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ABSTRACT

SUSTAINING COMMUNITY: ANEW SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND
ENVIRONMENTAL PATH FOR WARE, MA
MAY 2014
AVIVA J. GALASKI, B.A.,, MOUNT HOLYOKE COLLEGE
M.ARCH, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Kathleen Lugosch

In Western Massachusetts, as in many regions of the United States, the
municipalities with significant population size are significantly eclipsed in both number
and area by the surrounding towns and villages. Struggling rural locations often face
similar challenges to their urban counterparts: declining or failed industry, high levels of
unemployment or under-employment, and lack access of quality housing across income
classes. In addition to these obstacles, they also face additional difficulties of both
physical and social isolation. While a great deal of recent effort has been placed in
studying the architectural and planning interventions needed in struggling urban
locations, rural areas have had little help from the field as a whole, often dismissed as
unsustainable due to their lack of density.

The focus on only the city fails to consider a larger picture of cities, towns, and
rural communities, as an interconnected system. If those “unsustainable” rural
communities were to be vacated, cities would rapidly discover significant problems in
the realms of agricultural production, water supply maintenance, and a host of other
benefits that exist in the symbiotic relationship between cities and the rural areas around
them. Working towards a sustainable future requires changes to be made across the

board of human habitation, and rural communities play a significant role in that goal.



Rather than considering both scenarios in measure, focus remains tilted to the urban
context, leaving rural practitioners and planners with few models for moving forward in
socially and ecologically sustainable ways. This thesis attempts to rectify that absence.

Another facet of this thesis is an attempt to address not only ideas of
environmental sustainability, but the social equity, economic vitality, and supportive
social systems that are required to meet those goals. Architecture is prone to
disregarding the effects the built environment has on the community, but the heritage
and culture of a place are always impacted by the construction of a new building, the
renovation of an existing community landmark, or the development of new
infrastructural systems. These cultural changes can be positive or damaging, depending
on how attuned the designer is to current need, and to the involvement and agency of the
community being affected.

I have chosen to focus this thesis within my home region of Hampshire County.
Ware, Massachusetts, located on the south end of the Quabbin Reservoir, is the county’s
eastern-most town. Specific obstacles for a thriving rural community include lack of
transportation and local job options, a struggling downtown with little successful social
space, and a lack of quality affordable housing. The goal of this thesis is to propose an
intervention that begins a dialogue with some of these challenges, looking at new
options for connecting home, work and community as the beginning for a developing

framework that is able to bring Ware into a more holistically sustainable future.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the field of architecture has begun a significant, critical shift
towards considering the impact of the built environment on the planet. To do this requires
understanding our contribution to global climate change, beginning to change modes of
standard practice to create buildings and infrastructure that mitigate this contribution, and
adapting to the future impacts that the changing climate will bring. But what does it truly
mean to "sustain" something? The most commonly quoted definition, developed in 1987
by the World Commission on Environment and Development (usually called the
Brundtland Commission), stated that "sustainable development in development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs."!

However useful a starting point the Brundtland Commission may have provided,
this definition may create more questions than it really answers. What are the needs of
present communities? How do you predict the needs of future generations, which may be
significantly different from our current needs? What types of development will support
both of these goals? A significant body of research has developed in the time since the
report was issued that attempts to address some of these questions.

Increasingly, however, the field is discovering that, while there may be some

overarching ideas and strategies than translate between different localities and contexts,

1 United Nations General Assembly. Report of the World Commission on
Environment and Development: Our Common Future. March 20, 1987. A/42/427
Chapter 2, Paragraph 1.



the answers to some of these questions become extremely place and community specific.
The adaptation needs of coastal communities differ significantly than those of arid
interior zones, and strategies appropriate for urban Bangladesh will differ significantly
from those that should be used in rural Massachusetts. A particular trend notable in recent
research is one of a focus on the urban context.

The need for improved urban sustainability is clear. Urban settings house an
increasing portion of the world's population in a fairly small percentage of the world's
land?. Therefore impacts of improved sustainability reach a larger population, and
negative effects of climate change may also be more strongly felt. However, an overly
specific focus on the urban context has some inherent risks along with its benefits. If 50%
of the world's population lives in urban settings, then the other 50% is not being reached
by strategies focused exclusively on cities.

Still, many ideas underlying sustainable urbanism may be applicable to rural and
suburban settings, if filtered and synthesized for those contexts. Decreasing reliance on
cars by offering other modes of transportation can be accomplished in rural areas through
public transit or car sharing. Maintaining local stores and services bolsters the economy,
preserves the sense of place, and prevents frequent long drives. Clustering groups of
houses together creates community support and increases infrastructure efficiency, while
keeping the open space and landscape that small towns cherish. The key factor in these
strategies is developing them to be appropriate for the rural character of a small town.

Another challenge that has been increasingly controversial in the United States is

the social acceptance and acknowledgment of climate change. Significant portions of the

2 UN-HABITAT. The State of the World's Cities Report 2006/7.
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population are skeptical or in denial of the future, refusing to uproot their lives to
accommodate science they do not trust. Rural populations may be more susceptible to
this when they see only strategies that do not really apply to their setting. By divorcing
the issue from their cultural context, activists imply that those in rural towns cannot be
truly sustainable unless they are willing to abandon their location, livelihood, and cultural
heritage, which can only increase the instinct towards skepticism, fear, or denial.
Susanne Moser studies the impact of social factors in climate planning, and found that
social factors play a significant role in willingness to act or seek action®.

In addition to the impact on global environmental challenge, our understanding of
sustainability fails to truly take into account the ways in which social factors play a much
larger role in what makes a community sustainable. A significant portion of the cultural
heritage of a place, the things that make it a unique location, is found in intangible
aspects like community gatherings, stories, historical, and cultural importance attached to
specific locations. What happens within a space plays an enormous role in place-making.
The values and priorities of a community ultimately need to be met in a way that is
sustainable for that place, not altered to match a universal vision of a sustainable city.

The social sustainability of a place is often forced into the background when faced
with the realities of environmental and economic initiatives. However, it is this social and
cultural sustainability that form the bonds between community and place, making a space
effective or ineffective. When towns shift from local rural communities to bedroom
commuter communities, as has been occurring in Ware for the last few decades, it creates

a divestment from the cultural context. If our current understanding of the balance

3 Susanne Moser and Lisa Dilling. “Making Climate Hot.” Environment, (2004):37.
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between social, economic, and environmental factors holds true, a reinvestment in social
spaces for a rural community will significantly increase the sustainability of the town,
bolstering both economic and environmental initiatives.

This thesis explores the literature surrounding contemporary thought on
environmental and social methodologies in architecture and planning, in both theory and
practice, and examines their relevance in the particular social and economic context of
Ware, Massachusetts. It attempts to frame broader ideas of the place of environmental
aesthetics, the ability of the built environment to transform human behavior, and a
reconsideration of methodology to create a more holistic and symbiotic set of
opportunities for interactions between members of the community and their history,
environment, economic future, and each other. While this set of goals is ambitious, it is
important to recognize that any one intervention cannot effect significant change on its
own. It must be part of a larger movement within both the community and the built
environment that makes steps towards a more future that truly sustains the town,

economically, socially, and environmentally.



CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

David Orr — Human Ecoloqgy as a Problem of Ecological Design

Chapter 2 of Nature of Design: Ecology, Culture, and Human Intention by David
Orr is titled “Human Ecology as a Problem of Ecological Design” and examines the
relationship between human behavior and the built ecology, including several different
schools of thought in the modern environmental movement. Orr argues that the crisis
environmental situations we are facing today are due to a “design failure” occurring
between human understanding of the environment and the ways in which nature actually
functions, and posits that a recalibration of our behavior and methodology in interacting
with design will reconnect us with the environment in a way that will alter the current

course of global destruction.

A lauded environmentalist and a professor at Oberlin College, Orr approaches
design from the environmental sciences discipline. Nature of Design, published in 2004,
follows previous books on ecological literacy and human interactions with the
environment. It is his first book specifically focused on design, but not his first time
approaching the topic, having written previous articles on the subject including
“Architecture as Pedagogy” (published in the journal Conservation Biology in 1993). Orr,
a pioneer in modern sustainability, follows in the legacy of ecological thinkers like Aldo

Leopold, advocating for a strong association between humans and the environment as the



only way to truly create a culture of stewardship and connection that has the possibility to

restructure societal consumption of resources.

Orr frames the issue of design as one intrinsic to “human ecology”, the ways in

which different cultures provision themselves or modify their environment. Since the

beginning of the industrial revolution and the environmental effects that it precipitated,

there have been many different theories on the correct way for humans to interact with

the environment to best preserve it. They usually range from restricting access to the

Historical Period Stage of Advancement Effect of Technology

Early history through
the 17th century

Industrial Revelution

World War Il

Present Day

Figure 1: Orr’s application of Postman’s stages of
technological evolution from tool to technopoly,
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in the face of possibility
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environment so humans cannot further
damage it, to notions of “liberating
ourselves from the environment.”
Much of “post-industrial” culture is
framed around the advance of
technology as the salvation and
solution to any human problem. Orr
discusses Postman’s framework of this

focus on technology: a progression

from Simple Tools to Technocracy to
Technopoly, in which technology

becomes increasingly a goal on its own

independent of specific causes as it eliminates alternatives to itself in humans’ methods of

interfacing with the world.



Orr takes a different approach to the preservation of the “natural” world, placing
himself within the framework of a number of other contemporary environmental thinkers.
Instead of relying on the progression of the same ideas about technology and design, he
suggests a restructuring in the ways in which we think about these disciplines, proposing
an interdisciplinary revolution that transforms intention, not just results. While Orr
doesn’t explicitly address the question of urbanism, the proscriptive access to nature and
laudation of technology that he is opposing is one that often goes hand in hand with an
emphasis on the hyper-urban context. This, combined with Orr’s preference for utilization
of lower-technology strategies may put him in a category with theorists like New
Urbanism’ Andrés Duany, the creator of the ‘transect’ model of urban and rural zones,
and others who focus on a return to passive or historic strategies of interfacing with the

natural world.

While Orr comes from a background of scientific rigor, this article places him
more in a naturalistic framework, looking at the importance of interdisciplinarity and the
connection between different groups, and suggesting ways of thinking outside of the
dominant paradigm or the “Default Setting”. His viewpoint is still somewhat one-
dimensional in its attempts to break out of the system, however, and he does not quite
reach the analysis of interconnected systems that create a cultural context needed for the

truly emancipatory framework he appears to be aiming to achieve.

Despite the fact that Orr's body of writing is fairly contemporary, it has quickly
been adopted into certain areas of the rapidly evolving environmental movement. While
some criticize Orr as being preaching or imposing his own ethics onto humanity as a

whole, this is probably also the root of his success with those whose morality aligns with
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his. The manner in which Orr connects ethics, lifestyle, and design as intrinsically
interrelated speaks strongly to the development of architecture that teaches, and design

that brings about positive change.

An in-depth reading of Orr brings up a number of questions as to the role and
limits of design in the shaping of human culture. Can design actually change the
trajectory of cultural progression? Does architectural theory and practice have the ability
to “transform human intentions” and how? Orr discusses how little we know about the
earth, and the dangers of assuming that we can account for its variables and predict the
effects of changes that we make. Does that not also hold true for human social

interactions, which can prove equally complex and subtle?

Orr's work, though its influence can be seen in many places, is largely theoretical.
Due to the sweeping breadth of his statements, Orr's work doesn't engage with any
particular depth on the subject of how to apply his theories in practice. His work poses
questions that have great potential but, however compelling they may sound, need to be

unpacked in a particular time and context to test their applicability.

Orr's focus on connecting to nature makes him particularly applicable to an
agricultural setting. Placing a high value on technological solutions may be one of the
significant places where the environmental movement struggles to connect with more
conservative rural communities such as Ware. Therefore, adopting Orr's more passive
and historical approach to environmental design may be a more appropriate way to

address an environmentally sustainable design within the context of Ware.



Orr also touches briefly on biomimicry, an emerging field of design that
seems to apply the type of restructuring of intention and process that he espouses. A
philosophy with applications ranging from household cleaners to medical treatments to
skyscrapers that is only now gaining recognition in the broader design world, biomimicry
looks to natural structures for innovation and inspiration in human invention. Even if
directly biomimetic strategies aren't utilized in the final design, looking to natural
solutions for interacting with environmental forces on the sight may be a fruitful avenue
of thought for creating a design aesthetic that reconnects the downtown to its natural

surroundings and agricultural roots.



Susannah Hagan — Taking Shape: A New Contract Between Architecture and

Nature

In Taking Shape: A New Contract Between Architecture and Nature, author
Susannah Hagan suggests that those interested in sustainable architecture need to include
both form and operation as key criteria for an ecological framework of design. She states
that buildings have an impact on the climate significantly out of proportion with their
individual energy usages, due to their immense power as iconography and their ability to
act exemplars of a concept or movement. To this end, Hagan is arguing for the
development of a new paradigm of environmental architecture that is both sustainable in

its function and identifiable in its expression.

Hagan is an academic and a researcher, writing primarily in the context of British
academia. She is a professor at the Royal College of Art School or Architecture, and is
the founder of Research into Environment + Design or R_E_D. Taking Shape was
published in 2001, which puts it into a contemporary context with, or just in advance of,
the early stages of the current sustainability movement, including key texts such as
Cradle to Cradle by William McDonough and Michael Braungart (2002) and the

development of LEED (1998) and other similar rating systems.

Hagan begins by discussing the current schism in the field of sustainable design,
which divides architects into two categories: one, arcadian and historicist, argues for a

low-technology approach requiring a return to pre-industrial ways of life; the other, a

10



rationalist camp, is focused on contemporary technologies and is often utilitarian in form

to the simplistic extreme, considering everything else to be unnecessary and wasteful.

Hagan discusses, however, that a significant (and increasing) number of architects
and designers are subscribing to neither of these camps. They are considering both form
and function as mutually compatible and mutually necessary elements in any design that
is to affect significant change. These argue against the thought that sustainable
architecture is required to be formally conservative, and the thought that technology must

be considered fundamentally exploitative.

This middle ground brings to the theoretical table an important focus on cultural

and conceptual elements of sustainable thought. Buildings act as exemplars, as Hagan

// R W \ points out, not by their power to
Differentiation/\\ s eihil ) . .
Yo Y \ Visibility \,_ change the meteorological climate, but
[ Architecture interacts with | |\ Sustainable Architecture is
| vernacular traditions and | | made visible and legible \
i |
| e naaniioaen | sumegesaommana | the cultural one.* While architecture as
\ / 5 "\\_ E:inr:::: \\ _;'f
\\ / N/ / phenomenology and the ways in which
. / N i
[ __’S-;mbiosi;_h_ i people perceive space have been
I', uilt and natural environmen ,"II L. R R .
\ e asigniicant matarl / critical considerations in a movement
\\ relationship that improves both
//
\\\__‘_‘ - of architectural theory that arguably

_ o begins with philosophers such as
Figure 2: The three key criteria of the New

Contract, Galaski, 2013 Heidegger, the question of the cultural

expression of sustainable architecture has not been thoroughly explored.

4 Susannah Hagan, Taking Shape: A New Contract Between Architecture and
Nature, (Oxford: Architectural Press, 2001), xiii
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Hagan argues for three key aspects of a successful sustainable architecture:
symbiosis, differentiation, and visibility. Symbiosis is a concept original to the biological
sciences where it describes the living together of two unrelated organisms, usually in a
mutually beneficial arrangement. Hagan applies the idea of symbiosis to the relationship
between the built and the natural environment. This is the more operational or function-
oriented aspect of environmental design: buildings need to use less energy, consume
fewer resources, and create fewer pollutants in their creation and maintenance. Instead of
only being consumers, buildings should form a symbiotic cycle with the natural systems

that they inhabit, improving them at the same time that they take resources from them.

The idea of differentiation is less of a theory being developed by Hagan, and more
of an inquiry that she is posing. Do existing formal languages morph and change as they
are influenced by environmental strategies? If architecture is largely affected by
vernacular movements and different climate conditions throughout the world, does
differentiated architecture oppose a common “style” or legibility? Hagan does not profess
to answer this question, but it is clearly a critical question that the sustainable architecture

movement needs to answer.

.The third criterion suggested is visibility. If the power of architecture as a driver
of sustainability is in significant part due to its function as a cultural signifier and
exemplification of sustainability, then it must be clearly legible as sustainable
architecture. The development of a new formal language that is exclusively ‘sustainable’
or the adaptation or the assimilation of an existing formal movement into the
sustainability movement are two options for developing this visibility. However, this may

be contradictory with the idea of differentiation, and reforming or adapting vernacular
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and culturally relevant styles into the sustainability paradigm. Although | have been
unable to find direct critiques of Hagan’s work, it seems that this potential conflict
between two of her three core pillars needs further consideration or creates a serious flaw
in her “new contract”

The development of a new formal style that is iconographic of sustainable design
IS a possibility that might bridge a growing gap in the architecture field. Many sustainable
design practitioners (Hagan’s rationalists) feel that other architects are overly concerned

with formal systems and structural

r
explorations that are wasteful of energy and Rationalist
materials. On the other side of this divide are £ PorteDiiven
=
architects who avoid association with or ; ?f;i:f:g;,g;"’e”
application of sustainability theory due to the
. . . . Arcadian
impression that it prevents formal expression >
Focus on Form

and stifles creativity. Hagan’s visibility
Figure 3: Hagan sets up two sets of opposing

criterion may appeal to these practitioners camps. Here they are considered in relation
to their emphasis on modern technology and
and bring them into the sustainability formal expression, Galaski, 2013

movement, while its balance with the criterion of symbiosis — an operational requirement
for the building — should satisfy the rationalists as well.

The question of visibility and the city also seems to link Hagan to the work of
Kevin Lynch. Does a larger pattern of “visible” sustainable architecture reframe the way
in which people interface with the city as a whole? If techniques from Lynch could be
adapted into the three pillars of Hagan’s new contract, would another way of viewing and

understanding the city emerge?
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The rifts that Hagan describes, between arcadian and rationalism, between form-
maker and environmentalist, and the quandary left to those who do not solely adhere to
either pole, are issues facing the field of architecture of which | was already aware, and
grappling with. This schism is one | have faced in my own design work when | find
myself questioning the importance of ‘unique’ or new formal expression in architecture
in the face of the enormous need for operational sustainability. Hagan’s contract provides
significant fodder for consideration of the ways in which these different considerations
may be more compatible than | previously believed. Additionally, building upon her
ideas of symbiosis have been paramount to the development of my design program.

The question of aesthetics is critical to consider when working in a context such
as the Ware Millyard, when many of the buildings surrounding the site are part of a
similar historical time and look. A project with ambitious social goals might potentially
be hampered by an approach that does not connect it to the tangible heritage of the
community, creating a rift between the new and old that would disrupt the efficacy of the
proposed community strategies. The Sidwell Friends Middle School is a project with
similar intentions. Discussing the project, James Timberlake said, “The system itself,
rather than a representation, is the ethic rendered aesthetic.”® This method of influencing
and creating design through environmental strategies is an example of merging the ethic
and the aesthetic, two things that are not as divorced as they often seem. Hagan suggests
a potential path that is both appropriate and innovative, creating a building that is a

stepping stone between an old heritage and a new future.

5 “Sidwell School” KieranTimberlake Architects. Accessed February 7, 2013
http://kierantimberlake.com/featured_projects/sidwell_school_1.html
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Allyson Wendt — Building for People: Integrating Social Justice into Green

Design

In “Building for People: Integrating Social Justice into Green Design,” published
in Environmental Building News in October of 2009, Allyson Wendt looks at the
connections between social and environmental sustainability. Although the article is
focused as an overview of the concept of social justice, it manages to make a concise and
logical argument in favor of incorporating considerations about social equity into
sustainable building practices, as well as offering some concrete suggestions for

practitioners on how to begin doing so.

Environmental Building News is an independent publication based out of
Brattleboro, Vermont that focuses on providing current and comprehensive articles on
environmentally sustainable/responsible design and construction issues. Wendt, formerly
the managing editor of Environmental Building News, is currently the marketing director
at Stevens & Associates in Springfield, MA. Her focus, according to the Stevens &

Associates website, is on “sustainability in building and community design.”®

Due to the nature of the publication, the article is aimed at readers who are
already familiar with the field of sustainability as it pertains to environmental and energy
concerns. It assumes (and is most likely correct in its assumption) that many of its readers

may not be familiar with social equity as part of sustainability, except for distantly as part

6 “Our People,” Stevens & Associates, Accessed February 14, 2013,
http://www.stevens-assoc.com/about-us/our-people/
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of the ‘triple bottom line” formulation of sustainability, which considers economy,
environment, and social equity to be the three pillars of the green movement. Wendt
discusses how green building often focuses on the first two pillars while disregarding the

third, social, component.

While the concept of social justice is a complex one which can be addressed in a
variety of manners from the esoteric and philosophical to the mundane, Wendt chooses to
stay grounded in the practical and applicable ends of the spectrum in her consideration.
The big questions that she poses are “How do you incorporate these ideas into your
work? And what does social justice really mean for a green building?” This is a key gap
in much of the conversation about social justice, which focuses on policy, theory and
social programming far more often than it does on the abilities of a built environment to
affect its occupants in a radical and progressive way. While economic and environmental
concerns can be analyzed in a fairly straightforward way in design, social influences are

more complex and not always obvious at the scale of an individual building.

Despite the challenges, Wendt discusses several ways in which social justice
thinking can be incorporated into a building, from programming and site selection all the
way through the process to post-occupancy evaluation. One thing she suggests is that
designers need to reframe the paradigm of how we think about the architecture process
itself. Architects have tremendous skills as problem solvers, and the profession leads us
to cultivate unique talents in bringing together multiple viewpoints and sets of concerns.

While this has been traditionally organized around mediation between other
professionals and our client, that same skill set has potential application for a much

broader context. One place these skills can be applied early in the design process is
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through a charrette — an intensive collaborative session containing multiple professionals
and stakeholders all discussing the solution to a specific design problem — which is a
strategies that can be applied to issues of social consciousness as well as environmental
design. In addition to this familiar tool, Wendt also discusses a new tool being developed
by Colorado State University’s Institute for the Built Environment called LENSES
(Living Environments in Natural, Social, and Economic Systems). This tool will look at
the overlay and intersection between the three different pillars of sustainability, and is

intended to function as a way to initiate dialogue about a project.

The introduction of social justice as
a component of architecture broadens the
task of the architect on both ends of the

design process. While the participatory
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process is critical to planning and ‘%
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programming, community feedback is

0o) 2
“OUpiousBiomt *

required to establish whether projects are
actually fulfilling the social needs they are Figure 4: LENSES Graphic: Institute for
) ) the Built Environment, Colorado State
intended to address both as they are being University
designed and after they are occupied. This vital feedback will shape the development of
the design and aid in refining a designer’s process for their next project.

The importance of community involvement in the design process for social
justice-oriented designs makes them difficult to conceptualize in the realm of theoretical

endeavors. While there are frameworks and processes that can translate across different

projects, the needs of the community and the feedback received during the design process
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will shape the individual project in ways that a designer cannot anticipate on their own.
The question of how to design for these communities without access to them is possibly
the most significant challenge of incorporating social justice-oriented into a studio
setting, or any other speculative design process. How do you establish the needs of the
community for a theoretical project? Given the challenge that many planners and
designers face when trying to engage the community with projects that will actually be
built in their cities and neighborhoods, is it possible for a student to gain community
interest in their project? What aspects of social justice thinking can be accessed

independently of the ability to speak to the community?

Wendt offers some strategies that seem applicable from a distance. The Noisette
Community, a mixed-use redevelopment of a defunct North Charleston Navy base,
started from the basic principle that everyone who worked in the neighborhood should be
able to live there. This approach, which also considers economic factors of affordable
housing and environmental factors of increased density and decreased travel to work and
shopping locations, works with the idea that the very premise of a project can create

social mixing and therefore a more equitable living situation.

Another accessible aspect of social justice that Wendt discusses is beauty. Beauty
has often been considered the provenance of the wealthy, whereas poor or disadvantaged
populations can only afford the bare, functional minimum. As the environmental
movement steadily gains ground, the place of aesthetics within it are being debated, and

there is a push by some to develop a cohesive visible typology of green architecture’.

7 See Taking Shape by Susannah Hagan and “Evolving and Environmental
Aesthetic” by Stephen Kieran from Biophilic Design, among others
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Whether social justice has a separate aesthetic or whether the question of beauty as an
equalizing factor in mixed social dynamics will be part of the development of an

environmental aesthetic remains to be seen.

Wendt closes her article with a checklist towards accomplishing social justice
goals. While there may be some problems in Wendt’s specific suggestions, they further
illustrate the fact that every project needs unique consideration to best serve the
community. The rules themselves can be considered, used, or discarded as necessary, but
the concept behind them, that of rethinking architectural design from the framework of
social needs, provides a strong, coherent foundation from which to frame a project or a

practice.

The question of how to equitably design from outside of a community has been a
challenge for me, and Wendt's discussion of it — while not delving into the depths of
architectural theory — is helpful. While she emphasizes the importance of community
feedback, she also offers a number of strategies and questions for consideration that do
not require direct participant input. Her argument for the social justice aspects of making
a project beautiful are particularly compelling, and have influenced my thinking on light
and spatial interactions for different programmatic elements. The idea of mixing
economic and social spheres and functions has been instrumental in tying together

different elements of my design program.
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Spatial Agency — Introduction

In the introduction to Spatial Agency: Other Ways of Doing Architecture, authors
Nishat Awan, Tatjana Schneider, and Jeremy Till address the core concepts within their
idea of spatial agency through a somewhat unusual method: analyzing their choice to
change the project’s title from Alternative Architectural Practice. In the process of
explaining the change, they address the importance of reframing the current paradigm of
architecture into a radically broader idea about manipulation of space, and the intricate
and inextricable role that spatial judgment, mutual knowledge, and critical awareness will
have in the transition into a field that explicitly addresses the social components of built

space.

Opening with an anecdote from Bruno Latour, who once said of his seminal
Actor-Network-Theory that there were “four things that do not work with Actor-Network-
Theory: the word actor, the word network, the word theory, and the hyphen?®,” the authors
begin to address their work and their intent within the book through unpacking the
original working title of their project: Alternative Architectural Practice. They begin with
the term “Alternative,” and the inherent problems of a binary and oppositional
positionality embodied within the concept. Framing oneself as “Alternative” or “Other”
requires a statement of what “Same” one is disassociating from to define said

“Otherness.” This concept of Same/Other — which first appears in Hegel and was brought

8 Latour, Bruno. “On recalling ANT” in Actor Network Theory and after.” (Oxford,
Blackwell: 1999) Quoted in Spatial Agency: Other Ways of Doing Architecture by Nishat
Awan, Tatjana Schneider, and Jeremy Till, (London: Routledge, 2011), 26.
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into contemporary philosophy by Lévinas and further popularized by Edward Said® — is a
key principle in the way that most people and societies understand their identity. By
aligning with the Other/Alternative, the Same/Dominant is immediately required for
classification, as they are mutually interdependent. Once that dominant is established,
“the alternative is always caught in the shadow of the thing that it posits itself against°.”
Instead of becoming trapped in this paradigm, they chose to establish a position that

doesn’t define itself by reference to the “center,” the existing way of doing things.

They deal next with the term “Architectural,” discussing the problems they see in
limiting their discourse to the current paradigm of architecture. Within it, they argue,
architecture is equated to the building and the building is equated to the commodity of its
physical object. If this is the case, as it is in most mainstream architectural practice, the
dominant culture becomes one of aesthetics and style instead of one of substance or one

that deals with the world as it really is.

In this aspect of their discussion, the authors seem to pick up on the work of John
Turner in his article “Housing as a Verb!.” Within the piece, he argues that when
architectural practice is focused on the noun housing, meaning the physical house, then
modes of standardization and a top-down approach become the main ways of achieving
the goal of housing. Standards and codes require everyone to ascribe to a certain model of

housing, and the system of banking and loans make the financing for this almost

9 Said, Edward. Orientalism. 25" Anniversary Ed. (NY: Penguin, NY, 2003).

10 Nishat Awan, Tatjana Schneider, Jeremy Till, introduction to Spatial Agency:
Other Ways of Doing Architecture, (London, Routledge: 2011), 26.

11 John Turner, “Housing as a Verb” in Freedom to Build: Dweller Control of the
Housing Process, (New York, Macmillan Company: 1972), 148-175.
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impossible for most lower-income groups. However, if the verb housing is considered
instead, meaning the way in which a person or groups of people shelter themselves, the
focus is instead on the process and the agency of those being housed. Instead of having to
choose from very predefined options, people in this model are in control of developing
their own housing, either through building it or directing its construction. Turner argues
that this process is inherently more equitable, bringing the agency and control in

habitation that has always been the domain of the very rich to people at every scale.

By moving away from the “Architectural,” Spatial Agency also steps away from a
focus only on aesthetics and style. If space is instead reconsidered based on the new ways
of working that prioritize social values and the vents that happen within a space, we move
into elements that a designer cannot really control; the scope of the designer’s ability to
address them is limited. One step towards addressing these challenging issues is changing
priorities from just the static space within the economic market to a more holistic
consideration of social and temporal events. To move into this methodology requires
knowledge outside of the specialist architect, another reason the authors chose to abandon
the term “Architectural.”

The problems evident in final term from their working title, “Practice,” deal again
with the traditional architectural paradigm. The “practiced” behavior is one that is
premeditated and habit-based, stuck within the dogma of its own existence. This causes
an architect’s work and the field as a whole to stagnant and to apply the same set of

solutions repeatedly irrespective of the individualize condition of the specific project.

However, if a more open-ended evaluation can occur (a methodology the authors
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associate with the term “praxis” instead of “practice”), then action and solution come

from the needs of the situation, rather than a premeditated outcome.

Following their analysis of their previous working title and its unsuitability for
their final product, the authors’ analysis turns to the terminology they chose to replace it:
spatial agency. As with their previous title, they take the term word by word, before
analyzing it as an entire concept. They begin with the term “Spatial.” By using “spatial”,
the authors are attempting to step out of the limiting, specialized nature of the
architecture field. When the desired result is based on changes in social behavior and
social interaction, then the development of the intervention must be a “(social)
product.'?” - a shared enterprise between the specialist (architect) and the community.
This creates a space that is dynamic and changeable, engaged with wide forces, providing

a richer palette of options for the architect’s activities.

The final term they discuss is that of “Agency,” one that has long existed in social
and political realms, but has only recently been connected to the architectural world.
Here, the authors define agency as “the ability of the individual to act independently of
the constraining structures of society.” In architectural practice, they argue, the architect
often gets caught within the binary trap of Agency vs. Structure. If the architect is purely
an Agent, then they act as an individual, disengaged from social needs and retreating into
aesthetics along. One the other side, if the architect acts only within the Structure of
social interactions, then individual acts seem so predetermined by the dominant paradigm

as to be entirely ineffectual. However, as with the issue of Other/Same, if we move

12 Henri Lefebvre. The Production of Space, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) quoted in
Spatial Agency: Other Ways of Doing Architecture, (London, Routledge: 2011), 29.

23



beyond the idea of Agency/Structure as a binary then we can begin to look at the links
between the two situations. This opens up the idea of the building in society, neither free

from it or entrapped in it, but intimately connected to it.

In this, the authors make one of their strongest points. The dilemma of the
interaction between architecture and society seems to be one that confounds and divides
the professional field. Some movements take the position that their one aesthetic is
suitable in every situation, and the architect becomes the dominant Agent. Other
architects, as seen in the strong move away from Public-Interest work following its brief
emergence during Turner’s heyday, declare that dealing with social problems is too
challenging, not part of their training, or beyond their ability to actually effect changes.
To really affect change in the social environment of a built space, architects need to
understand both impulses, the opportunities and challenges implied by the social

structures, and the ways in which the action of the building can shape or reform them

The authors suggest three modes for navigating this challenging duality: spatial
judgment, mutual knowledge, and critical awareness. Spatial judgment, the ability to
exercise spatial decisions, focuses on the ways in which spatial choices affect and give
power to social relationships. Mutual knowledge, discussed at greater length throughout
the introduction, refers to a mode of practice that moves beyond the current focus on
interdisciplinarity into true transdisciplinary. Here, knowledge is openly shared by all
parties involved with a disregard for typical hierarchical structures that valorize
contributions from the trained expert over the average citizen. Critical awareness, the
third aspect of Spatial Agency involves taking a standpoint that evaluates the context on a

deep level, as well as evaluating the agents within the process, including the architect, for
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their own approach and potential bias. By bringing these three criteria together, projects

emerge that truly consider “Other Ways of Doing Architecture.”

One interesting point to note is that the subtitle “Other Ways of Doing
Architecture” is a direct paraphrase of Alternative Architectural Practice, the discarded
working title. It seems likely that this choice was intended to allow for ease of finding the
book for those who are interested in the new framework the authors are advocated, but do
not yet have the more advanced analysis of the paradigmatic issues or more appropriate
vocabulary to find the work easily under its more suitable title. By utilizing this subtitle
and by devoting the introduction to a philological analysis of their word choice, the
authors do not seem to fully let go of the original thought behind their working title, or
the audience that it would have attracted, but simultaneous endeavor to bring that
audience forward into the new way of thinking espouses within the term “Spatial

Agency.”

This work is the first | have encountered within architectural theory that appears
to truly attempt, and for the most part achieve, an emancipatory framework of analysis. It
approaches architecture from a strongly socially motivated point of view, and delves into
analysis of cultural context and interconnected systems on a radically deeper level than
those theorists who speak lightly about the generic importance of considering the social

context when designing a project.

Immediately, this type of analysis starts to build questions. How does one design
the process of interaction with the public needed to develop mutual knowledge? If so

many seem to get caught within these seemingly fundamental binaries of Center/Other
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and Agency/Structure, what methods can a designer use to extract themselves from that
trap? Ultimately, it seems as though such work is a constant process, needing to be re-
evaluated at every step and with every new design project. Community participatory
processes such as surveys and charrettes seem to get at the beginning of an answer, and
analyzing projects that have successfully navigated the seemingly murky waters of this
emancipation get one closer still. But the final test seems to be in the actual application,
when a designer approaches a project. Even if this framework may be potentially
unreachable for my theoretical design, the study of it provides for a fuller understanding

and awareness of the social implications of my architectural choices.
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Neil Adger — Are there social limits to adaptation to climate change?

In his 2007 paper for the journal Climate Change, renowned climate scientist Neil

Adger and his co-authors pose the question "Are there social limits to adaptation to
climate change?" A focus on this idea immediately gets at a number critical issues that
are often overlooked in traditional climate policy. Adger argues that limits to adaptation
are endogenous to society!3, which is to say that they are produced from within the
societal context. If Adger's argument is accepted as valid, the most critical tools for
climate mitigation and adaptation may lie within a social framework of ethical and
attitudinal adjustments within different social contexts, rather than significant scientific

breakthroughs.

Adger begins by examining the assumptions that underlie contemporary ideas
about the limits to climate change response. The primary frameworks for considering
these limits have been from ecological, physical, economic, or technical perspectives.
These dimensions have played a major role in how we analyze various scenarios and
approach policy and planning-based strategies for counteracting the negative impact to
human civilization caused by predicted changes. These frameworks are popular partially
due to the easy of incorporating them into existing climate analysis tools, and they have

been adopted by many of the most prominent organizations working on these issues such

13 Neil Adger, et. al. "Are there social limits to adaptation to climate change?"
Climate Change 93 (2009): 335
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as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)4. Adger
criticizes these analytical frameworks as being "absolute and objective',” thereby not
accurately accounting for the critical dimensions of social involvement and cultural

need?.

Adger broadens this to include ethics, knowledge, risk, and culture as "meta-
domains” to explore when considering the social limitations for climate adaptation. He
states that the ultimate goals of climate change response must be limited by ethical
principles that create limits beyond which the impacts on society are not tolerable. These
themselves depend upon diverse cultural values, and different knowledge bases that can

impose significant barriers to action.

One place in which Adger's analysis is particularly important is his analysis of the
impact of scale, something he analyzes more fully in his 2005 essay with Nigel Arnell
and Emma Tompkins entitled "Successful adaptation to climate change across scales'®,
Any adaptation effort must be placed within its cultural scale to understand the values
that drive it. Particularly, private or public decisions, and micro- or macro-scale decisions

can significantly alter what values are utilized to establish goals?’.

In considering potential implications of climate change on the community
impacted by my project, Adger's analysis develops an important framework for providing

the context of developing an interface between climate mitigation or adaptation and

14 See UNFCCC Article 2 for one key example that epitomizes this kind of
assumption, unfccc.int/essential _background/convention/background/items/1353.php
15 Adger, Neil, et. al. 2009. p. 337

16 Emma Tompkins. "Successful adaptation to climate change across scales” in
Global Environmental Change 15 (2005): 77-86.

17 Adger, Neil, et. al. 2009. p. 340
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cultural values and risk-awareness. He states, "When thinking about the inter-
generational aspects of adaptation decisions, the diversity of goals of adaptation
complicates attempts to define limits.'®" When considering an aging community, this
diversity within the cultural context can have significant impacts on the engagement of

different users with varying aspects of the project.

Additionally, marginalized segments of the community, often the most in need of
the benefits offered by adaptation due to their limited individual capacities, often are the
least likely to support these efforts due to other immediate priorities. Ultimately, building
resilience and reducing vulnerability on a micro-scale can be critical to the community,
but individual and social characteristics may act as significant limits on those efforts®.
Individuals tend to respond to immediately and personally relevant issues, leading to
small-scale groups such as a town to operate somewhat myopically, particularly in
situations that involve significant investment; a trend Ware Town Planner Karen Cullen

calls "penny-wise, pound-foolish'?.

However, there are other elements of climate change adaptation that Adger
touches on which are frequently undervalued at the macro-scale, but have significant
micro-scale valorization, such as loss of valuable cultural resources and places. When
developing a project focused on a small scale, these factors have an even stronger impact
than they might otherwise be ascribed. An accurate analysis of their impact, and work to

frame a project within the context of the immediate need of the community, is required to

18 Adger, Neil, et. al. 2008. p. 341
19 Adger, Neil, et. al. 2008. p. 344.
20 Karen Cullen, Personal interview, July 18, 2013.
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move a project forward in a way that will successfully address both the need for

environmentally sensitive designs and the need for relevant, appropriate projects.
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CHAPTER 3

ARCHITECTURAL PRECEDENTS

Farmworker Housing — Mithun and Design Corps

In a 2008 report, the USDA classified farmworkers “among the most
economically disadvantaged working groups in the U.S.”?! Their study found the average
individual income to be less than $12,500 for an individual, and less than $17,500 for a
family of four, placing most farmworkers at or below the poverty line. In addition to
significant wage issues, farmworkers face long days, underemployment, and, in extreme
cases, conditions amounting to slavery??. Many live and work in locations where access
to affordable housing is extremely limited, leading them to inhabit overcrowded or
decaying residences. The need for inexpensive and quality housing tailored to the needs

of farmworkers may be one of the most pressing social needs of rural America.

Two design groups are working on addressing this need in different locations
across the country. Mithun is a multidisciplinary Seattle-based sustainable design firm,
focusing on integration between planning, architecture, interior design, and landscape
architecture. Their project is for the Skagit Valley region of Washington State, a sparsely

populated rural region (59 people per square mile according to the 2000 US Census) with

21 W. Kandel, “Profile of Hired Farmworkers, A 2008 Update” USDA, ERS
Economic Research Report No. 60, July, 2008.

22 Coalition of Immokalee Workers, “Facts and Figures on Florida Farmworkers”
Last accessed March 29, 2013, http://www.ciw-
online.org/Resources/tools/general/12Facts& Figures_2.pdf
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11% of the population living below the poverty line?®. The migrant worker population
finds jobs in a variety of crop harvests, particularly the berry crops. Current housing
options for farmworkers are mainly migrant labor camps, and a survey by the Skagit
Valley Farmworker Housing Trust found that almost half of the farmworkers lived in
substandard housing, while a third spent more than 50% of their income on housing?*.
The Housing Trust estimates a need for more than 800 more units of housing based on
present conditions. Partnering with the Seattle Archidiocesan Housing Authority,
Mithun’s project for Skagit Valley involves inexpensive prefabricated homes of 580

square feet?

The units are designed based on

three different levels of sustainability,
termed “light green, green, and bright
green,” with different features and
amenities. The “bright green” option is more

expensive, but also designed to be net-zero

energy, significantly decreasing the burden

of household expenses to those who could ) ) . )
Figure 5: Mithun’s farmworking pilot project

includes a simple floorplan and varying levels

afford the upfront cost, or were able to gain of sustainable amenities. Mithun. 2010

23 “American FactFinder” United States Census Bureau.
http://factfinder2.census.gov/

24 Washington Farmworker Housing Trust. “2010-2015 Skagit County Farmworker
Housing Action Plan” March, 2011, Last accessed March 29, 2013,
http://www.orfh.org/downloads/SkagitActionPlan.pdf

25 “Affordable Green Farmworker Housing.” Jetson Green May 19, 2009, Last
accessed March 29, 2013, http://www.jetsongreen.com/2009/05/affordable-green-
farmworker-housing.html
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them through grant money or other subsidies. They provide typical housing amenities,
but also meet needs unique to the farmworker community, such as outdoor showers and a
place to stow items potentially contaminated with pesticides, such as boots, before

entering the house.

A significant focus of the project is comfort. Principal Richard Franko states that
Mithun chiefly wants to “project a positive image” for the farm buildings and their
inhabitants. All three designs include shaded outdoor seating and windows oriented for
cross-ventilation. The roofs feature solar panels, or are solar ready. Mithun worked
extensively with the Housing Trust and other groups to establish the needs of farmworker

residences.

The second organization addressing
the farmworker plight is Design Corps,
founded by Bryan Bell. Bell began his
career working with Samuel Mockbee, the
mind behind Rural Studio, and after a stint
working for Stephen Holl, began his career
working with the needs of the rural poor. A
non-profit justice and community-services-

based architecture group, Design Corps’

website states, “Our vision is realized

Figure 6: Design Corps’ work in Florida is
adaptable and hurricane-resistant, providing
longevity to the housing stock for migrant
workers. Design Corps, 2004

when people are involved in the decisions

that shape their lives, including the built
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environment.” The foundation of the program is to bring architectural and planning skills
to rural, low-income communities, allowing the inhabitants to be the drivers behind the

changes they want to see.?

Design Corps’ system brings together a partnership between the farmers and the
workers, making the project attractive and affordable to both groups by securing grant
money to fund the much-needed housing improvements. Bell has found that often
farmers simply cannot afford to provide better housing options. By accepting aid from
Design Corps, they are also committing to compliance with a number of Design Corps
standards, enforced by a 20-year property lien, which can include whichever
requirements the team feels are most necessary to that location, such as “joint housing for
married couples” or “no bunk beds” (which can be difficult for aging farmworkers to get

into after a long day in the fields)?’.

The process involves bringing a number of parties to the table, including those
that often do not have a direct voice in the design process. The farmers and owners are
the ones who initially contact Bell, but the team also consults with local nonprofits and
community groups, and places most of their focus upon the input of the laborers’

themselves. Questionnaires allow them to understand the current living situation, what

26 “Mission and Programs” Design Corps. Last accessed March 29, 2013
https://designcorps.org/about/

27 Julien Devereux, “Design Corps’s Humane Housing for Migrant Workers”
Metropolis Magazine. March 1, 2004, Last accessed March 29, 2013.
http://www.metropolismag.com/story/20040301/design-corpss-humane-housing-for-
migrant-workers
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Figure 55: Emerging massing

Figure 56: Detailed massing
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Figure 57: Architectonic language study

Figure 58: Detailed architectonic language within project
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Figure 59: Final model
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Figure 60: Final model — additional views
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