plan or a contract, or images of future de-
velopments presented by property owners.19

The architecture drawings of squatted spaces represented spatial and material 
strategies for transforming a vacant and often deteriorated building into a communal 
living space. They showed the diversity of squatted spaces in the Netherlands regard-
ing typology (monumental canal houses or industrial complexes), size (small or large 
groups), temporality (squatted for months, years or decades) and status (squatted 
or legalized). And yet, these drawings did not fully succeed in depicting the squats’ 
architecture. Even less in documenting their critical spatial practice as told by those 
who had not been previously heard, considered or invited to the institution; by those 
who have been criminalized. In mediating the voices of those who design, build, care 
for and inhabit these spaces, the technical drawings had flattened the intricate prac-
tices inside, around and between the squats. Drawings might be acceptable for their 
inclusion and preservation in a heritage institution but failed to embody the cultural 
process that made these spaces relevant. As scholar Laurajane Smith reminds, heri-
tage has to be experienced; it is an experience that involves acts, performances and 
embodied practices of remembering and passing knowledge.20 Heritage is not neces-
sarily the conservation of objects or sites as frozen in time, Smith argues. All heritage 
is ultimately intangible, and results from everyday life cultural and social processes 
where bonds are formed through shared experiences and acts of co-creation.21

Despite being effective tools for specific forums, technical drawings were not 
enough. In consultation with the squats involved, the group organized annota-
tion sessions with their inhabitants (Fig. 1).22 During these gatherings (conceived 
in collaboration with Poortgebouw in Rotterdam) the communities shared food, 
drinks and memories as they wrote and draw stories directly on top of technical 
drawings or tracing paper (Fig. 2). Individual and collective accounts addressed 
the evolution of the space from its pre-occupation state to the first squatting ac-
tion, significant life events, social practices, forms of collective care and decision 
making, approaches to economic and cultural exchanges, and plans for the near 
future. These stories, fundamental for understanding the squat's spatial and ma-
terial arrangements, reflect multiple and even dissonant accounts, making their 
representation a negotiation.

The hybrid and unstable nature of the resulting documents – between techni-
cal drawings, performative acts, and oral histories directly annotated by the com-
munity – also served to accommodate the archive’s policy strategically. Archives 
have historically privileged originality and authenticity. Although digitally born 
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documents and new scanning and fabrication technologies have given copies an 
essential role in the discourse and practice of preservation, archives are general-
ly involved with originals. The squat’s archive, consequently, challenges notions 
of authenticity, authorship, and the designer’s figure as an autonomous master-
mind favoring instead co-authorship and collaborations. The documents are of the 
squat’s collective authorship, while the role of the research collective as ‹archive 
former› evidence how archival practices contribute to the making of documents.

The methodology, therefore, opens up the possibility that those involved in scan-
ning or photographing a document, deciding the resolution at which it could be seen 
and downloaded, and tagging the objects are participants in this act of co-creation. 
While often unacknowledged, every expert in preservation is aware of how their 
work fundamentally transforms the object to be collected. Their interventions and 
their gaze upon the object transform how it is positioned and understood histori-
cally. They are handlers of culture and history and subjective makers of it. Similarly, 
digitalization is not a neutral technique. It involves decisions around categorization, 
presentation, access, or context. Once shared digitally, any document or object ac-
quires new readings through reception, usage, manipulation, decontextualization, 
thus questioning the traditional distinction between original and copy.

Preserving as a Collective Responsibility
Inside the archive, each squat has its box containing a self-description, annotated 
architectural drawings, a timeline of the origins, occupation and life at the squat, 
alongside photographs, historical documents from the State Archive, city archives, 
the International Institute for Social History, and copies of the squats’ sketches, 
meeting notes, and photographs (Fig. 3). Their originals are kept by each squat 
in their respective private archives. Names and private details are protected if re-
quested by the community. Each box functions as a node in a distributed system 
extending beyond the State Archive’s walls and accessible via the Adlib database 
and search portal.23 This decentralized archive enhances the archive’s societal em-
beddedness. It highlights the notion of heritage as a shared responsibility between 
institutions, communities, professionals, and the general public and operating 
across walls, borders, and nations: an open-ended network of organizations and 
individuals who come together around shared and still unrecognized commons.

Whereas the national focus of the State Archive for Dutch Architecture and Ur-
ban Planning conditioned the selection of squats included in the archive, this net-
worked collection accounts for the open character and ideologies of the movement. 
International alliances connected Architecture of Appropriation and the Dutch-based 
squatter communities with similar movements in Brazil (Ocupação 9 de Julho, São 
Paulo), Italy (Macao, Milan), Hong Kong (Community Farming Project, Hong Kong), 
among others.24 Heritage, according to Smith’s definition, is a cultural process that 
engages with acts of remembering that allow to engage with the present. Archives 
are living entities. And yet, transforming squats into heritage also flattens many 
of their constitutive layers – those impossible to preserve inside the State Archive. 
Therefore, a central question haunts the project: if to archive squatting practices 
in the State Archive risks separating squatting from its political, economic, and 
cultural contexts, why do so? Why institutionalize a purposedly anti-institutional 
practice? Why would an archive funded by the Dutch state be a place for the spatial 
practices of squatters that this same state criminalized since 2010?
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Appropriating the Archive
Despite acknowledging the communities’ precariousness and the need to limit in-
stitutional appropriation processes, various paradoxes and forms of violence were 
at play during the archiving process. The Dutch state was simultaneously crimi-
nalizing squatting and acknowledging its societal and architectural relevance by 
extension of the State Archive. Rather than obscuring these tensions and contra-
dictions, the project explored them publicly. Discussion on the possible extractive 
relations that the project would establish was not censored nor mitigated but 
encouraged. To counter the often opaque archiving methodologies, the team or-
ganized exhibitions, events, parties, and publications debating the project’s aim 
and courses of action. If anything, Architecture of Appropriation’s team consistently 
displayed openness to self-awareness, self-assessment and criticism.

There were also meaningful causes that kept the work going despite the appar-
ent perils. The institutional support by HNI and their inclusion in the State Archive 
served to mobilize arguments for preserving these spaces in the face of eviction. As 
representatives of HNI in decision-making positions, members of the team wrote 
letters of support arguing for the heritage and the cultural and architectural im-
portance of the squats.25 Their communities often used project’s documents during 
court cases and negotiations with local, national and international governments.26 
In some cases, they argued, these documents were fundamental to supporting their 
claims and protecting the squats.27 One of the squats, Vluchtmaat, was even nomi-
nated for the 2017 Dutch Design Awards in the category of Habitat.28

The squats were also financially supported through the project’s activities. Giv-
en the annual budget of the State Archive, the project embodied a strategy for the 
redistribution of public funding across communities that are generally excluded 
from financial support despite their relevance for the city’s life. The Architecture 
of Appropriation publication, for instance, was designed to circulate freely, being 
available to download as a PDF file.29 Revenues from sales of the paper version, 
printed at Raddraaier in Amsterdam (the Squatters manuals printer), contribute 
to the legal costs of squatting communities threatened with eviction other similar 
initiatives.30 While archiving practices of architectural appropriation, we were si-
multaneously appropriating the workings of the archive.

Yet, even if having the highest ambitions and achieving some of its aims, the 
initiative could become an alibi to maintaining the archive’s exclusionary struc-
tures. During the process, the team often contemplated that a seemingly critical 
work would only introduce the small changes that would legitimize existing in-
stitutions to make them bearable and respectable enough to avoid their collapse. 
What could a series of small interventions do against millions of documents and 
generations of decisions based on a canon no longer adequate? Some navigated the 
impossible line between the comfort of institutional affiliation and the willingness 
to change things from within. All worked towards a societally embedded practice 
of heritage that privileged interpersonal attention and affection instead of insti-
tutional bureaucracies, codes of conduct and efficiency dogmas. The work of Felix 
Guattari on «institutional psychotherapy» came to mind often. Institutions are ill, 
Guattari argued, and it is necessary to treat them before treating or assisting others 
by «[…] replacing bureaucracy with institutional creativity.»31

Long communal dinners, walks, and parties replaced office meetings. Writing 
petitions, letters of support, and attending court cases became usual activities. To 
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counter those who claimed the unworthiness of squatters to institutional support, 
the team railed voices in architecture, preservation, culture and policymaking. 
They also crossed lines that left assumed notions of professionalism aside to partic-
ipate in squatting actions and provide shelter for asylum seekers in need. Jobs were 
several times put at the HNI director’s disposal when the repercussions could fall 
into the institution. Taking risks and challenging the status quo are seemingly at 
odds with preserving heritage. Critical experimentation, however, is fundamental 
to enhance our understanding of the past, present and future, to channel the pow-
ers of imagination.

Afterlives
In early 2022 many of the HNI research team members left the institution, taking 
the project to a provisional end. Supported by the Dutch State, archivists and custo-
dians continue to care for the archive. However, as squatted spaces are increasingly 
targeted and threatened, many of the communities represented in the archive have 
disappeared after forced eviction and demolition. An archive envisioned to cele-
brate contemporary spatial practices has soon transformed into a historical arte-
fact, putting pressure on the question of how better to protect and recognize forms 
of intangible heritage, often more fragile than cultural objects.

Still, illegalized practices inside the State Archive stand as a political act. One 
that instigates ethical, methodological, disciplinary and historiographical debates; 
one that acknowledges practices and actors otherwise excluded by official narra-
tives; that exposes the forms of violence intrinsic to the apparatus of the state, be-
coming a catalyst for present and future activism. The Architecture of Appropriation 
archive is a political act that reminds us that to conceive housing beyond property 
and ownership is possible and was longtime legal even within capitalist regimes. 
The squatter’s archives are a generative medium, ready to be appropriated, im-
proved, and used in support of these and other non-normative spatial practices. 
They exist to be kept, studied, and shared, but more importantly, performed.
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1 The first annotation session at Poortgebouw in Rotterdam, September 2017, Photographer: Marina 
Otero Verzier

2 The outcome of the first annotation session at Poortgebouw in Rotterdam, 2017, Photographer: 
Marina Otero Verzier
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3 ADM archive box included in the Het Nieuwe Instituut collection, Rotterdam, Photographer: 
 Johannes Schwartz
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