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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

Parting Thoughts

5 Museum Chair Carolyn Brody

reportecl in the last issue of

Blueprings. | will be leaving the
National  Building  Museum  and
Washington al the end of January 2008 (o
return (o New York City, Though T am
looking [oreard 1o new opportunities. [ gel
mislv=eved as 1 ook back on my time al
the Miseunt amd think of all the people |
will mi==.

Fam very proud of the progress we
Bave made al the Museum over the past
eight vears,  The institution has grown
tremendonsh by virtuallv every measure—
attendance, conteibuted eome. exhibiion
<pace, aml press coverage, Thanks 1o gen-
erots il enereetic board members: dedi-
cated wind lented stalf. and ever-enthusi-
axtic volunteers. we have put the Museam
ent the nap as a vital fonm for presenting
and dizeu=zing ideas about the huilt cnvi-
rotnent.

The Musewm tuly iz a wngue ins=lilu-
tion. This faet readly <truck me o few vears
ago al the opening ol an exhibition of pho-
togeaphs by Camila fosé Vergara. whe hadl
compellingly documented the changing
arban Ladseape of centrad Los Angeles.
Camilo remarked that no other museam
would have thonghl o organize such an
exhibition. whicls blumved traditional dizei-
phinary and topieal boundaries Tugt shed
new light on the interreltionships among
people. buildings. aml wrban space. Camilo

recenthy receive] o TeniesT grant by the

Jolm D, and Catherine T2 Mae Arthur

Formelation. wel B oam pleased that the
Natinnal Building Museum was one of the
carbiest colturnd mstitutions 1o give his

work o prominent platlorm.

[ leave the Museum conlident that its
future is both secure and {iHed with
promise. Qur 2002 fiscal vear closed on
September 30th. and. as every vear before.
wee raisedd more money than the preceding
veur and ended wilh a strong surplus. The
exhibition schedule Tor the next few years
i= more exciling and diverse than ever
anel our education department has el
np many stellar lecturers fromaronnd e
world, The Muscum will continue 1o
envage childeen and families throagh
variety of inmovalive, Tiands-on activities.
and will T am sure. Become un inereasmg-
Iv important voice for the highest jrossible
slandanls i desion and planeing,

When T first decided 1o retum e New
York. Tdidd not know whal turm my career
would tike next. T ean now announee with
delicht. however. that T will he slaving in
the Muserm community, T have recently
aceepted the divectorship of the Muzenm ol
the City of New York. In this new capacity.
1 ook Torsard 1o mmniong inlo odd [FHemls
fromn the National Bailding Muozeum and
perhaps even developing collaborative pro-
erams involving hoth instibntions,

[or now, [ simpiv wish 1o thank all of
the good riends amd colleagues T have
heen {ortunate 1o have Inomy eight vears
Lere. Al | look Torward 1o continuing
ane very important role at the National
Building Museum —imleed. the single
mosl important role inoany museon-—a

memher!
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Between Fuzzy System

in the following article, Mark Ja'rzambek, associate professor
of architecture at the Massachusstts Institute of Technoiogy,
describes three theoretical definitions of sustainable design.
fccording to Professor Jarzombek, each model suggests 2
nlausible strategy for achieving sustainability, but the value
and applicahility of each approach is limited by what he views

as cverly rigid ideclogy.

The first definition is that of John Dernbach, whe favors, for
example, & “National Sustainable Development Strategy,” and
advocates active governmental initiatives to encourage sustain-
abie building. In contrast, the second definition, by Lisa Newtor,
places the primary responsibility for sustainability on the individ-
ual. The third model, that of William McDonough ard Michael
Braungart, proposes that true sustainability is simply the result

of designers and others emulating nature and natural systems.



and Wicked Problems

by Mark Jarzombek

oday there exists a range of architectural firms. both small and large.
that specialize in environmentally-sensitive architecture. whether
that be in the Torm of design-build projects, self-sufficient structures
ithose requiring no outside. manufactured energvl. “eeo-villages.” or <ky-
serapers with lavered sking allowing natural ventilation and light. We have
alzo seen in revent vears the development of new high-tech materials. as well

as 1he emergence of various “green” consulling companies. some advizing

individuals on how to place their bed based on feng shui principles. others
advising mullinational corporations or evervthing from waste management to
produet design,

In the last live vears or so. the word “sustainability™ has come finto
vogue as a wav to put these disparate trends under a single rubric. The most
immediate reason [or the success of the lern: is that it has allowed advo-
-ates to avoid the stigma of environmental politics. Various delinitions of
sustainability have now been put forward, each with its own implications for
the discipline of architecture. The debate. as a result. is not about whether
one should or should not support sustainabilite. but rather about which ver-

slon we want.

The Noble Manager Model
Take. for example. the detinilion of sustainability by Jehn Dernbach. a pro-
fessor of law at Widener University and a leading scholar in the area.
Vecording 1o hine sustainability means “freedom. opportuniiy. and quality
of lite: mare elficiency: more effective and responsive sovernanee: o desire

lo make a better workd for those whe fallow us: a willingness 1o find and
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When Moshe Saidie designed Habitat for Expo 57 in
Montreal, ne ciaimed ke was not designing a building
Jut creating 5 nousing system based on flexibie modules
iraly off site, wihich conld e assem-
Sleg in different configurations hased on local condi-
ripns. Hahitat remains a visienary system, primarily

far its use of arefabricated umts and the generous nre-
wate ontdoor space provided for cvery resident, 'Nith

the Espianace Congominium Apartments, Safdie demon-

manviactured o

strates Raw che concepts of Habitat can be realized
waday in a dense serting, using cenNieMpOfary consiruc-
vion methods, (nsiead of antircly prefabricated units,
she Egpianage uses prefabricated. precast concrele
ditional rick veneer in o standard

paneis g 103
struciurad conerete frame.
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exploit opportunities: a quest for a safer world: and a sense of calling to play
a construclive rofe in indernational affairs.” These. he argues. not only are
“hasic American values.” but conform to Lthe principles of the Earth Charter.
which was issued in 2000 and grew oul of the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de
Janeiro. and which. according to him, ~haz broad resonance among the
world’s major religions.”

This type of definition, based on the polities of universal consensus.
suggests thal the field of environmental management might become the future
Esperante (a proposed universal language) not only of government agencies
but also of religious svslems. That is. various nations and cultures would
subscribe to common standards of sustainable development. which would be
promoted and enforced by officials with technical expertise and significant
power. The implications. though somewhat frightening—given Dembuach’s
reliance on a broad and universally respected group of environmental lead-
ers—are for architecture relatively prosaic. in that architecture schools
would be expected simply to produce the necessarily enlightened class of
experts and consultants. Schools would also be expected to shift toward the
scientific edge of the discipline. given that carperate and government fund-

ing would go primarily in that direction.

The Ethical Model '

A very different vision of sustainability is presented by Lisa H. Newton in her
hook Ethies and Sustainabilitv (2002). She argues that the first fask i to oul-
line an understanding of the individual moral life. life in accordance with a
Personal Waorldview Imperative, and 1o show its logical relalionship 1o envi-
ronmental suslainability.”

To define this Personal Worldview Imperative. Newlon tumns to
Aristotles defition of the polis—the city-sizte as a body of individuals
working collectively 10 achieve the “highest good” —10 emphasize the prin-
ciples of virtue, happiness, and the simple life. Her poinl is that sustain-
ability is nol something new to be worked over by teams of bureaucrats and
tawyers, but rather an essential responsibility of the individual. as fore-
shadowed in the writings of Aristotle. in the life of Christian monks, and
even in the philosophy of Buddhism. Her purpose in constructing this rela-
tionship between sustainability and ancient philosophy is to detach the con-
cept of a polis from the modern city, which for her, presimably, is the sile of
excess, greed, and immorality. As examples of “unsustainable™ practices,
she points not only to pesticide-dominated agriculture, but also 1o “our prob-
lems with the casinos... gambling, pornography, and the like.” Her vision of
sustainability ends in a technocratic utopia, which simultaneously reduces
everything to a simple ethical-functional question, and ignores everything
pertaining Lo the more complex aspects of social and urban life.

Whereas Dernbach posits sustainability as a universal movement cut-
ting across political boundaries, Newlon seeks a return to the simple life as
advocated by the ancient Greek philosophers. Both, however, fail 1o take into
account Lhe corplexities of culture, life, and lechnology. The first model

exemplifies whal sociologists describe as “a fuzey system.” It is composed of
syn-

heterogeneous units that can never be—-and were never meant to be
thesized into a coherent system, and as a result, its ambilion over-reaches its
pragmatics. The second model is what seciologists describe as “a wicked



e

problem,” one in which conventional reality bites back, in this case, in the
face of a utopian fantasy. The first perhaps puts too much faith in society, and
the second, too much in the individual.

The Eco-Determinist Model

Somewhere between the extremes of a fuzzy system and a wicked problem,
lies the work of William McDonough and Michael Braungart. Their book
Cradle to Cradle (2002) is eminently readable and practical, and speaks
direcily to the question of architecture and design. Yet here, too, there are
underlying assumptions that should be highlichted. Basically, the book
makes not one but two “ecological” arguments. One is about the endangered
environment and is, of course, irrefutable—it is more than obvious that envi-
ronmental degradation is accelerating at an alarming rate.

The other ecological argument, however, is subtler and more difficult. It
comes into view when the authors discuss “the cherry tree” as a model for
design. When we think of designing a building, so the authors explain, we
should state, “Here’s how we imagine the cherry tree would do it.” This part
of the argument is adapted from the controversial, century-old theory of
“social ecology,” which holds that social life is much like plant life in that it
is ordered by "natural” laws of growth and metabolism. The necessary corre-
late of this view has always been that human society in its non-natural, indus-
trialized formations is both non-social and impersonal. McDonough and
Braungart extend the argument when they contrast current industrial pro-
duction with the life of the friendly leaf-cutter ants who live in an organized
way and are obedient and ecological resourceful. “Like the cherry tree, they
make the world a better place.”

Does this mean one goes from being a good ant to being a good citizen?
Seemingly so, since the authors mention in this respect the name Edward
Osborn Wilson, the evolutionary theorist and Harvard University professor,
whose books like the Pulitzer Prize-winning The Ants (1990) set off a
frestorm of debate about animal and human soctal behavior. Unfortunately,
McDonough and Braungart never refer to this controversy or, for that matter,
to the older debates about bio-determinism (the theory that individual actions
and reactions are largely predestined by biological factors). Instead, they
simply try to convince the reader that the Nature they see and wish to emu-
late is no meore fearsome than an ecological exhibit in a science museur.
They have repackaged old-fashioned social ecology into a non-threatening
vision for a green future.

Sustainability is often regarded among the lay community as something
that can only be beneficial. Be that as it may, the three positions [ have dis-
cussed are grounded in ideological claims that need to be better understood
before one builds an architectural foundation on them. Saving the world is
important, but if the choice is between a future of noble managers, conserv-
ative ethicists, or eco-determinisis then “sustainability” still has some

important lessons to learn.
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