Ben Small

Thesis Outline

INTRO. (Establish goals of thesis. Identify problems I'll address. Set up historical precedent for argument. Touch on basic concepts of Architecture and the Anthropocene. Etc....)


This paper seeks to establish the Anthropocene as a salient problem space for architecture. Through a case-study approach of two cutting edge “living buildings” in the PNW I will demonstrate how architecture can help convey connection between individuals and global systems, as well as help teach users about the connections between global systems themselves. But architecture is more than an effective pedagogical tool. By re-thinking architecture in the Anthropocene architects (and the users whose lives they touch) can develop relevant (philosophical?) understandings of our place on/role in/relationship to the Earth/our home/this planet/etc. and lead humanity through the difficult, unprecedented challenges of the Anthropocene. Finally, as so many architects, theorists and historians debate the end of history, modernism, postmodernism, etc. my paper is a modest call for action (to not stop thinking about the evolution of architectural thought/practice/production/) and a request/suggestion for a simple evolution in architectural thinking (that is thinking for dwelling. I define architectural thinking as thinking for dwelling), in the anthropocene. As Sigfried Giedion said in the 1962 edition of his classic Space, Time, and Architecture, 

“Contemporary architecture worthy of the name sees its main task as the interpretation of a way of life valid for our period. There can be no question of “Death or Metamorphosis,” there can only be the question of evolving a new tradition.” 

If the current period of Earth's history is defined by the Anthropocene (i.e. an awareness/conversation about the epoch-making behaviors/impacts of humankind), how can/should architects interpret our condition in order to produce valid buildings (defined as buildings that reinforce our understanding of life and our place/role on planet earth)? 

 1. The Anthropocene.

 a) Background

· (Ontology) The science – safe operating space for humanity. 

· (Epistemology, ethics, politics) The discourse – dystopian? A planetary opportunity? What consequences does humanity face? (Andy Revkin and Clyde Hamilton, current state of built environment, TINA, climate change, biodiversity loss, sea level rise, increasing population density and social upheaval...)

 b) Regardless of our current epoch (if/whether or not we're still “firmly in the Holocene interglacial period or whatever), the Anthropocene is important and relevant as it is fundamentally a conversation about us, how we live, what we do, and how we impact the Earth. Our home. Our only home. Our spaceship. Our spaceship earth. Our mother earth. Our gaia. Yada yada yada, blah blah blah. 
 2. What virtues should be cultivated in the Anthropocene? (Ethics/politics)

 a) Precedented – Andy Revkin, Clive Hamilton, Paul Robbins (from his keynote presentation at LC Environmental Studies Symposium, 2014).

· Serendipity. First and foremost important, composed of three parts.

· Wonder – openness 

·  Humility – influence does not equal control

·  Play – unpredictable and unknowable world play = active engagement not active retreat (or burying our heads in the sand) and a capacity to fail (i.e. to learn from failures/mistakes and to not get disheartened).

· Articulate desires and fears (Paul Robbins). 
 3. Heidegger, Building Dwelling Thinking (in the Anthropocene).

 a) Homelessness in the Anthropocene; humans impact the Earth more than any other system, we may be the most significant force but our actions are changing the world in ways not beneficial for human survival. In other worlds, the Anthropocene describes a world of our own creation, (as a misguided result of our uninformed actions) but not of our own design.
 b) This unprecedented change can lead to a sense of homelessness.

 c) New type of dwelling needed to address homelessness of Anthropocene (also defined by unprecedented change). Dwelling is a continuous process. (Sustained by architecture. But I'll talk about this in the next section.)

· Why dwelling? Why not nomadism? Why human survival? Survival of other species? Why does any of it matter? Are these philosophical questions pointless, and way beyond the scope of my thesis to even consider including?

 d) A dwelling that emphasizes connection (connectedness) between individuals and global systems,

 e) and the connection between global systems themselves.  

· What kinds of connections (direct, indirect, causal, etc.) are important (to highlight/understand) in the Anthropocene?
 4. Architecture (to the rescue)!

 a) What is Architecture? (Ontology, epistemology) definition of place, region. Exercise of human capacity to dwell.

 b) (Ethics) Why Architecture? How can architecture respond to the (unprecedented) troubles/challenges/opportunities(?) of the Anthropocene? How can architecture embrace/reinforce the important virtues-to-cultivate-in-the-Anthropocene articulated above? (Philosophically for now, then technically later in the case-study section. This is the theory heavy part.)

 c) (Politics/actions) How? Architecture can do all of this (articulate desires/fears, reflect our ability to dwell, engender thinking about dwelling, reflect our impact on global systems, etc. etc. etc.) and I'll explain/show you how in my case-study, etc. But it can also only be effective/successful to an extent... (I'll explain this too, the problem is it's a non-representational art form/medium. But that might also not be such an issue because with architecture you create entire object-environments that users are completely immersed in for long periods of time. Buildings generate backgrounds, patterns, influences, that can influence/inform behaviors/understandings of things such as connections. Especially when coupled with education. But I'll talk about this later.) But... There is no silver bullet. Architecture is (my interest/pursuit/passion and), I think, a particularly well equipped (transdisciplinary) means of engaging with the Anthropocene. Why?

·  Architecture historically reflects human social projects, values, politics, etc. And it still should/must. But now it needs to evolve a little (to describe the importance of connections critical to life in the Anthropocene)...
 5. Beyond buildings as sustainable objects. 

 a) For too long sustainability discourse around buildings has focused on creating low-impact objects. Historical background on sustainable design/architecture.

 b) And we're not talking about design trends and styles (see above Giedion quote. i.e. bamboo is soo in these days, OMG!), but foundational principles of architectural production. And not mere periods either (i.e. modernism, deconstructivism, etc.) but a full on epoch-shift suitable for the Anthropocene (i.e. re-evaluating dwelling in the Anthropocene, which is an admittedly philosophical question, to which an answer is sought in architecture)!
 6. (sustainable) Design principles to be;

 a) Abandoned:

· Really only this idea that ultimately buildings can only be sustainable objects.

· Modernism?

· Deconstruction?

· But these are just styles, periods. Are they worthy of abandonment? Surely movements like modernism and deconstructivism ask deep epistemological questions about architecture, but I have a feeling architecture is well equipped to wrestle with more ontological questions in the context of the anthropocene (I.e what does it mean to dwell in the anthropocene?). 

 b) Blessed and left:

· collaborative design.

· Cradle to Cradle (William McDonough)

· Permaculture?

· Dieter Rams?

 c) Embraced: (connectedness, as I'll explain in the following...)
 7. Instead, what is needed are active object-environments capable of conveying connection (relationships!) between individuals and global systems, and the relationships between global systems themselves. LATOUR – Gifford Lectures, Give me a gun... (?)

 a) Focus on the environments we can design. And design them to help us live better. 

· Designers have always been responding to unprecedented challenges. It's what drives innovation. Buckminster Fuller and Comprehensive Anticipatory Design Science. 

 b) The problem of conveying these connections/relationships in non-representational medium (art, art form) such as architecture .

· Connectedness! By contouring our environments around our bodies, our actions, and our inherent connection to the non-human world. By not focusing on shutting anything out (except the cold and rain!) such as the evidence of the water cycle. By understanding and reflecting socio-economic-political systems in our buildings as well. And therefore providing literal space in which the individual can explore/reflect on his/her specific relationship to these global systems (how is it that I personally relate to/function in these systems?) Different ways of knowing position in world (ecologically, politically, emotionally, existentially, religiously, culturally, socially, etc. etc. etc...) Less interest in symbolism (semiotics, semantics...) although it is important, effective, and relevant; more emphasis on objects (specifically object-environments) and their capacity to reveal the intrinsic structure(s) behind all appearance (hermeneutics). 

· This helps avoid proscribing “a universal form to elevate humanity” much/such as the modernists did.
 8. But how? How to probe this problem? Real world examples and Methodology.

 a) Case study! (Politics) 

· Investigate two living buildings in PNW region of USA. 

· What are living buildings? Explain standard & relevance.

· Vs. LEED and other rating systems. Political-economy of green building. (is this section important?)

· Introduction and background on the schools. How/why did I choose these two? Explain...

· Bertschi School science wing

· Hood River Middle School

 b) Methods/methodology(methodologies)

· Phenomenology

· explain the heavy theory of architectural phenomenology. Heidegger (links back to 3), Seamon, etc. 

· Lived experience, emphasis on subject-object relationship.
· Hermeneutics! Semiotics? Semantics?

· Thiis-evensen? Christopher Alexander?

· Pedagogy problem. My phenomenological approach broadens pedagogy by examining the implicit effects of the background “noise”/patterns in architecture that influence learning, indirectly related to explicit learning (i.e. formal pedagogy). This is why I don't have to evaluate what a successful environmental education (experience) is, rather, I can focus on the architecture and its relationship to learning and the learning experience, or experience of learning.

· Interviews.

· Appendix a will show the questions I asked to Teachers and Architects.

 c) Research Questions!

· How do living buildings sustain/undermine science education experiences?

· How do users describe their experiences of the building and in what ways, experientially and behaviorally, does the living building sustain or undermine its “central purpose” – to be a location for science education for children?
 9. Results. (Descriptive. Explanatory.)

 a) Here's what I observed. (w/ pictures!)

 b) Here's what I heard in interviews. (w/ quotes!)
 10. Discussion. Evaluative. 

 a) Here's what I think about what I found. Ontology (what is), epistemology (how we know), ethics (values), and politics (actions). What do I think is/is not working?

· Aesthetically/stylistically, how cool/successful are they? (A little bit of Thiis-Evensen maybe... Christopher Alexander?) This is important because if it's gonna catch on, it's gotta look good and be well received. Unlike historic attempts of future-design like bubble cars and such.

· What do my observations say about the current state of 'sustainable' architectural production? Are we moving in the right direction (in terms of the ideas I outlined above)? Are there any emerging trends to be nipped in the bud or redirected that I can see? 

· Do my observations of the two schools support/sustain or undermine my argument from above?

 b) Here's how these examples achieve/fall short of the objectives for architecture I described above. 

 c) Here's what we should avoid doing/keep doing/learn from these buildings/etc...etc...etc...
 11. Conclusion. Normative/instrumental. Things should/need to change. Are these schools good models?

 a) Here's what I told you. (Essentially just recap argument).

 b) Here's what we can/should do/should do differently/are doing. 

 c) This thesis is concerned with architectural production in the Anthropocene, but further research should be conducted into architectural preservation, reclamation/repurposing of buildings, and destruction of certain parts of the built environment (intentionally, i.e. destroy the suburbs and Phoenix, AZ; or by default, through the abandonment of inhospitable places) in the anthropocene. 
NOTES – 

How does impermanence/nomadism fit in? Nomadism vs. place? Place can be good (most people think so), but place can be ugly, too (nationalism!). 

"The function of what I call design science is to solve problems by introducing into the environment new artifacts, the availability of which will induce their spontaneous employment by humans and thus, coincidentally, cause humans to abandon their previous problem-producing behaviors and devices. For example, when humans have a vital need to cross the roaring rapids of a river, as a design scientist I would design them a bridge, causing them, I am sure, to abandon spontaneously and forever the risking of their lives by trying to swim to the other shore." -- R. Buckminster Fuller, from Cosmography

In a way, I'm creating/building/designing/theorizing a sort of bridge, a link between the architecture(s) of the past Holocene period of human history and the currently debated epoch of the anthropocene. My bridge is a theoretical one, and precisely, a set of principles. My hope is that they are spontaneously employed by humanity, defining a new paradigm which bears the old architecture of the Holocene obsolete. The difference is not committing to solve humanities problems with artifacts, but with a theory used to create better artifacts, in this case buildings; which are the physical manifestation of the answer to the timeless question of “how are we to live on this planet?” key words to note: “on this planet” not another one and with finite resources, and “to live” i.e. not to die. And now, in the context of the anthropocene, this question is more relevant than ever, seeing as our current MO is effectively curtailing our ability to thrive and even survive.  

“The International Commission on Stratigraphy, the official keeper of the geological time scale, is split on the term. Such a proposal grapples with ideas of human permanency, indicates human-driven processes that have changed the composition of our geology and climate, and challenges the ever-dubious Nature-Human divide: “[these two poles are] merging into something unrecognizable, or uncognizable, in terms of our inherited concepts.” (Sayre, 58) This collapsing distinction implies that “our technology, consciousness, concepts, and the material world combine to produce an ‘environmental globalism’ in which ‘it is virtually impossible to distinguish the social and the natural.” (White, 1999; Sayre, 62)”
“Regardless of whether or not the geological society ratifies the period, the concept has as creeped up the ivory tower like a vine as a politicized term. In the positive, the debates surrounding the term allow refection on the fundamental bases of the humanist fields, on the primacy of the human in academia, on the possibility for a new planetary subjectivity. Consequences abound: if humans are now embedded within our climate systems, etc. as an agentic force, humans  - more specifically, humans responsible for environmental harm – are also culpable for whatever harm we’ve already done and will do.” And furthermore, will feel the consequences of a revolting Gaia, but perhaps less severely than marginalized peoples. 

“Physical systems, highlighted in our case through design and architecture, that communities use to highlight/address/confront/excuse/consider their participation in global systems are one way in which we can access folks’ consideration of anthropogenic environmental change and whatever that might mean for this debate about the Anthropocene. As Brian Larkin maps in “The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure,” these physical spaces and forms that facilitate social or financial or material exchange manifest a certain politics in their design. They “are things and also the relation between things” and “reveal forms of political rationality that underly technological projects.” (Larkin, 328) Systems thinking can create standards of behavior, visual vocabularies that connote modernity, and create the “ambient conditions of everyday life” that effect affect. (Larkin, 336)”

-Excerpts from “Builtfromcrookedtimber.wordpress.com”

How should architects think in these terms?

