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The aspirational domesticity that characterizes rich societies—with its cultural uniformity, its oversized 

houses, and its material excesses—, not only determines how we build and manage our built 

environment now. It also contains the ideals that will probably shape the post-urbanity triggered by the 

pandemic fall-out. One of the most common features of any alternative—and more sustainable—lifestyle 

includes a DIY ethos that many see as a position of resistance. The ‘countercultural bricoleur’ from the 

hippie culture of the 60’s 70’s—maybe the most influential figure of its kind—, embraced such ethos as 

part of a larger utopian aspiration. In contrast, this paper studies a cultural streak of dissentive self-

sufficiency that emanates from the rural poor in the US, being shaped by social class and inequality 

rather than cultural identity. The American rural poor embrace informality and scarcity within a society of 

abundance and consumption, which automatically forces them into a position of dissent. Spatial 

practices such as informal farming, junk accumulation, or unregulated self-construction, follow a radical 

principle of resource efficiency but, also are perceived as social markers of poverty. This paper explores 

the ugliness and disorder of rural informality as architectural qualities from two parallel perspectives. 

First, as a deromanticized reinterpretation of the rural vernacular, which finds its expression in different 

ways, from the traditional recycled gardens built by Southern African Americans to the messy material 

culture of the rural trailer trash. Second, as a renewed look at domesticity as the main stage for 

sustainable practices, reclaiming the home as a unit of production—not consumption— towards a life-

serving, rather than extractive, economy. Both perspectives constitute expressions of dissent against the 

established order that, as I will explore in this paper, may broaden, and possibly complicate, our current 

understanding about the politics of informality in architecture.  
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