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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

“The major problems in the world are the result of the difference between how nature 

works and the way people think.” 

 

- Gregory Bateson (Bateson 2010) 

 

 It has been thoroughly documented that we are in the midst of a global ecological 

crisis (Allen et al. 2018). Notably, climate change is bringing atmospheric temperatures 

toward inhospitable heights (Broecker 1975; Shah 2020). We are seeing ecological 

degradation and destruction at dangerous levels (Boivin et al. 2016). The risk of crossing 

irreversible existential thresholds looms large. The scale and breadth of these phenomena 

are practically unfathomable. As our relationship with the earth grows increasingly 

untenable, humans are faced with an ever more urgent opportunity to reconsider that 

relationship. Those more deeply rooted in the scientific mindset might take this 

opportunity to outline the nature of the crises, the specific ways in which the climate is 

changing or habitat is being lost, what the causes are, or how those forces took hold. But 

to focus exclusively on the technical nature of these issues neglects the underlying forces 

that allowed such a situation to precipitate; namely, our cultural story.  

 A cultural story is a collection of beliefs that a society holds about the world, what 

is important, and how things work. The story informs our actions, relationships, and 

generally how we structure our lives. The conceptual framework of a cultural story draws 

heavily from the works of Charles Eisenstein and Thomas Berry. Eisenstein notes in 

Climate: A New Story that the current ecological crises have arisen from a cultural story, 
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in part about the place and purpose of humans in the world (2018a). It is via this story 

that we have permitted, if not endorsed, the broad ecological degradation that is currently 

disrupting our Earth’s global regulatory systems. 

Cultural stories matter. They define us and the world we live in. In Braiding 

Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer reflects on the power of cultural origin stories writing, 

“Like Creation stories everywhere, cosmologies are a source of identity and orientation to 

the world. They tell us who we are. We are inevitably shaped by them no matter how 

distant they may be from our consciousness.” (Kimmerer 2013, 7) Donella Meadows 

writes, “The shared idea in the minds of society, the great unstated assumptions—

unstated because unnecessary to state; everyone knows them—constitute that society's 

deepest set of beliefs about how the world works.”(Meadows 1999, 17) In the pages that 

follow, I will illustrate and discuss the story that has occupied Western cultural 

consciousness in modern times. The story could be fittingly called “late-capitalist 

industrial extractionist anthropocentrism,” for those inclined toward verbosity. But for 

now, let’s just call it “The Old Story.”1 

  

The contemporary architecture, engineering, and construction industry, as a force 

enabling human development, reflect The Old Story – they were born of it. Our buildings 

 

 

 

1 The Old Story is by no means the story of everyone, but rather an illustrative example of the dominant 

cultural story in America and in recent years.   
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and those who design and construct them contribute to global warming, economic 

inequalities, habitat destruction, racial segregation, and other endemic problems (“Why 

The Building Sector?” n.d.; Sigmon 2014; Solomon, Maxwell, and Castro 2019). Those 

operating within the story often understand its detrimental effects, but continue 

regardless, due either to perceived powerlessness or the temptation (or necessity) of 

short-term gain, often at the expense of the long-term systemic health. These are what 

psychologists call social traps (Costanza 1987; Orr 2011). One could consider the 

“tragedy of the commons” scenario as a classic social trap wherein shepherds 

independently chose to increase their flock sizes to the detriment of their common field’s 

health, which ultimately undermined each of them (Hardin 1968). Our current addiction 

to fossil fuels and industrial systems of production also exemplify this concept – born out 

of The Old Story for the sake of near-term convenience they prove ultimately self-

defeating. There is a tendency in modern times to prioritize short-term gains over long-

term solutions and personal gain over community survival (Harris, n.d.).  And so, it is 

necessary for design professionals to reflect on the ways our cultural choices have 

undermined our goals and to discuss how we can address these issues more effectively 

and enduringly. 

 Recognizing these issues as a function of social traps sidesteps the sometimes 

counterproductive practice of finger-pointing; these crises are not a product of malice on 

behalf of design professionals, nor anyone for that matter. Nor are they fully brought to 

bear by indifference. For example, there are plenty of well-intentioned, compassionate, 

intelligent people exerting considerable effort to design buildings that minimize 

environmental harm to the greatest extent possible.  That does not, however, suggest that 
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these efforts are by any means enough to bring about the kind of systemic and cultural 

evolution that is necessary to avoid catastrophic ecological collapse. Rather, it only 

makes it clear that our attempts at progressive, piecemeal solutions – such as 

sustainability’s technical solutions – will not produce the kind of change necessary to 

truly solve the slew of endemic problems that The Old Story has created. 

 

Sustainability is the umbrella term describing efforts to address environmental 

problems. The term was established within the design community at the 1993 World 

Congress of Architects in Chicago. Their “Declaration of Interdependence for a 

Sustainable Future” proclaimed, “A sustainable society restores, preserves and enhances 

nature and culture for the benefit of all life present and future” (Majekodunmi and 

Maxman 1993). Functionally it was a call to fix, maintain, and improve both nature and 

culture. Yet, most efforts in sustainability these days focus on technological solutions 

while neglecting the underlying cultural components – the work of environmental 

regeneration and cultural transformation. Sim Van der Ryn and Stuart Cowan distinguish 

between technological sustainability and ecological sustainability in their book 

Ecological Design. Ecological sustainability, they note, involves rethinking relationships 

and values, and unearthing the roots of the problems we face, not just the symptoms (Van 

der Ryn and Cowan 1996). Ecological sustainability requires a deeper questioning about 

the underlying cultural forces that are affecting our world. 

 The authors note that technological sustainability is characterized by the notion 

of “expert interventions in which the planet’s medical symptoms are fully stabilized 

through high profile international agreements and sophisticated management techniques.” 
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(Van der Ryn and Cowan 1996, 20) Efforts toward this type of sustainability could be 

considered global life-support measures. As with human life-support – in a hospital bed, 

hooked up to oxygen, a dialysis machine, and intravenous nutrition – we offer the bare 

minimum needed for one’s survival while underlying conditions are left unaddressed. 

Similarly, technological sustainability does little to address the social conditions that 

permitted the spread of ecological degradation and thereby ensure its perpetuation.  

 Technological approaches to sustainability fit neatly within The Old Story: 

tangible, marketable solutions that permit the continuation of our way of living so long as 

we meet certain quantitative benchmarks. As researchers have noted, updates to 

sustainability frameworks “seldom [take] into account the critiques raised in theoretical 

and empirical research” (Gou and Xie 2017, 1) and thus so-called sustainable designs 

rarely extend beyond the level of environmental harm reduction – minimizing things such 

as fuel emissions, construction waste, toxins, and water use – without bringing into 

question the underlying systemic issues (Mang and Reed 2012). For example, often 

touted for their energy-efficient design, high-performance buildings are typically reliant 

on engineered wood and synthetic tapes, membranes, composites, and foams to meet 

their energy performance goals – most of which are petroleum-based and practically none 

of which have any meaningful life after the building. The quintessential net zero building 

seems to justify its existence through ostensible self-reliance though rarely accounts for 

the embodied environmental impact of the concrete foundation, aluminum-clad solar 

panels, or the rare earth elements in the circuitry.  

To be fair, despite the somewhat common narrative of how well-designed places 

can prompt deep social transformation, designers within a market economy cannot 
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engage in cultural transformation in isolation. A building does not command behavioral, 

let alone cultural change. It can inspire, but its approach to behavioral change is most 

often successful when invitational rather than impositional. Those that restrict behavior 

are repressive. Those that don’t allow for adaptation more often see demolition than 

reuse. Designers, who most often work at the behest of clients, and despite their best 

intentions, can only do so much to manifest cultural change without the cooperation of 

the client and the motivation of building occupants. 

A truly sustainable design must address the detriment caused by The Old Story 

and its presence within our current practice of building design. A fundamental cultural 

shift must take place before real change will be realized – the kind of change that 

transforms cultural institutions and beckons us to reconsider the foundational structure of 

daily life. 

In times of crisis, there is often a sense of urgency, especially for those newly or 

acutely aware of the risk. Yet, urgency often transforms into hurry. But, as Eisenstein 

notes, “The fundamental energy of urgency is not actually about hurry. It’s a craving to 

align.” (Eisenstein 2020) Seen this way, we can recognize urgency as more of a feeling, 

and a positive-facing one at that, than a force of self-implied pressure. So, the first step 

might be to muster the humility to acknowledge that The Old Story is not working and 

that it is fundamentally misaligned.  

If we consider Swiss psychologist Carl Jung’s concept of integration as the 

alignment of all parts of one’s self –  actions, feelings, beliefs, and thoughts – we might 

call their misalignment disintegration (Kelland 2015). Others in psychology call the 

impact of holding conflicting beliefs cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957). This 
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disintegration, or dissonance, carries with it a great deal of pain. The pain stems from 

knowing the harm of fossil fuels but having limited transportation options. It stems from 

knowing that water is sacred, that it is life, and having limited choice but to use our 

waterways as a sink for our bodily and material refuse. We are culturally disintegrated 

and the effects are not just environmentally detrimental, they are socially and 

psychologically detrimental too. Before real change can come, we must acknowledge 

that. 

 It is not necessary, however, that we know what a new way of being will look 

like before decrying our old one. Some would argue that it is precisely this not-knowing 

that allows for a new way to emerge (Eisenstein 2018a). As Emerson wrote, “When half-

gods go, The gods arrive.” (Emerson 1899, 127) Until we let go of our current way, or at 

the very least acknowledge its shortcomings, the new way will remain in a latent state. As 

William Cohen and Frederick Steiner note, “[W]hen an accepted way of solving 

problems does not fully solve the problems it attempts to address, the ensuing ‘failure’ 

opens the door to finding a new way to solve the old problems.” (Cohen and Steiner 

2019, 8) Letting go of hope for old ways of thinking and doing opens up opportunities for 

new ways to emerge.  

The sustainability paradigm, currently practiced as a series of harm reduction 

measures, must be revisited. As Graham Leicester, director of the International Futures 

Forum once noted, “Mere survival actually doesn’t inspire any of us. It would be a start, 

but it’s not enough.” (Cohen 2019, 339) It is certainly not enough to inspire the kind of 

evolution necessary to address our current crises. What we need is a total shift in 

consciousness about ourselves and our place on Earth. What we need is a New Story. 
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The Old Story, the underlying cultural understanding of what it is to be human, 

may be hard for some to comprehend. David Foster Wallace’s classic parable from his 

2005 commencement address at Kenyon College illustrates this concept well. “There are 

these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older fish swimming 

the other way, who nods at them and says ‘Morning, boys. How’s the water?’ And the 

two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other 

and goes ‘What the hell is water?’” (Wallace 2005) Wallace demonstrates with this 

simple story the concept of a fish in water who knows not the essence of the very world 

that surrounds him – simply because of its omnipresence. As difficult as it may be to see 

from our vantage points, this world around us is in a state of rapid degradation (“UN 

Report: Nature’s Dangerous Decline ‘Unprecedented’; Species Extinction Rates 

‘Accelerating’” n.d.). As proclaimed in the Dark Mountain Project’s Manifesto, “The 

pattern of ordinary life, in which so much stays the same from one day to the next, 

disguises the fragility of its fabric.” (Hine and Kingsnorth 2014)  By making salient the 

essence of The Old Story, we can start to understand its contradictions, begin to let go of 

our attachment to its continuation, and start imagining a new story. 

This thesis proposes a design process that reflects New Story ideals, encourages 

trust, curiosity, extra-cognitive ways of knowing and not knowing, explores the notion of 

suitability, and uses questions used to elucidate a new story. These questions include: 

“What does the land want?”, “What is human purpose?”, and “If we believed we could 

act as nature what would our buildings look like?” The process is tested via an 

experiential design project on a piece of land in rural Western Massachusetts. 
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 CHAPTER II 

THE OLD STORY: TOUCHSTONES OF THE MODERN WAY  

 

 

Figure 1: Touchstones of The Old Story 

 

The concept of a touchstone originated in the 16th century. A touchstone was a 

fine-grained stone that, upon scratching with a metal such as silver or gold, would 

indicate its purity (“Touchstone” 2016). In modern parlance, touchstone has come to refer 

to a concept’s central characteristics. Let us explore the central characteristics of The Old 

Story and, in doing so, consider to what extent the promise of progress has been fulfilled.  

  It goes something like this: 
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The Touchstones 

Separation 

“The origin of the crisis on earth today, the origin of wrongness is a story, it’s an 

experience of separation. It's our basic understanding of what it is to exist, what it is to 

be a self. Why we are here in the world. It’s our mythology…that says ‘who you are is a 

separate individual in a world of other’” 

 

- Charles Eisenstein (Eisenstein 2020) 

 

 

We are each an individual self, composed mostly of matter. We live in a world of 

others like us: separate, self-interested individuals. We are swirlings of blood and 

electrical currents. Our thoughts and actions are the result of a predetermined series of 

events at the atomic level, rendering us each delusional volitionless automatons. 

“Intelligence, order, purpose, and design are illusions; underneath it all is merely a 

purposeless jumble of forces and masses.” (Eisenstein 2013, 4) 

We view things dualistically.  We separate us from them, good from evil, right 

from wrong, form from function, human from natural. We speak and think of things 

using a dualistic either/or mentality that has difficulty acknowledging multiplicities and 

overlapping truths. 

 

Nature + Science 

The acceptance of “the Baconian creed that scientific knowledge means 

technological power over nature…as a normal pattern of action may mark the greatest 

event in human history since the invention of agriculture and perhaps in nonhuman 

terrestrial history as well.” 

 

- Lynne White (1967, 1203) 
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“History may someday record the greatest discovery of twentieth-century science not as 

nuclear power or electronics, but as the recognition that there is no absolute truth to be 

discovered about the world.” 

 

- Elisabet Sahtouris (1999, 72) 

 

The natural world is something outside of ourselves. It consists of a collection of 

separate, desacralized, less-sentient things. Donella Meadows reflects The Old Story 

writing, “Nature is a stock of resources to be converted to human purposes.” (Meadows 

1999, 17) Progress is made by advancing from primitive ways of living that were harder 

and generally less desirable to modern ways that allow us to live better, faster, more 

comfortable, and more materially rich lives. We have escaped the natural world into a 

way of being that is far superior and allows us to use nature as we wish. 

Nature and humans are in constant, direct opposition. The natural world would be 

better off without humans. When we protect nature, we do so because it provides us the 

things that we need. If we don’t protect nature, humans will probably go extinct or at 

least suffer a great deal.  

Things can be fully understood if described thoroughly enough. Despite its 

complexity, the natural world can be fully and objectively understood through scientific 

methods.  Beliefs that are not empirically defendable or which subordinate the role of 

cognition are categorically invalid. Mythology is unreal and entirely symbolic. 
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Capitalism 

“Capitalism today has become a society” 

- Murray Bookchin (Price 2006) 

 

Money has meaning and measures worth. It is needed to motivate us to do things 

we would otherwise not do (Szal 2020). We are each motivated by self-interest. We have 

to work hard and compete with others in the free market to get our needs met (Weber 

2011). More for others means less for us. We prioritize convenience, speed, freedom, 

cleanliness, and material goods. If we can achieve success, that is, a prestigious and well-

paying profession, we will be happy. We work primarily to satisfy our basic needs, for 

which we need money, not because we recognize that the work we do needs doing. 

Goods and land can be owned by individuals. We call this private property. This 

ownership comes with rights to do with this property as we please. 

 

Buildings + Sustainability 

 The built environment protects us from natural elements. It serves an instrumental 

purpose. The person best suited to designing a building is a professional who likely has 

little experience with the land where the building will rest. 

Building sustainability can be achieved by reducing the impact of buildings on the 

environment and human health. This is achieved by reducing energy use, water use, 

materials, and environmental disruption (Gou and Xie 2017). Essentially, sustainability 

means doing less bad. Sustainability for any business entity fundamentally includes 

profitability (Slaper and Hall 2011).  
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We can recognize that the climate is changing but are powerless as individuals to 

make real change. Making these changes involves sacrifice. We trust that solutions will 

come through technological advancements in carbon sequestration and renewable energy 

brought to industry or consumers via the free market. We can save the natural world by 

slowing down or reversing global warming (Hawken 2017). Our lives do not 

fundamentally need to change in the process.  

 

Taking Stock 

 The Old Story cannot rightly be wholly dismissed. There are surely ways that its 

aims at bringing forth a better world have, in part, succeeded. Science has brought us life-

saving vaccines and greater knowledge of the workings of the natural world. Efforts in 

sustainability have reduced the harm that the built environment inflicts upon the natural 

world. Industrial capitalism has been a part of the reason that global living conditions 

have risen steadily for the last 200 years (Roser n.d.). Technology has allowed us to 

explore the world at scales both minuscule and astronomical.  

However, the limitations of The Old Story and the realization that it will not bring 

us pure and infinite progress are becoming increasingly apparent. The Old Story that 

promotes capitalism as a social structure does not fully address deepening inequality, 

systemic racism, and other pressing social problems. The Old Story that frames 

sustainability so narrowly does not fully address the challenges posed by climate change, 

habitat loss, species extinction, and vast ecological destruction. The Old Story that relies 

so heavily on science does not fully account for its inability to fully understand the 

phenomena of the world we live in (Sahtouris 1999). The Old Story’s notion of separate 
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selves in an insentient world fails to address our need for community, connection, and 

belonging.  

As we watch the natural world convulse with heatwaves, fires, and floods, and as 

we take stock of the industrial landscapes, the pit mines, and the scorched earth, let us 

ask, is this what we intended? Would anyone, asked point-blank, choose to engage in a 

society whose ways of living on this earth threaten the future of one million other 

species? (“UN Report: Nature’s Dangerous Decline ‘Unprecedented’; Species Extinction 

Rates ‘Accelerating’” n.d.) Can we allow ourselves to recognize the loss both present and 

imminent, the incapacity of this story to meet its promise, and the needs of humans and of 

all life? Can we recognize how this destruction threatens us not just existentially, but 

spiritually as well? Thomas Berry writes,  

We see quite clearly that what happens to the nonhuman happens 

to the human. What happens to the outer world happens to the inner 

world. If the outer world is diminished in its grandeur then the 

emotional, imaginative, intellectual, and spiritual life of the human is 

diminished or extinguished. Without the soaring birds, the great forests, 

the sounds and coloration of the insects, the free-flowing streams, the 

flowering fields, the sight of the clouds by day and the stars at night, we 

become impoverished in all that makes us human. (T. Berry 2014, 149) 

 

Can we acknowledge that as the natural world degrades, the loss ripples through the human 

experience as well? Can we access and account for the pain caused by this degradation? 

Wendell Berry writes, “It is the destruction of the world in our own lives that drives us half 

insane, and more than half…To have lost, wantonly, the ancient forests, the vast grasslands, 

is our madness, the presence in our very bodies of our grief.” (W. Berry 1998, 98) Restoring 

a functioning, mutualistic relationship between ourselves and the rest of the living world 

encourages healing at once outwardly and inwardly. 
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Many have difficulty imagining another story. Robin Wall Kimmerer, recognizing 

the need for humans to repair our relationship with the Earth, notes, “The stories that 

might guide us, if they are told at all, grow dim in the memory.” (Kimmerer 2013, 8) Our 

stock of cultural knowledge that articulates how to relate to the rest of a natural world in 

a healthy, productive, mutually beneficial way is diminishing. Thomas Berry reflects on 

the liminal space between old story and new story writing, “We are in trouble now 

because we do not have a good story. We are in between stories. The old story, the 

account of how the world came to be and how we fit into it is no longer effective. Yet we 

have not learned the new story.” (T. Berry 2014, 12) It is this place in between stories 

that provides such spaciousness and opportunity – such hope and creative energy. At the 

same time, the comforts of the known slip away, and the discomfort of change sets in. Let 

us pause for a moment in this place of not knowing, feeling its discomfort, its hope, its 

potential, and its grief.  
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CHAPTER III  

A WAY FORWARD, A WAY BACK  

“[O]ur relationship with land cannot heal until we hear its stories.” 

- Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013, 9) 

 

 

Figure 2: Touchstones of A New Story 

 

If the story that got us to this point is disintegrating, what story takes its place? 

What story do we tell about the world that provides meaning, indicates our role within the 

cosmos, and informs the way we live? While it is impractical, if not impossible, to outline 

a new story authoritatively and comprehensively, expecting that its concepts will resonate 

for all people in all places for all of time, some of its core concepts can be ascertained 

based on our understanding of The Old Story. To borrow a phrase from Thomas Berry’s 

1978 book The Dream of the Earth, let us explore a “New Story.” (T. Berry 1978, 123) 
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If The Old Story sees us as separate from one another and from the natural world, 

A New Story sees us all as connected and considers humans part of nature. If The Old 

Story is about the supremacy of science and technology, A New Story explores the sacred 

and other ways of knowing. If The Old Story sees the world dualistically, A New Story 

sees things pluralistically and multidimensionally. If The Old Story is about parts, A New 

Story is about systems and about the whole. If The Old Story is about the trust that 

capitalism’s emphasis on competition, private property, and independence will bring 

about a more just, egalitarian, and beautiful future, A New Story is about collaboration, 

gift, and interdependence. If The Old Story is about reducing the harm caused by 

buildings, A New Story explores how buildings can have positive impacts, how they can 

be a contributing part of the rest of the living world. If The Old Story is about 

overarching global solutions, A New Story is about place-based solutions. If The Old 

Story focuses on and prioritizes humans, A New Story focuses on and prioritizes all of 

life. If The Old Story told us that land can be owned and comes with rights, A New Story 

says that land must be stewarded and comes with responsibility, that living beings own 

themselves and all things must be treated graciously. 

To say that these components make up a New Story would suggest that this kind 

of story has never existed. Charles Eisenstein often refers to a cultural story involving 

deep existential interconnection as “A New and Ancient Story,” and in doing so 

recognizes that its components have been known before, and perhaps forgotten by many 

(Eisenstein 2018b). Many indigenous cultures hold a close, interdependent, kin-like 

relationship with the rest of the living world and worldviews that reflect connection, 

interdependence, and acute knowledge of place (Thompson 2019). I will not attempt to 
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summarize their stories or beliefs, but only acknowledge that components of these ways 

of knowing, ways of being, ways of thinking may be novel to some and not others. 

The following are several key touchstones of this New Story. 

 

Connection  

“If the way of Western civilization and Western religion was once the way of election and 

differentiation from others and from Earth, the way now is the way of intimate 

communion with the larger human community and with the universe itself.” 

 

- Thomas Berry, (2014, 16) 

 

If The Old Story is founded on notions of separation, perhaps A New Story is one 

of connection. Eisenstein suggests the notion of “interbeing,” revolving around the 

recognition that “we are inseparate from the universe, and our being partakes in the being 

of everyone and everything else.” (Eisenstein 2013, 16) While this might sound 

somewhat abstract or mystical, Western science is beginning to reinforce this notion as 

well. At a human scale, we might recognize that what we think of as ourselves is actually 

an immensely intricate series of relationships among trillions of our own cells and even 

more microorganisms that live in and amongst them (Sender, Fuchs, and Milo 2016). At 

the level of ecosystem, we might consider new findings that outline the intricate ways 

that trees communicate and share resources (Jabr 2020). At a global level, we might 

recognize that the earth’s systems – biological, geological, atmospheric, and otherwise – 

are intimately related, complex systems whose component parts are functionally 

inseparable from the whole. Reflecting on the challenge of seeing the connections within 

a world that imposes separation, Gregory Bateson once noted, “There are times when I 
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catch myself believing that there is such a thing as something which is separate from 

something else.” (Bateson 2010) In a world so focused on independence and 

individuality, it is routine to believe ourselves to be separate at any number of levels, 

despite the ways in which we are all connected. 

 

Systems 

A system is a group of interrelated components that work in synchrony. Complex 

systems often defy comprehension by traditional methods of scientific analysis which 

focus on understanding components most effectively in isolated conditions. This notion 

“led to the emergence of systems thinking as a major scientific field, a profound change 

from the analytic, reductionist mode that had dominated Western scientific thinking since 

the time of Descartes, Newton, Galileo and Bacon.” (Mang and Reed 2012, 5) Taking a 

systems approach to anything means recognizing the importance of relationships as much 

as that of parts. As Gregory Bateson once said, “We live in a world that’s only made of 

relationships.” (Bateson 2010) These parts form a functioning whole that we may 

understand to be a singular unit such as a human body, a lake, or even the earth – but is 

actually an immensely intricate and interdependent group of components and 

subcomponents, composing systems and subsystems all acting in synchrony. As Bill 

McDonough said, “What prevents living systems from running down and veering into 

chaos is a miraculously intricate and symbiotic relationship between millions of 

organisms, no two of which are alike.” (McDonough 1993) Each of these organisms has 

roles in maintaining the balance of the macro-organism, or system, of which they are a 

part. And it is these roles, these relationships, as much as the parts themselves that are 
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essential. The switch from recognition of parts to recognition of relationships 

acknowledges that the parts are only valuable insofar as they serve the functioning of the 

whole.  

Today it is generally understood that the earth is composed of a series of natural 

systems. This was not always the case. The idea of ecological systems was first proposed 

in the 1930s by English botanist and pioneer of ecology Arthur Tansley. Tansley coined 

the term ecosystem, bringing a systems perspective to the study of nature. He recognized 

that “neither a living organism nor its physical environment could be thought of as 

separate entities,” but rather they form a system of ecologically integrated species and 

other components (Mang and Reed 2012, 4).  

If we understand the earth as a series of systems, living and otherwise, we can 

also venture to imagine the entire earth, itself, as a system – self-regulating, evolving, 

composed of systems working together to establish vital and evolving balance. This 

concept was initially proposed in the West by British scientist James Lovelock who 

recognized that all of the earth’s parts coevolved into a macro-organism of sorts that self-

generates and self-regulates (Ogle 2004). This theory, which he termed the Gaia Theory 

after the Greek figure Gaia, the embodiment of earth, proposes that the earth’s 

atmospheric, oceanic, and biotic systems act in synchrony through “myriad processes 

including feeding, excretion, breathing, reproduction, lightning, water condensation and 

untold others.” (Ogle 2004, 3) Its component parts not only react to the system, but act on 

it (Ogle 2004). At the time this was a revolutionary proposal: that our world’s parts co-

create the world itself. 
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If we can understand ourselves both as part of and composed of complex and self-

regulating systems, then perhaps we can begin to dissolve the perception of separation 

between ourselves as humans and the rest of the natural world. Perhaps we can begin to 

understand humans as one of innumerable species all composing a great symphony 

together. Perhaps we can recognize that the whole orchestration is not about us and our 

needs, but about the proliferation of all life. Perhaps we can rethink the role of human 

habitation in the greater ecological world and begin exploring alternatives within this 

New Story.  

 

Eco-Centrism 

The concept of nature has long been the subject of inquiry both scientific and 

philosophical. Is nature, as Emerson believed, outside of the human body? He proposed 

that “nature, in the common sense, refers to essences unchanged by man; space, the air, 

the river, the leaf.” (Emerson 2000, 2) Emerson’s nature verges on what we might think 

of as “wilderness,” places that have remain untouched and unaffected by humans. In this 

conception, very little nature remains. The United Nations estimates that three-quarters of 

terrestrial environments and two-thirds of marine environments have been severely 

altered by human activity (“UN Report: Nature’s Dangerous Decline ‘Unprecedented’; 

Species Extinction Rates ‘Accelerating’” n.d.). Concepts of preservation or restoration 

seem to presume that nature maintains a degree of stability and independence from 

humans that can be upheld by our discrete intervention and then departure. On the 

contrary, what we look at and call “nature” is most likely not some untouched system 

operating independently from humans, but rather a collection of living things that are 
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constantly arranging and adjusting themselves in response to human activity in one form 

or another.  

So, if there is no primal state that we can return to, if nature and humanity are 

reciprocally evolving, what do we do now? Well, for better or worse, we are woven into 

the fabric of the natural world and creating with it a state of interrelations. Our purpose at 

this point must be to improve those relations, to increase the stability, complexity, and 

diversity of the system as a whole. We must shift our focus from what is best for humans 

to what is best for the totality of life, that is, from an anthropocentric framework toward 

an eco-centric one. As great as this sounds, what is proposed is an immensely difficult 

task that requires a deep and lengthy process of working to understand site-specific 

ecology, a commitment to ongoing stewardship, and perhaps above all, the humility to 

prioritize the health of the whole over our personal interests. 

 

Positive Impact 

“By working with living processes, we respect the needs of all species while meeting our 

own. Engaging in processes that regenerate rather than deplete, we become more alive.” 

 

- Sim Van der Ryn + Stuart Cowan (1996, 125) 

  

Beyond notions of harm reduction, efficiency, and technological sustainability 

lies hope that humans can have a positive, interactive, co-evolving relationship within the 

rest of the living world. The field of regenerative design works from this frame of 

consciousness. Regeneration was first conceptualized by Robert Rodale who researched 

the potential of rebuilding soil ecosystems through the human activity of organic farming 
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Threshold 

 

Figure 15: Door at edge of field 

 

At the edge of the field, there lies a door (figure 15). A path suggests its presence, 

but continues past, offering the door as an option to those moving slowly enough to spot 

it. The door itself does not much stand out, being somewhat dark and overgrown, so 

attention is required to see it. Native shrubs flank the door, obscuring what might lie 

beyond. From the outset, the experience beckons one to awaken from the necessary 

numbness one can develop to the stimulation of the outside world whose flashy timbre 

constantly pursues one’s attention.  

The door itself stands as a symbol of threshold, separating the known from the 

unknown – The Old Story from The New. Entry requires trust, openness, and a 

willingness to leave behind what is familiar. The door is unnecessarily heavy, suggesting 

the weight of the decision to pass through.  
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Ascension / Contemplation 

As the hall comes to an end, the ratio 

of aperture to opacity increases. The hallway 

dematerializes and the visitor is met with the 

realization that the ground has dropped away, 

causing them to have effectively risen into the 

lower level of the forest. A walkway continues 

this gradual ascent through the trees (figure 

18) and is suspended intermittently by living 

trees. These trees act as nodes as the walkway 

wends its way through the forest. At these 

nodes, platforms are suspended from the trees, and like nodes in plants, these nodes hold 

within them the potential for activity, growth, and healing (VanDerZanden 2008 ; figure 

19). The visitor is encouraged to pause along this journey at these points to observe the 

forest life around them, or to converse with other visitors. 

Figure 19: Tree supports and walkway nodes 

Figure 18: Elevated walkway 
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 The use of trees as supports for this ascending path requires some further 

explanation. A tree is particularly adept at supporting compressive forces and resisting 

being overturned, making it an ideal choice as a support structure. Further, it requires few 

external materials or excavation. That said, a tree is also a fallible and impermanent 

structure. This means that ongoing care is required to ensure that the structural integrity 

of the walkway is maintained. While this could be seen as a weakness, seen through A 

New Story lens, it could actually be a benefit. Unlike attempts at permanence, the 

acknowledgment of the tree’s impermanence, its imperfection, solicits an interdependent 

caring relationship that could benefit both the forest and those who care for it. It 

effectively weaves together the fate of the forest and the people who co-inhabit it so that 

if one falters, so does the other. If one thrives, so does the other. 

   

Emergent Perspective 

The walkway continues through fourteen such nodes until finally arriving at what 

could be considered the destination of the journey: a tower hovering at the overstory, 80 

feet above the ground. The tower is entered at the top level which consists of a circular 
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deck, open on all sides and covered by retractable fabric shades supported by seven 

interlocking wooden beams (figure 20). The beams form a reciprocal roof structure, or a 

roof whose beams connect an inner circle to an outer one, each one supporting the next, 

creating an oculus in the center of the structure. This roof structure allows for certain 

protection from the elements, such as sun and precipitation, while having a degree of 

permeability that 

connects visitors to the 

full, varied sensory 

experience of being 

outdoors, especially 

when shades are 

retracted (figure 21). 

Views abound: in the 
Figure 21: View from deck with canopy retracted 

Figure 20: View from deck with canopy covering 
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foreground, treetops sway in the wind, while beyond fields, rivers and mountains extend 

for miles (figure 22). 

A ramp encircles the structure, leading down to a lower level that is enclosed in a 

continuous glass curtainwall (figure 23). The wall reveals the intricate forest life that 

surrounds, connecting the activities within with the living world outside. It is an enclosed 

space, but outward-facing. The lower story responds to the limitations of the upper 

story’s open-air nature and 

provides space for activities 

in inclement weather as 

well as a core of basic 

amenities such as toilets, 

storage, a small prep 

kitchen, and emergency 

egress. 

Figure 22: Tower treetop perspective 

Figure 23: Tower interior perspective  
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Beneath the upper levels is an unprogrammed, permeable structure that anchors 

these stories to the forest floor (figure 24). The structure consists of two concentric rings 

of timber posts, laterally braced with a combination of cables and timber. This structure is 

meant to provide for minimal earthwork, allow for flora and fauna to persist underneath, 

and to somewhat blend in (at least at lower levels) with the vertical timber of the forest’s 

living trees. 

This tower offers unique spaces that accommodate a variety of activities that 

extend the mind and the heart forward in time to consider our collective future. These 

activities could include workshops, faculty meetings, spiritual gatherings, sleepovers, live 

music or dance, art exhibitions, and festive meals. For visitors, the feeling of being 

Figure 24: Tower structure and section 
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among the treetops may be particularly peculiar. Seldom does one get to experience a 

view from the peak of a forest canopy. The place is meant to create a feeling of being 

away, of stepping out of day-to-day life into something unusual, unfamiliar, and 

breathtaking.  

 

Return 

 Visitors exit via another sloping walkway leading out from the lower level. This 

walkway wends a completely separate path back down to the forest floor, with nodes 

again along the way offering spots for rest and communion. The walkway returns visitors 

close to where they began, but not to the exact same spot, requiring a different path back 

to the parking area. This separation is meant to symbolize that one has been changed in 

this journey and cannot return to the place they started in the same manner. 
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CHAPTER VI 

REVIEW 

Discussion 

In all, the design is meant to act as a transformative experience that draws one out 

of their current paradigm, disorients them, and offers a novel perspective – a place to 

explore, to dream. While being instigative, the design aims to offer few prescriptive cues 

as to the content of the dreaming, leaving open the possibility of discovery for those who 

partake in this experience. The risk of leaving the curriculum blank, of course, is that the 

discoveries or dreams conjured may be somewhat contrary to the ideals put forth in this 

thesis. However, imposing a prescribed lesson, or laying out a specific adventure both 

precludes the opportunity for true discovery and would offer less ownership of the 

discovery’s contents. The answers one finds of their own volition, through their own 

effort and exploration are more likely to have a lasting effect than ones provided 

externally.  

 The design, as previously mentioned, does not directly answer this thesis’s central 

question of what an architecture of a New Story looks like. Rather, through the process 

developed and its emphasis on exploration and suspending certainty, the project evolved 

to focus more directly on creating spaces for this question to be explored. Still, as a place 

to inspire new ways of thinking and being, there are design components that reflect New 

Story concepts.  

The design encourages other ways of knowing, a New Story touchstone. The 

camouflaged nature of the door requires intuition or at least close attention to discover it. 
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The dimness of the hallway is meant to quiet the mind and awaken other parts of the 

being that might be able to listen more clearly with the routine mind-chatter subdued. 

These facets elevate the role of extra-cognitive senses and other ways of knowing over 

traditional brain-forward, rational analytics. They encourage the visitor to engage their 

intuition in discovering this place, and in doing so, assist in the collective understanding 

of what is going on here at different levels. This is an ongoing form of getting to know 

this place, or what architects might think of as ‘site analysis,’ that will benefit the 

community as they move forward with the land. 

The walkway’s relationship to the trees requires human responsibility, or 

stewardship, another New Story touchstone. If the trees are not taken care of and kept 

healthy, they will fail as support structures. Further, the design minimizes waste by using 

materials, such as wood, steel, and glass, that are possible to recycle into another form of 

equal quality, thus taking an additional degree of responsibility for the impact of the 

design materials. 

Along the walkway, the nodes encourage connection, a New Story touchstone, by 

offering spaces for visitors to stop and commune with one another and the surrounding 

forest. The tower itself revolves around this idea too, offering spaces for activities that 

bring people together, and bring them closer to nature and to the elements. 

The design blurs some traditionally dualistic notions in favor of 

multidimensionality, another New Story touchstone. The tree supports blur the line 

between humans and nature. The open-air upper story and visually-permeable lower story 

of the tower blur the line between inside and outside.  
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Still, the design does not perfectly exemplify New Story ideals. Incorporating all 

of these big ideas into a singular design project proved considerably challenging. As we 

have seen, some show up to a degree, while others are entirely overlooked. For example, 

there are conventional components that have not been reconsidered through the New 

Story lens such as bathrooms and associated plumbing, waste, and electricity needs. We 

could imagine thinking about each of these facets as part of a multiplicity of systems that 

could be reorganized to create inter- and intra-systemic benefit.  

For example, another design might reconsider the concept of waste 

anthropologically, or sociologically – what creates waste in the first place, how we think 

about materials and resources, and how supply chains could be reorganized or bent to 

eliminate the concept completely. These questions come about as we make decisions as 

designers. As we drop the dumpster or trashcan object into our CAD model we are 

making a decision to continue thinking about waste in the same way, as a societal 

necessity. The same logic could be applied to the materiality of the building itself. If 

designers had to assign each material used in a proposed building to a future-life 

category, whether reuse, recycle, compost, or waste, it would be interesting to see how 

this might alter their specifications. Perhaps bringing to the fore the pervasiveness of 

waste in building decommissioning could help reduce the concept of waste in buildings, 

taking the concept of responsibility to the next level. A process that helps stakeholders 

deeply reconsider normative cultural practices at each design stage or decision would be 

a powerful amendment to the New Story design process proposed in this thesis. 

There are a few key ways in which the proposed design falls short of New Story 

ideals. For instance, the design does not account for the specific ecology of place in the 
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way that a fully evolved New Story design might. One could imagine the design 

including landscape alteration or habitat creation to encourage biodiversity, and systemic 

resilience. Relatedly, aside from the responsibility that comes from using trees as 

supports, the design is very much anthropocentric. The needs of humans in this design are 

generally put ahead of that of the local ecology. That said, one could argue that the effect 

the design has on the human soul does, in fact, act in service to ecology, albeit indirectly. 

The design encourages exploration at the meta-level, that is, exploration of the 

story itself and its implications. It may not be fully inherent in the structure, but the aim 

has been to use the architecture as a form of social-emotional stimulus to encourage 

certain ways of viewing and experiencing the world. While not fully representational of 

New Story ideals, the hope is that a place such as this can foster the exploration and, 

ultimately the realization of paradigmatic change. 

 

Forward 

The world is changing at an accelerating clip and our relationship with the rest of 

the living world continues to grow increasingly untenable. The conception that 

technology alone can reestablish global systemic balance is specious at best. While 

technologies are certainly part of the solution, they are also limited. As designers, we 

must equip ourselves not just with the technological competence to design efficient 

buildings, but the courage and humility to question some of our very basic assumptions 

about what it means to be human. As we move forward in this unique time, whether 

motivated by survival or by love of the living world, we must reckon with our cultural 

stories if we hope to maintain the precious balance that enables life on our planet. 
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