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PREFACE

Theissue: Aesthetics of Sustainability.

“It nonetheless remains the case that the immense crisis sweeping the planet — chronic unemployment,
ecological devastation, deregulation of modes of valorisation, uniquely based on profit or State
assistance — opensthe field up to a different deployment of aesthetic components.”

(F. Guattari, Chaosmosis: an ethico-aesthetic paradigm, 1992)

“We have made a lot of progress to empower the individual so now we have a network, and suddenly
when you have a network, you have to look at things as systems, instead of objects.”
(J. Ito, 9 Principle of the Media Lab, 2014)

At the moment on the international level there would not seem to be a
clear and coded position in order to recognize a specific language
and/or aesthetics in the sustainable design of city and territory.

In architecture the technological and plant design aspect of the artefact
has become the favourite field of expression and experimentation in
terms of sustainability. That same dimension which, during the *60s
and ‘70s at the birth of the ecological movement, used to define
buildings as ‘performative machines’ evolved in more and more
technologically advanced terms, although, tectonically, much less
defined.

The urban and landscape scale, which had already introduced the
concept of ecology between the 1890 and the First World War with
the figure of Patrick Geddes', has developed a series of rules more
similar to a “best practice’ approach, rather than a real and proactive
solution with clearly recognizable aesthetic values.

Manifestos like the one of ‘One Planet Living Community’ or the
‘Triple Bottom Line’ and many others exist, but, apart from being too
many, they just encode a series of points, a dogmatic and little
seductive vision, from a morphologica point of view, of a
sustainability expressed more through new technological performance
rather than through a new urban language.

Examples of urban development such as Masdar by Foster or Dongtan
by Arup are examples of sustainable planning as necessary ethical
action. However, apart from being too small, they are lacking of an
innovative aesthetic language and they are just partly sustainable.

' Vidler A., Whatever happened to Ecology?, in AD EcoRedux n.208,
November/December 2010, Wiley, London



Sustainability in fact, while being definitely a new form of humanity
and more precisely the fourth human metabolic system?, asit has been
proposed and dealt with in many urban and landscape projects lacks
often of an essential characteristic of the anthropic space: seduction.
Sustainability hasto find its own power of seduction if it isto compete
successfully with the ambiguous but established charms of the
unsustainable city.

Talking about Sustainability as an ethical necessity is a given, but
while dealing with this theme, we should also care about aesthetics,
style and emotions, the essential elements of seduction that have
historically made the city so attractive, particularly the capitalistic
city, and have much to do, paradoxically, with excess and exuberance,
with surplus production, conspicuous consumption and with waste.

This position is even more confirmed by recent studies in the field of
neurosciences. Such researches propose a model of the mind as
mapped through experience: offering disorganized maps creates
confusion even down through different generations. A disorganized
territory and, as such, disharmonic and anaesthetic, becomes the
background of a consequently mapped society.

The mind is terrestrial, Jung said. The experience of ‘beauty’ is a
generational one which we do know well but that can be easily
forgotten.

In formal terms when we deal with Sustainability we deal aswell with
that sort of radicalization which is reminiscent of what aready
happened with modernism towards rationalism.

As Frédéric Migayrou® reminds us, subverting the classicist logic
based on geometry, the humanist balance of proportions directly
linked to the human body was substituted by the idea of a normative
measurement.

Following the same path: a logic based on composition and tectonic-
morphogenetic research has been replaced by one aesthetically
impoverished and diminished, but normatively legitimated by an
ethically performing technology.

Sustainability, as a matter of fact, contains in its performance some
functional rigidity codified by a series of norms placing the ethic as
the ultimate irreplaceable value. However functional rigidity tends
towards chaos rather than complexity, while Excellency, understood

2Meaning as first human metabolic system the hunters-gathers society, as second
human metabolic system the agricultural society and asthird one the industrial
revolution.

® Migayrou F., Non standard Planning, in ArchiLab 2000



as the Greek value of kalokagathia (an expression formed by the crasi
of the two concepts of beautiful —kalos- and —kai- good —agathos-,
one of Buber’s Grundworte: words that have a meaning just if in
couple) implies a certain degree of complexity.

In a society such as the contemporary one, oriented most of all in
terms of efficiency, speed and economic gain, the aesthetic value
which is often anti-functional and anti-economic, tends to be an
obstacle exactly because it implies the acceptance of such
complexity®.

What the problem really is can be found in some of the following
quotes, extrapolated from different sources: from general magazines,
like Newsweek or the American Prospect, to opinions coming directly
from professionals in the architectural and planning field:

“What bugs me the most about the fad for green architecture is the
notion that virtue makes for better design. OK, an ugly green building
is better than an ugly non-green building — but it’s still ugly.”

(C.Mc Guigan, in Newsweek)

“.much green architecture reflects a quality that Ford’s Edsel
possessed: it looks like the future, but it doesn’t look good”
(K. Capps, in The American Prospect)

“if Green remains stuck in these aesthetic cliché, it won’t last long.”
(W.Maas, Green Dream. How future cities can outsmart nature)

“The sustainability of consultants and some architects has become to
the eyes of the rest of professionals, and especially those of students, a
parade of hi-tech drag-queens.”

(I. Abalos, in Aesthetics & Sustainability: Alternatives)

“*Green’ and ‘Sustainable’, in their current form, have made
architecture a task rather than a desire.”
(JDS Architects, in Ecological Urbanism)

From all the above it is clear the importance of the ‘Aesthetics of
Sustainability’ as fundamental for the success of a new model of
green planning. Not just from an environmental and economic point
of view, but, perhaps and most importantly, from a social and mental
one. It is the aesthetics as it is envisaged by Guattari and Foucault: ‘a

“Zojal., Giustizia e Bellezza, Bollati Boringhieri Editore, Torino, 2009



way to hint at the creative potential of expression and enunciation that
has been silenced by the dominant force of signs and signifiers.”® It is
an aesthetic paradigm interwoven with ethical and scientific
paradigms: “The new aesthetic paradigm has ethico-political
implications because to speak of creation is to speak of the
responsibility of the creative instance with regard to the thing created
[...]"°

In the Ecosophical treatise ‘The three Ecologies’ Felix Guattari was
advocating quite a similar position: the increasingly deteriorating
condition of human relationships with the socius, the psyche and the
environment is due not only to the pollution and the objective damage
that belongs to this, but to the most worrying praxis of regarding
‘action on the psyche, the socius, and the environment as separate’’.
Guattari condemns the notion of ecology smply related to the
environment in a sort of synonymic equation as too reductive and too
dangerous. He adds: “We need to apprehend the world through the
interchangeable lenses of the three ecologies.” Such ecologies are
governed by a logic of intensities which ‘concerns itself solely with
the movement and intensity of EVOLUTIVE PROCESSES’.

This line of thought is important because advocating a sort of
‘triplication” implies as well the overcoming of the binary system, the
classic polarities and in genera the oppositions with all their typical
synthesis. Therefore it annihilates the dichotomy between ethic and
aesthetic, or, in other words, ‘aesthetics as an ethic’, according to the
transversal aspect of the three ecologies and the aesthetic paradigm
always relating to modes of existence and life. ®’

Equally important, this position introduces the idea of ecologies
within the neo-Darwinian framework of Evolution. The passage is
fundamental in creating a direct link between ecology and aesthetics
within the evolutionary approach.

The content of this research is, as a matter of fact, an attempt to
present a shift of perspective in the way we look at architecture, cities
and territory. It is an urge to change the paradigm of urban structures
and town planning in the light of evolutionary sciences.

The search for a new alliance between humans and nature proposed by
Prigogine and Stengers calls for a new view of human systems and of

® Brunner C., Nigro R., Raunig G., Towards a New Aesthetic Paradigm. Ethico-
aesthetics and Aesthetics of Existence in Foucault and Guattari, available on web
®Brunner C., Nigro R., Raunig G., Op. Cit.

" Guattari F., The three Ecologies, Continuum International Publishing Group —
Athlone, July 2000

8 Guattari F., Chaosmosis — an Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm, Indiana University
Press, 1995



the relations they establish with the environment®. These new relations
should pursue Sustainability as an am as well as defend the
opportunities for a new hermeneutics of the city which will bring along
anew language and aesthetics.

The key to such a challenge resides within the concept of
transdiciplinarity, a synthesis between disciplines that destroys
academic barriers and creates new disciplines in which everything is
more than the sum of the parts and which has something to do with the
complexity theory. Its essence lies in combining pre-existing elements
to create new synapses.

We will look at how the evolutionary theory, the complexity theory,
systemic thinking and the contemporary debate on Sustainability and
Ecology have radically changed the approach to the design of city and
territory. In particular we will focus on how they have chalenged the
historic dichotomy between Top Down versus Bottom Up models and
how they are proposing the emergence of the self-organized city as
possible morphogenetic process for sustainable city design.

In general terms we could argue that the point is a matter of order
versus chaos whereby chaos we mean ‘not a cult topic but a dynamic
state, its potential revealed by science, that can indicate the way to a
more subtle and flexible order than simplification and repetition.” *°

The research structure has been organized in three main areas.

The first one, Ontology and Hermeneutics (Chapters 1.1-1.4), is an
effort to present the main subjects of the study (Sustainability,
Aesthetics, Complexity Theory and Transdisciplinarity) within a
specific philosophical and philological framework, the one of Systemic
Thinking.

Themes are presented and analysed according to a consistent school of
thought starting from the Evolutionary Theory al the way to the
Complexity theory and self-organization. In this chapter it is set the
stage for a new hermeneutics of the concepts of Sustainability and
Aesthetics applied to urban processes and design. The existing status
guo of adisciplinary structured top-down approach to planning is been
challenged in favour of a more transdisciplinary bottom-up one.

The second, Models and Tools (Chapters 2.1-2.7), presents the output of
aresearch aimed to discover a series of models for the self-organizing

°® Pulselli RM & Tiezzi E., Cities out of Chaos. Urban self-organization and
Sustainability. WIT Press, Southampton, UK, 2009
1 portoghesi P., Intro to, Cities out of Chaos. Urban self-organization and
Sustainability. WIT Press, Southampton, UK, 2009



city borrowed by other disciplines such as biology, cybernetics,
geology, statistics, mathematics and sociology applied to urban design
and planning. It is an attempt to give a compendium, which, though
possibly incomplete, should start to give some suggestions to a different
promising path.

Since urban environments are artefacts or, as Stephen Read says,
‘techno-constructions” which support specific urban societies and
economies, models and tools have been analyzed according to both
their technical performance as well as their material hermeneutics and
aesthetics.

‘Objects are not simplistically “given’ but are produced in a process
that makes the context of the object’s ‘appearance part of the intentional
or subjective side of the experiment.” **

The third and last chapter, Evaluation Metrics (Chapters 3.1-3.2), dedls
with the difficult question of the role of the architect and the notion of
Style and Aesthetics within the specific framework formulated in
Chapter 1 and pictured in Chapter 2.

It tries to give sense to the aesthetic discourse on Sustainability looking
at the issue from another possibly more integrated perspective where
the aesthetic act is concelved not only as a form of contemplation but
most of all asaform of sensorial active participation.

This position, not new in the history of art and architecture, would, in
the words of Guattari, ‘organize a reinvention of social practices which
would give back to humanity a sense of responsibility’ towards the
material and immaterial components of life.”

It would bring along a new concept of Style, Authorship and Aesthetics,
as a form of ecology of mind, and would recuperate that ‘flux of
participation’” evoked by David Abram: ‘Our senses are not for
detached cognition but for participation, for sharing the metamorphic
capacity of things that lure us™.

Last but not least a quick inside about the modalities and contents of
thisthesisis due.

As the title of the work says, ‘The Aesthetics of Sustainability.
Systemic thinking and self-organization in the evolution of cities.’, the
research carried out is of a theoretic type, it is intrinsically a ‘map of
paths’ based on referential sequences recalling not only the

“"Read S, ‘Meaning and Material: Phenomenology, Complexity, Science and
‘Adjacent Possible’ Cities’, in Complexity Theories of Cities have come of age.
Springer : Complexity, Berlin, 2012 .

2Abram D., as quoted in Reclaiming Animism, Stengers 1., on line @ http://www.e-
flux.com/journal/reclai ming-ani mism/



contemporary cultural imaginary but also a new conceptual apparatus
sprung from the transdisciplinary union between thought-science-
aesthetics, creating a cartography of resonances among different
realms.

The possibility to build the thesis into the exploration of the theme
through a “case study’, which would have turned the word thinking of
the title into praxis, was initially launched and investigated but later
dismissed.

The reason behind the impossibility was due to the sheer complexity
of the models and tools required to handle the design process which
entails indeed a very long and time consuming learning curve.

As a matter of fact, after two years of intense investigation needed to
build up and support the theoretic backbone of the study, we were left
with just one year to learn and become fluent and agile in the language
(differential equations and computer scripting) needed to support the
case and, just with these premises, to be able to embark in the
selection of a proper subject with its subsequent design process.

This was retained an impracticable choice that would have mined
conversely the credibility of the argumentation.

We have then opted to concentrate on the new theoretic and
speculative aspect of the research, treating it in a form of an assay,
leaving as an appendix the analysis of an externally bred ‘case study’,
the Relational Urban Models, in order to illustrate in detals the
specific device of the interface [if] .

It is important to explain with a bit more detail the argumentation of
this particular choice of models.

When in May 2014 | was invited to give a lecture at the Bartlett
School of Architecture in London (UCL), with the title ‘In praise of
Transdisciplinarity. From the death of typologies to the rise of
cellular automata’ where | partialy presented the work contained in
this research, | was approached at the end of the talk by Eduardo Rico
who was sitting among the audience.

Rico, who is design tutor at the Urban Design Master Course at the
Bartlett, co-director of Landscape Urbanism at the Architectural
Association, co-director of the practice GroundLADb, director of the
practice Relational Urbanism and Associate for ARUP, revealed me
that he was nicely shocked by my intervention because it was
envisioning and quite literally describing in a theoretic manner what
he and his wife, Enriqueta LIabres, co-director of Relational Urbanism
and visiting professor at Harvard and the Berlage, had been
developing for over two years on a practical level with the
supervision of the technical expertise of ARUP and Charles
Waldheim.



The project, called Relational Urban Model, at the time of the lecture
was still covered by secrecy dictated by a non-disclosure agreement
among the practices.

Obvioudy | was not, and could not have been, aware of the existence
of that model.

This nice coincidence in terms of line of research brought us to
collaborate in different occasions, exchanging thoughts and material,
and when finaly the project became of public domain, |1 got the
privilege to write on it for the first time.

Now that the Relational Urban Models have been successfully tested
in various occasions (competitions, private commissions, exhibitions,
etc..), | thought that they would be the best complementary option to
illustrate the actual aspects of my virtual ‘map of paths’, using
Deleuze terminology.



1. THE SELF-ORGANIZED CITY:
ONTOLOGY AND HERMENEUTICS

1.1 The theme of SUSTAINABILITY within the
Complexity theories

“There is an ecology of bad ideas, just as there is an ecology of weeds.”
(G. Bateson, Step towards en Ecology of mind, 1972)

“Urban sustainability needs to be planned, but more than that, it needs to be imagined.”
(C. Hubert & |. Theocharopoulou, Design, Sustainability and the Global City, 2013)

“If there is one good thing about capitalism it is that under it, Mother Earth no longer
exists.”
(S. Zizek, on Molecular Red, 2015)

“Ecology.....theimagination and expression of an aesthetic of the world, free from folkloristic
naiveties but rhizomatic in the consciousness of our cultures”
(E. Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 2007)

1.1.1 Sustainability today: a container of empty meanings or an
empty container of meanings?

In the past recent years the term Sustainability, together with its other
co-star, Ecology, has taken on a growing sense of urge, of immanence.
It gained that sort of respect more similar to the one dedicated to
‘religious aura’ rather than the one more appropriate for a genuine
global policy objective.

It has become what Slavoj Zizek calls “the new opium for the masses’*
and in doing so it has been emptied of a meaningful identity.

The reasons behind this unfortunate unfolding seem to be attributable
mainly to three factors: first, its hyperinflationary use as a container of
meanings,; second, a sort of nostalgic, low tech, pseudo-bucolic notion
of sustainability; and third its ‘form of consumption’, a reductionist
approach to the complexity of reality.

On the one hand we encounter the abuse of the term Sustainability
exploited in a paradoxical capitalistic mode in order to control
consumptions where control is not used just with the meaning of
‘decreasing consumptions’ but it is rather employed in the more dodgy
and manipulative form of ‘directing consumptions’, easily
recognizable as a sort of branding (let’s just think how many times we
find this word in advertisement for selling anything from a car to a
detergent).

! Zizek S., On Ecology, @ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGCfivixtoU

1



In this case Sustainability flounders between a revisited form of
metabolism and a green-washing performance.

On the other hand a very naive idea of a reality worshipping Mother
Nature as the only possible ethical choice in a world aready
condemned by the evil of Artificiality has pushed the notion of
Sustainability and ecology in the very place where such a reactionary
way of thinking belongs: demagogy.

Last but not least Sustainability has become trapped in a reductionist
portrait that paralyzes its complexity.

The existing praxis got us used to think and relate to Sustainability as
mainly related to economic, environmental and technical issues.
Numbers, norms and technical apparata constitute its language and
pseudo-scientific paradigms are borrowed to validate its essence,
while mental and social aspects, that deal practically or theoretically
with subjectivity and are so much part of the experience of redlity, are
somehow dismissed or worst forgotten.

‘It is as if there were a scientistic super-ego which demanded that
psychical entities be reified, understood only in terms of their extrinsic
co-ordinates’?

In this case Sustainability is simplified/castrated/reduced to a bulimic
use of restrictions and regulations and the asphyxiating legitimization
of atechno-scientific paradigm.

As John Thackara says: “Our world is awash in eco-information, but
starved for meaning.” >

The problem about Sustainability is fundamentaly a problem of
ecophenomenology®, in other words, of how environmental problems
are framed: today the philosophical question about Nature, Ecology
and their relationship with Culture and Humankind is almost entirely
forgotten, possibly obscured by a reductive urge of solving
environmental issues, but this environmental crisis ‘existing as it does
in the human world of value and significance™, is at heart a
philosophical crisis.

The discourse about Sustainability will be invested of new credibility
and meanings only reducing its applicability, embracing a more active
and combatant concept of Ecology and dignifing its human,

2 Guattari F., Chaosmosis — an Ethico-Aesthetic Paradigm, Indiana University Press,
1995

*Thackara J., Metrics or Aesthetics?, in Green Dream. How future cities can
outsmart Nature, t?f The Why Factory, NAI Publishers, 2010

“The term ecophenomenology was coined by Ted Toadvine in 2009 when
speculating on Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of Nature.

*Merleau-Ponty M., La Natura. Lezioni al College de France 1956-1960, Raffaello
Cortina Ed., Milano 1996

2



philosophical, social and aesthetics aspects at the same level of the
techno, scientific and ethic ones.

Within this research framework the thoughts of the philosophers
Maurice Merleau—Ponty, Slavoj Zizek and, ultimately, Felix Guattari
are of particular interest, exactly because in their speculations they
envison an ecologica anti-dialectic, anti-chiastic perspective on
Nature and Humankind which is fundamental to overhaul the
phenomenological problem of Sustainability.

Fig. 1.1: Examples of green-washing



1.1.2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty and the concept of Nature as the
Primordial

In a series of courses held at the Collége de France between 1957 and
1960 Merleau-Ponty (Rochefort-sur-Mer, 1908 — Paris, 1961) decided
to reflect and wonder on a subject that, for the time being, he
considered an ‘outdated theme’ but has much to do with the modern
image of theworld® : the concept of Nature,

Such fall into disuse of the philosophy of Nature was due, according to
Merleau-Ponty, to the dichotomy that was to form between two
different fields of knowledge: philosophy and the sciences of nature.
Nonetheless he was convinced that if philosophy does not encompass
Nature as possible object, then the philosophical speculation on man is
de-naturalised and therefore distorted: ‘on one hand a dehumanised
science, a-historical, a-spiritua, on the other, a disembodied spirit, an
unnatural history and a man reduced to pure interiority. ”

His notes, collected in the volume ‘Nature: Course Notes from the
College de France’, were meant to set out again an ontology of Nature
and to negotiate the area between Nature’s own self-unfolding and
human subjectivity.

What interests us of Merleau-Ponty’s thought within our framework are
mainly two positions: the rejection of the dualism between Nature and
Humankind, and therefore his ecological anti-dialectic perspective on
Nature, and his concept of Artificiality asacomponent of Nature.

For Merleau-Ponty Nature is the primordial, the nonconstructed, the
noninstitueted but at the same time Nature is ‘what makes sense,
without this meaning had been put by the thought. It is the self-
production of sense”.’

In saying so and in other passages (‘Nature is not only the object, [...] it
is an object from which we ourselves have risen®), he reunifies the
traditional dichotomy between Nature and what is not considered
Nature, since Nature is not the object of our knowledge, which is
separated from us and from our embodied subjectivity, but it is rather
the whole from which opposition itself is born.

That is why Nature is primordial, because it comes before the dualism,
the epistemological separation between subject and object, that same
separation that we, men, encompass in order to know.

®D’Angelo D., Maurice Merleau-Ponty e la verita del naturalismo, available on line
@ www.metodo-
rivista.eu/index.php/metodo/arti cle/downl oad/33/38+& cd=4& hi=it& ct=cl nk& gl=it
'D’Angelo D., Op. Cit.

8 Merleau-Ponty M., La Natura. Lezioni al College de France 1956-1960, Raffaello
Cortina Ed., Milano 1996

° Merleau-Ponty M., Op.Cit.
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That is also why Nature cannot be subtracted from the philosophical
investigation and be confined just within the ‘hard sciences’, since,
being a whole, cannot be comprehended through a separation of
knowledge (hard sciences vs human sciences), discarding later on one
of them (human sciences).

Everything is one and can be observed by different
perspectives/disciplines.

For Merleau-Ponty object and subject are nothing but planes of
signification, ‘structures of meaningful relationships which explicate
themselves first and foremost in action and correlation [...], we could
then say that if Nature is nothing but a way to be in the world, it is
nothing but a meaning, since ‘the way to be in the world’ indicate a
particular way to be actively in relationship with things, that is to give
meaning to things. *’

This relational logic applied to processes of signification unveils a deep
ecological dimension as ecology is actually based on dynamical
interactiong/inter-rel ations between organisms and their environment.

Within this philosophical structure where any Cartesian dichotomy
between Nature and the other self has been dismantled, even the
concept of Artificiality as opposed to Nature ceases to exist. In fact
Nature, ‘absorbing artificial matter as its own component, eliminating
the anaemic categories of belonging and aiming to that wonderful
regenerative fluidity that elides opposites and makes them its own'"’, is
capable to overcome any sort of symbolic reductionism and self-
unfolds, asits own evolution, in Artificiality.

‘What might seem the result of a hybridization between natural and its
opposite, the artificial, is instead an aternated interpenetration that
makes us interpret the transformative reality of Nature. It is, more
simply, the very concept of Nature that has been perverting the secular
fixity producing one of the most revolutionary changes that have ever
occurred in history, [i€], it frees itself from the immanentistic
hibernation which has always persecute it.**”

This idea of Artificiality as transfiguration of Nature dissolves at once
any reactionary claim of Sustainability as a ‘restorative system’ and any
ecological thinking as a merely ‘protective apparata’.

9D’ Angelo D., Op. Cit.
" Merleau-Ponty M., Op. Cit.
12 Merleau-Ponty M., Op. Cit.
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1.1.3  Slavoj Zizek and Ecology against Mother Nature

The idea that Ecology should be based on a ‘timid, merely defensive-
resistant- and non-interventionist*>" attitude appears today as totally
anachronistic.

As Frédéric Migayrou points out: “the attempt to institute a right of
nature, a right of ecosystems, is illusory, not because it would involve
reinstating the old Kantian debate about humanist right, but because
the right has been replaced by patent - patents that the big global
foodstuffs, chemical and pharmaceutical companies register in order
to appropriate for themselves and commercialize nature’s authentic
capacity for production: its capacity for reproduction. The myth of
green architecture, ‘green worship’ no longer represents any other
alternative but [...] the return in strength of a demagogy of the ‘low-
tech”®4,

The alternative is a more active or bold ecology™ based upon the
conviction that Sustainability is basically interaction, intervention,
gualification and evolution through an appropriate use of technology
and artificiality.

It is not, by any means, conservation and contemplation; it cannot be a
‘mere defence of nature’, we rather urge ‘to go on the offensive™®,
creating ‘additionality” according to the cradle to cradle’ approach ,
forging though an appropriate ethics, aesthetics and politics for the
general destiny of humanity.

The thinking and reflections of Slavoj ZiZek (Ljubljana, 1949) on this
line are even more radical. In a mainstream society where the
fundamental aspect of an ecological and sustainable debate seems to
be a romantic return back to a good harmonious, organic and balanced
Mother Nature, where we should somehow ‘dilute’ our human
dimension in front of Nature, the position of Zizek and other
contemporary thinkers has the power and the inconvenience of a
blasphemy: the desiderability of an even more abstract Artificiality.

3 Gausa M. et al., Ecology, active (or bold), definition, in The Metapolis Dictionary
of Advanced Architecture. City, technology and society in the information age,
ACTAR, Barcelona, 2003

¥“Migayrou F., Ecology, active (or bold), definition, in The Metapolis Dictionary of
Advanced Architecture. City, technology and society in the information age,
ACTAR, Barcelona, 2003

> GausaM. et ., Op. Cit.

®Guattari F., The three Ecologies, Continuum International Publishing Group —
Athlone, July 2000

YFor more on the concepts of ‘additionality’ and ‘cradle to cradle’ see Mc Donough
W. and Braungart M., ‘Cradle to Cradle. Remaking the way we make things’, North
Point Press, 2002



Indeed the questions of resource, scarcity and sustainability are
questions of design®.

The roots of this modality of thought lie in the humankind’s somehow
deep awareness of a certain condition of familiarity and ease towards
Artificiality and, conversely, a growing sense of tension and disquiet
towards Nature as the poet Fernando Pessoa lyrically discloses in his
philosophic diary/notebook, ‘The book of Disquiet’,:

“Perhaps it does not happen only to me,

but also to al those that civilization has given birth for the second
time. Yet | fedl that for me, or for those who feel like me, Artificiality
has become a natural thing, and it is Natural which seems odd.

| correct myself:

Artificiality has not become natural:

Natural has become different.’®”

As a matter of fact, ‘though humans can probably never escape
entirely from a godlike differentiation of self from nature-other, our
power lies not in ‘sparing’ nature but rather in moving purposefully
within the realm of its power®” because ‘Artificiality is the way for
the approach to the natural "

114 The question of the Eco-Modernist and the ‘good
Anthropocene’

The same trend irreverently promoted by ZiZek in 2009 is now at the
core of the newest ecologic manifesto published very recently in April
2015 which is enjoying at the moment a lot of mediatic success: the so
caled Ecomodernist Manifesto by a group of researchers and
practitionersin different fields.

Despite the disgraceful choice of name which wrongly reminds us of
the modernist period, an eratotally decoupled (to use the flagship word
of the ecomodernists) from the concept of ecology, the content of the
document is worth reading.

It distances itself in a very direct way from the school of a good
balanced Mother Nature and the call for a Happy Degrowth (MDF) to
promote instead a vision of Ecology and Sustainability linking

Mic Donough W. and Braungart M., The Upcycle: beyond Sustainability.
Designing for Abundance, North Point Press, 2013

¥PpessoaF., I libro dell’inquitudine, Feltrinelli ed., Milano, 2000

“Smgje C. ‘Dark thoughts on Ecomodernism’ available on line @ http://dark-
mountai n.net/blog/dark-thoughts-on-ecomodernism-2/

“pessoa F., Op. Cit.
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environmental protection, progress, production and human well being
with technological development, using ‘humanity’s extraordinary
powersin service of creating a good Anthropocene.?””

“[...]Jwe affirm one long-standing environmental ideal, that humanity
must shrink its impacts on the environment to make more room for
nature, while we regject another, that human societies must harmonize
with nature to avoid economic and ecological collapse. These two
ideals can no longer be reconciled.?®”

The core concepts of the Manifesto are strangely not expressly listed as
they would be in a typical Manifesto formula (although there being 7
sections, they do not coincide with the number of concepts), but are
rather recounted in a more ‘story telling’ model, maybe a smart move
avay from all the other previous dogmatic versions of similar
documents (just think to the One Planet’s living community, the
Copenhagen Manifesto, the Hannover principles, €tc...).

Its principal ideas can be summarised as follows:

1. Intensifying many human activities — particularly farming,
energy extraction, forestry and settlement - so that they use
less land and interfere less with the natural world

2. Ecosystems around the world are threatened today because
people over rely on them: it is the continued dependence of
humans on natural environments that is the problem for the
conservation of nature

3. Human technologies have made humans less reliant upon the
many ecosystems that once provided their only sustenance. By
using natural ecosystem flows and services more efficiently
modern technologies offer a real chance of reducing the
totality of human impacts on the biosphere.

4. Decoupling human well-being from the destruction of nature
requires the conscious acceleration of emergent decoupling
processes.

5. Decoupling raises the possibility that societies might achieve
peak human impact without intruding much further on
relatively untouched areas. Nature unused is nature spared.

6. Cities both drive and symbolize the decoupling of humanity
from nature, performing far better than rural economies in
providing efficiently for materia needs while reducing
environmental impacts

ZEcomodernist  Manifesto,  April 2015, available on line @
http://www.ecomodernism.org/
Ecomodernist Manifesto, Op. Cit
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7. Human should seek to liberate the environment from the
economy

8. Plentiful access to modern energy is an essential prerequisite
for human development and for decoupling development from
nature

9. Meaningful climate mitigation is fundamentally a technological
challenge: in the long run, next generation solar, advanced
nuclear fission, and nuclear fusion represent the most plausible
pathways toward the joint goals of climate stabilization and
radical decoupling of humans from nature

10. The document is written out of deep love and emotional
connection to the natural world. By appreciating, exploring,
seeking to understand, and cultivating nature, many people get
outside themselves. They connect with their deep evolutionary
history

11. Humans will aways materially depend on nature to some
degree. What decoupling offers is the possibility that humanity’s
material dependence upon nature might be less destructive.

The case for a more active, conscious, accelerated
decoupling to spare nature draws more on spiritual or
aesthetic than on material or utilitarian arguments.

12. Environments will be shaped by different local, historical and
cultural preferences. Along with decoupling humankind’s
material needs from nature, establishing an enduring
commitment to preserve wilder ness, biodiversity, and a mosaic
of beautiful landscapes will require a deeper emotional
connection to them.

13. Decoupling of human welfare from environmental impacts will
require a sustained commitment to technological progress and
the continuing evolution of social, economic, and political
ingtitutions alongside those changes

14. This statement [ed: the Ecomodernist Manifesto itself] is
offered in the belief that both human prosperity and an
ecologically vibrant planet are not only possible but aso
inseparable

15. Too often discussions about the environment have been
dominated by extremes, and plagued by dogmatism, which in
turn fuels intolerance. What is valued here instead are the
liberal principles of democracy, tolerance, and pluralism in
themselves

Now, many of their ideas and concepts are criticisable and fallacious
as still locked in an eco-ideol ogy.



They portray the sham idea of a necessary division between the city
and the agrarian productive land, while we should be thinking about
re-engineering the city to make it productive, re-coding the city
landscape as farming terrain, an advanced form of biotechnological
and networked model of urban farming.

Again, their call to decouple the human beings from their lands
through a massive rapid urbanization is ssmply dramatic.

They fall short also in demonstrating that smallholders, working in
large numbers, produce lower yields than large farms.*

And last but not least, they seem to have forgotten in their list the
word inequality, as Chris Smaje rightly points out.®

However, even though we are normally not very prone on embracing
manifestos, this particular one has few links to the mental and
scientific framework of this specific research which is the main reason
we have been dwelling on it so far.

One of the most interesting points of the debate to us is not just the
accent on the power of DECOUPLING, technology, progress and
faith in human capacity but, more important for our line of research,
the link between Ecology and Aesthetics. “These patterns [ed:
processes that reduce human demands on the environments, alowing
more room for non-human species] suggest that humans are likely to
Spare nature because it is not needed to meet their needs as they are to
spareit for explicit aesthetic and spiritual reasons.”

This statement together with the ones mentioned on points 11 and 12
of the above list are very strong and bold assertions: the aesthetic and
spiritual/mental experiences have not only the capacity to convey and
empower ecological messages but they are also capable of questioning
‘any conflict between climate mitigation and the continuing
development process through which billions of people around the
world are achieving modern living standards (and that) will continue
to be resolved resoundingly in favour of the latter. >

Another interesting aspect of this Manifesto is the connection with the
work of Felix Guattari and in specific with his call for an holistic
approach to the concept of Ecology (point 14) as well as hisinterest in

%For more on this topic please see the article by G. Monbiot ‘Meet the
ecomodernist: ignorant of history and paradoxically old-fashioned’ available on line
@ http://www.theguardian.com/environment/georgemonbiot/2015/sep/24/meet-the-
ecomoderni sts-ignorant-of -history-and-paradoxically-old-fashioned

“For more on this topic please see the article by C. Smaje ‘Dark thoughts on
Ecomodernism’ available on line @ http://dark-mountai n.net/bl og/dark-thoughts-on-
ecomodernism-2/

%Ecomodernist Manifesto, Op. Cit

#"Ecomodernist Manifesto, Op. Cit
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the evolutionary theories (point 10), which is of paramount
importance for understanding the conceptual structure of this study.

1.1.5 Theconcept of ecology for Guattari

The work of Felix Guattari (Villeneuve-les-Sablons,1930-Paris,1992):
‘My perspective involves shifting the human and social sciences from
scientific paradigms towards ethico-aesthetic paradigms.”?®

In the Ecosophical treatise ‘The three Ecologies’ Guattari was
advocating quite a similar position: the increasingly deteriorating
condition of human relationships with the socius, the psyche and the
environment is due not only to the pollution and the objective damage
that belongs to this, but to the most worrying praxes of regarding
‘action on the psyche, the socius, and the environment as separate’?.
Guattari condemns the notion of Ecology simply related to the
environment in a sort of synonymic equation as too reductive and too
dangerous. He adds: “We need to apprehend the world through the
interchangeable lenses of the three ecologies’, governed by a logic of
intensities - the eco-logic - which “concerns itself solely with the
movement and intensity of EVOLUTIVE PROCESSES®”,

This line of thought is important as it advocates for a ‘triplication’ i.e.
implying the overcoming of the binary system, the classic polarities
and in general the oppositions with al their typica synthesis. This
system therefore utterly eradicates the dichotomy between Ethics and
Aesthetics (For more on this topic see a'so Chapter 1.2.2).

Of equal importance this position introduces us to the idea of
ecologies within the neo-Darwinian framework of Evolution, creating
adirect link between Ecology and Aesthetics within the evolutionary
framework approach®.

In fact, what becomes crucial in terms of the bond between the
guattarian concept of Ecology and the enunciation of Subjectivity,
which for Guattari is synonym of both aform of knowledge and atool
for aesthetic creation, is the awareness that the necessary precondition
for any REGENERATION is the acknowledgment of the general
principle that ‘both individual and collective subjective assemblages

% Guattari F., Op. Cit.

® Guattari F., The three Ecologies, Continuum International Publishing Group —
Athlone, July 2000

¥ Guattari F., Op. Cit.

3! For a deeper understanding of the issue of Aesthetics in the Evolutionary Theory
see also Chapter 1.2 of this volume.
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have the potentia to develop and proliferate far beyond their ordinary
state of equilibrium®?’.

That is to say that the possibility to hea the social, economic and
environmental degeneration of the world we live in can be achieved
just by a conscious reading of reality through the lenses of an
evolutionary complex approach ( “far from equilibrium?’).

Such an approach, in turn, underlines the significance of narrative,

subjective elements of which emotions and affections are part of.

A menta framework, the one of evolutionary sciences, which does not
try to simplify reality but on the contrary embraces complexity: ‘The
decisive factor [for the failure of any ecologica discourse] is a
widespread incapacity to perceive the erroneousness of partitioning
off thereal into anumber of separate fields. 3

Possibly the worst consequence grown out from this logic of
separation, ssimplification and reduction is the notion that culture is by
some means something alienated from nature, while ‘more than ever
today, nature has become inseparable from culture. 3*

For Guattari the only way to deal with what has been acknowledged as
a ‘de facto situation’ is to reorient it, through a ‘redefinition of
contemporary conditions of the objectives and the methods [ed.
models and tools] of each and every form of movement of the
socia®.’

And the construction and development of cities is ultimately the
biggest, most complex, most complete and articulated movement of
the social.

In order to address this redefinition through the development of the
three types of ecological praxis, our activity will need to ‘focus more
centrally on new modes of production of subjectivity: that isto say, on
modes of knowledge, culture, sensibility and sociability, the future
foundations of new productive assemblages —whose source lies in
incorporea systems of value.**’

This notion of the triple ecology has been recently recalled aso by
Sanford Kwinter in his attempt to describe the necessary disciplinary
updating architecture must face in its passage from the mechanical to
the digital eraand in particular the idea of the three ecologies applied
to the word environment.

# Guattari F., Op. Cit
® Guattari F., Op. Cit
¥ Guattari F., Op. Cit
* Guattari F., Op. Cit
% Guattari F., Op. Cit
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Kwinter affirms that in order to properly revise the discipline,
experience must be the ‘legitimate scope of operation’ for architecture
and urban design. One of the main implications of this operation isto
reconsider a more appropriate reading of the concept of environment
‘on one hand as the process around us that we virtually call nature but
which can simply be described for the ‘nature deniers’ among us as
those processes that unfold independently and indifferently to us but
whose fate we necessarily share. We must aspire to a new kind of
environmental phenomenology in which our nervous systems are seen
as deeply bound up with the organizational cues around us and subject
even to flamboyant transformations and reinvigorations by design.

On another hand as a sincere engagement with the broader surround in
which we are embedded and which is and is not merely masquered as
a living, transforming, metabolic entity: the natura world and the
manifold interactions of its triple ecology. *”’

3K winter S., in Organization or design? Architecture symposium at Harvard GSD,
October 2015 available on web @
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xRRY DzNg8hA
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1.2 The agency of AESTHETICS as ecological
category and adaptive system

Beauty isthe symbol of moral good
(I.Kant)

Beauty is a manifestation of arcane laws of nature, without the appearance of which, it

would remain forever hidden from us.
(3.W. Goethe)

1.2.1. TheAesthetics of Sustainability today

As we have previously mentioned in the preface, one of the most
worrying and unattended problems that Sustainability is facing today in
terms of urban and landscape projects is the lack of one of the crucial
and indispensable characteristics of any anthropic space: seduction.

It seems that while its ethical dimension has been incorporated within
the concept itsdlf, its aesthetic dimension went somehow forgotten.

Is there any chance to come across a new aesthetic language or style
behind the hyper inflated concept of Sustainability or it is rather the
case of being confronted with “various aesthetic manifestations’?

What istoday the Aesthetics of Sustainability?

We believe that in the current panorama various aesthetic
manifestations of Sustainability make up for the lack of a new aesthetic
language and they could perhaps be summarized in six macro groups of
expression:

-The Barogue Supermanierism: the aesthetics of excess and redundancy
-The Bio-Mimeticism: the aesthetics of artificial naturalism,

-The Analytic: the vectorized aesthetics of processes,

-The Hyper-Technologic: the additive aesthetics of high-tech,

-The Regulatory: the an-aesthetic,

-The Eclectic that embodies all of the above in different degrees of
intensity.

The first group, the Baroque Supermanierism, includes all those
projects whose fluid tectonics, born from the masterly use of
morphogenetic  agorithms, are characterized by excess and
exuberance®, overabundance and profusion along with a pseudo-organic

'AD n°204, Exuberance: new virtuosity in contemporary architecture, 02:2010,
Wiley, London
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reference, repetitive but incrementally modified. It is an aesthetic that
embodies the link to processes of growth and of physiological
evolution, adaptation and multiplication, which tells of growths and
blooms where the programmatic and material convolutions are
expression of self-generation and where redundancy in the digital
scenario is a productive value, not contrary to efficiency, which
represents instead multiplicity and simultaneity. These include, for
example, the work of Kokkugia (Roland Snooks + Robert Stuart-
Smith), Ali Rahim, Xefirotarch (Hernan Diaz Alonso), CJ Lim, Marjan
Colletti and many others.

Fig.1.2: Baroque Supermanierism: marcosandmarjan, Self-sufficient City: Khataba (Al Jadida) Agropolis,
Egypt, 2009

The Bio-Mimeticism is a macro-set containing two sub-groups which
differ asto the particular aspect of nature they tend to camouflage.

A first group, to which belong the research that Frei Otto led or the
more contemporary ones of Ocean (Michael Hensel), Tom Wiscombe,
R& Sie architects (Frangois Roche and Stéphanie Lavaux), €tc .., aimsto
study and rehabilitate the performances and the metabolic processes of
biological systemsin a particular environment, examining questions of
cause-effect.

A second group instead, limits itself to simply copy forms in a very
superficial way; a sort of 'return to naturalism', where Sustainability
becomes pure branding, to the extent to be just graphism.



Fig.1.3: Bio-mimeticism: OCEAN, New Czech National Library in Prague, 2006

The urban, social, economic and ecological performances and processes
expressed through the vectorization of space are the basis of the formal
research of Analytic groups such as GroundLab and Ecologic studio.
The scale becoming the object of research are the urban and regiond
ones: flows, meshes, paths, and density mappings are at the core of a
fluid and diagrammatic aesthetics where prototypes capable to adapt
and change to the different local conditions become incrementa
elements, the aesthetic essence of which lies in being part of an
indissoluble whole within atopological continuity.

Fig.1.4: Analytic: EcolLogic studio, Regiona Algae Plant, Simrishamm, 2011




The High-Tech aesthetic solution is perhaps the most accommodating
when dealing with Sustainability. His acknowledged, declared, additive
and little synthetic logic is still a reassuring and understandable
expression of the saving power of technocracy. It is the aesthetics of the
Super-tech: very little sensual, very much cerebral. It is the aesthetics of
specialized elements, components, of the hyper-trophic green in the
form of roof gardens, green roofs, green facades and urban gardens. The
cliché of Sustainability where virtue makes up for beauty and the
development of techniques has sacrificed a certain sophistication and
aesthetic sensibility.

i,
o o

Fig.1.5: High — Tech : ARUP, Dongtan eco-city , China, 2009

The Normative, transfigured into a set of numerous and often redundant
prescriptive rules, is the an-aesthetic of Sustainability. Rules will never
acquire the emotional, mediatic, persuasive and seductive power of
design, they will only have the effect of making more dogmatic and
boring the concept of Sustainability.

These five 'pure’ morphological expressions have a tendency to
hybridize with each other in a series of eclectic solutions that do
nothing but increase the lack of clarity of an already maturely limited
language.

However, examining in specific the relationship between these aesthetic
expressions and the concept of Sustainability, one must add a note.

In the first three cases, Sustainability is mainly a container of meanings
rather than a content, but it does generate emotional responses, feelings,



those that Yael Reisner called ‘depth-scapes?, expressions that offer
remarkable qualities that go beyond what is purely practical or required,
something that is therefore approaching the aesthetic act as it was
understood by the ancient Greeks: the aspect of knowledge concerning
the use of the senses, the Sensible.
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Fig.1.6: Normative : Dunster, Bed Zed ,Lonodn, UK, 2001

In the last three cases, instead, the concept of Sustainability becomes
content and paradigm of the project and the concept of aesthetics is
diminished and suffocated.

This seems to confirm the initial hypothesis of a schism between ethics
and aesthetics of sustainable design.

Such position must be refuted.

The concept of Sustainability, in fact, if properly interpreted, implies an
increase in the quality of life and of the environment and Aesthetics, in
turn, is "wherever the qualitative processes of reception and production,
of pleasure and doing are examined®. And while it is true that the
aesthetic standards are always evolving, the social component contained
in the concept of Aesthetics is very specific, and it is to this that we
must turn to find a new language with al the variations that the
specificity of the places will giveit.

The answer may lie in a new hermeneutics. How would we interpret
architecture, the territory and contemporary landscapes? A landscape

“Reisner Y., Diving into the Depth-scape exuberance and personalities, in AD n°204,
Exuberance: new virtuosity in contemporary architecture, 02:2010, Wiley, London
3Franzini E. & Mazzocut-Mis M., Estetica, Mondadori, Milano 1996
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and al that is contained therein is atogether ecologies, metabolism,
synergies and disclosure through their processes. A landscape is aso
energy flows as already said by Christopher Alexander in his 'Notes on
the synthesis of Form' of 1964. A very complex and therefore excellent
vision: to perceive not only shapes and performances of the world but
also the embodied represented energy, and especialy antagonism
instead of uniformity and predictability, because, as the Darwinian
studies remind us, the real change occurs through confrontation and
opposition®.

The challenge here is the following: transforming the socio-economic-
environmental model in a distinct and recognizable spatial reality.
Paraphrasing the Doorn Manifesto of 1954 you could say: "The
appropriateness of any solution may lie in the field of architectura
invention rather than socia anthropology nor technological
technocracy."

The risk otherwise is to Slump in positions of an artificial naturalism,
superficially mimetic, or afake and disenchanting eco-mannerism, what
Ifiaki Abalos defines as ‘a parade of high-tech drag queens™, or even,
and perhaps worse, a mass market phenomenon of green washing.

In short, the danger is so fierce eclecticism as an-aesthetic.

Therefore, if we want to disengage with this pattern, it is necessary to
look at the issue through a different perspective, a less specific and
more holistic one, possibly the same that was at the birth of the
sustainable agenda in 1915: an evolutionary one.

1.2.2. Thethree ecologies and the importance of the evolutionary
approach: aesthetics as an ethic

In order then to look a Aesthetics and its association with
Sustainability in this light, let’s recall one of Guattari’s points on
Ecology (see chapter 1.1.4.): the increasingly deteriorating condition of
human relationships with the socius, the psyche and the environment is
due not only to the pollution and the objective damage that belongs to
this, but to the most worrying praxes of regarding ‘action on the psyche,
the socius, and the environment as separate’®.

Guattari fiercely criticizes the belief of an Ecology solely related to the
environment. Instead he resolutely promotes the notion of apprehending

“Lopez Duran F. & Moore N., (Ut)opiates Rethinking Nature, in AD EcoRedux n.208,
November/December 2010, Wiley, London
®> Abalos |., Aesthetics and Sustainability: Alternatives, available on line

® Guattari F., The three Ecologies, Continuum International Publishing Group —
Athlone, July 2000
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the world 'through the interchangeable lenses of the three ecologies.’
Such ecologies are governed by a logic of intensities - the eco-logic -
which *concerns itself solely with the movement and intensity of
EVOLUTIVE PROCESSES”. This line of thought is important because
advocating a sort of “triplication” implies as well the overcoming of the
binary system, the classic polarities and in genera the oppositions with
al their typica synthesis, therefore it annihilates the dichotomy
between ethics and aesthetics, nature and culture, science and
humanities.

Following the considerations above, we could aso convey that
annihilating the dichotomy between ethics and aesthetics, Guattari
declares aesthetics as an ethic according to the transversal aspect of the
three ecologies and the aesthetic paradigm aways relating to modes of
existence and life”.

Guattari points out that the link between the evolutionary theory and
the need for a mental-aesthetic element has been introduced for the
first time, ‘paradoxically’, exactly in the *hard sciences’ and more in
specific, in physics.

Prigogine and Stengers in fact in their Entre le temps et I'Eternité
brought up the necessity for a ‘narrative element’, meaning the
enunciation of Subjectivity, as indispensable for a theorization of
evolutionary irreversibility®.

For Guattari the concept of subjectivity is not just a synonym of
individuality and personality, but it is mostly aform of knowledge and
atool for aesthetic creation.

It is a form of knowledge through two complementary modes of
apprehension of pascalian origin: via the concept (I’esprit de
geometrié) and viathe affect or percept (I’esprit de finesse); and itisa
tool for aesthetic creation in the hands of the cartographers of
subjectivity’ capable of conceiving and designing new perspectives
‘without prior recourse to assured theoretical foundations or the
authority of a group, school, conservatory or academy ...’

Any ecologic discourse must be aesthetic as well as ethic in order to
be meaningful.

" Guattari F., Op. Cit.

8 Prigogine |. and Stengers 1., Entre le temps et I'Eternité, Fayard, Paris, 1988
° For afurther evaluation on this concept see Chapter 3.1.2. of this volume

10 Guattari F., Op. Cit
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1.2.3. Thethree ecologies and the importance of the evolutionary
approach: aesthetics as adaptive system

But what does it mean and what does it imply to look into Aesthetics
through an evolutionary approach?

Evolutionary Aesthetics (EA) is today a burgeoning sub-field of
Aesthetics, the main aim of which is the “importation of aesthetics into
natural sciences, and especialy its integration into the heuristic of
Darwin’s evolutionary theory™”.

According to Orians, Professor Emeritus of Biology at the University of
Washington, results from existing studies have undoubtedly
demonstrated the power of an evolutionary approach to aesthetics:
‘Humans have strong emotional responses to living organisms and to
natural and human-modified environments. [...] These powerful
emotions, which are the foundations of aesthetics, [...] have been
designed by evolutionary processes’. He specifies that ‘aesthetic
emotions are amajor component of how humans solve problems™’
Appleton, Emeritus Professor of Geography at Hull University, on the
same subject gives an interesting definition of Beauty as ‘the product of
interactions between traits of objects and the human nervous system
that evolved so that objects we consider beautiful have properties that
result in improved performance in some aspect of living if we respond
positively to them™.’

The emotional power of beauty in the decision making process is
something that was already recorded in the ancient myth of Paris, and
his choice of Beauty, both in the idea of Aphrodite and in the real

person of Helena, over invincibility or immense power.

As a Senior Scientist at the International Institute for Applied Systems
Analysis in Laxenburg, Marchetti seems to share with the people cited
above the idea that aesthetic responses are ‘fundamental to the ways in
which organisms know about and adapt to the world™.

The hypothesis here is - both in the area of "natural beauty" and in
sexuality, with regard to landscape preferences, but also in the area of

1 Portera MG., Evolutionary Aesthetics. A bridging discipline between the life and
the human sciences, available @ http://cas.uniri.hr/tag/evol utionary-aesthetics/
20rians G. H., An evolutionary prospective on aesthetics, on line

http://www.apa.org/divisiong/div10/articles/orians.html

3 Appleton J., The experience of landscape. NY': John Wiley & Sons, 1975

14 Marchetti C., Notes on the limits of knowledge explored with Darwinian logic.
Complexity 3, pp.22-35, 1998
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"artificial beauty" (i.e. in art and design) - that beauty opens up fitness
opportunities, while ugliness holds fitness risks'.

If aesthetic responses evolved because they enabled people to better
solve life's problems, exposure to high quality environments should, at
least, be restorative and this brings us back to the link between
aesthetics and ecologies.

Hence, within the evolutionary approach, it seems to be possible to
define Aesthetics as an adaptive system and, as such, it “‘can function (or
continue to exist) only if it makes a continued adaptation to an
environment that exhibits perpetual novelty'®.

Having said that, we also know that most of the preferences that lead us
in our everyday life (food, music, dress preferences, etc..) are the result
of processes of social learning and of the exposure to cultural models'’.
This is one of the greatest challenges for today’s philosophers of art:
how to clarify the conceptualization of the relationship and interactions
between nature and culture.

On this topic Darwin introduced an evolutionary relationship between
‘authentic taste — that which obeys the instinct acquired during
evolution — and “fashion” — that which depends on cultural habits
developed during life and the natural tendency of any animal species to

Voland E. and Grammer K., edited by, Evolutionary Aesthetics, Springer-Verlag
Berlin Heidelberg, 2003

Holland J., Complex adaptive systems: a Primer, available on web @
http://www.santafe.edu/media/bulletin_articles/summer_fall 1987v2n1.pdf

Y3ablonka E., Lamb M., Evolution in four dimensions: genetic, epigenetic, behavioral
and symbolic variations in the history of life, MIT Press, Cambridge, (MA), 2005
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look for novelty. It is only in the relationship between these two
moments of taste that Darwin sees the evolutionary law of aesthetic
ideals."®

Darwin’s position on aesthetic ideals constituted, at the really beginning
of the origin of Systemic Thinking and the Complexity theories, the
basis of yet another historical philosophy on the issue: The Tacit
Knowledge.

.
iy

Fig.1.8: Aesthetics as Adaptive System

1.2.4. “We know more than we can tell’: aesthetics as a form of
tacit knowledge

The concept of aesthetics as a form of knowledge based on the
perception of the world and the importance that such knowledge has in
the everyday life of humans was reiterated in the 60’s by the
philosopher and polymath Michael Polanyi.

In 1958 Polanyi, in his work Personal Knowledge first introduced the
idea of the tacit knowledge, (later better summarized in the book The
Tacit Dimension), as opposed to the explicit knowledge, the formal,
codified and accepted form of knowledge: "I shall reconsider human
knowledge by starting from the fact that we can know more than we can
tell ",

18 Portera MG., Bartalesi L., beyond the nature-culture dichotomy: a proposal for
Evolutionary Aesthetics, available on web @
http://www.fupress.net/index.php/aisthesi s/article/viewFile/16209/15161

¥Polanyi M, the Tacit Dimension, University Of Chicago Press, Reissue edition,
2009
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Initially referring to the production in creative arts, Polanyi not only
described a type of knowledge characterized by the possibility of being
conceptualised and transmitted before it could be explicitly rationalized,
but also that all knowledge is rooted in tacit knowledge in the strong
sense of that term.

Tacit knowledge is contained within the individual and his or her
involvement in a specific context; it is rooted in action and centred in
experience and skills, rather than codified in language and
conventions®. This type of knowledge is based on processes of Gestalt
formation that enable us to grasp unified wholes through their
constituting elements without still being aware of the latter.

Such ‘un-conscious knowing’ has only recently come to be explored by
psychology under the heading of ‘implicit’ or ‘procedural memory’:
‘[...] It is mainly based on the neuronal coupling of single sensory-
motor units by repeated perception or action. [...] It contains familiar
styles or ‘melodies’ of moving, perceiving and being-with-others in
which our whole bodily and emotional experience is engaged. There is
an atmospheric, ‘felt” quality about them that cannot be analyzed into
single elements.”®* (See also Chapter 1.2.6. for a deeper understanding
of thisissue)

Examples of tacit knowledge are aesthetic sense, |eadership, innovation,
body language, intuition, humour, emotional intelligence.....

Values, beliefs, ideals and mental as much as aesthetic models are all
part of the tacit cognitive dimension described by Polanyi: they
establish the way we perceive the world.

They are of paramount importance to us and our knowledge, even with
their immeasurable, intuitive and ineffable dimension: ‘Deprived of
their tacit context, al spoken words, all formula, all maps and graphs,
are strictly meaningless. %

As a matter of fact, as Fuchs makes us notice, the designation of homo
sapiens that we give to ourselves is derived from the Latin sapere (to
taste/to know), and thus shows that the knowledge characteristic for
man is not an explicit one, but intuitive, implicit knowing or “feel” for
his surroundings, or as Kant says, an ‘aesthetic rather than intellectual

judgment’®.

®Nonaka, 1., A dynamic theory of organizational knowledge creation’. In:
Organization Science, Vol 5 (1), 1994, p.14-37.

ZFuchs T., The Tacit Dimension, in PPP, Vol.8, No.4, The John Hopkins University
Press, December 2001, pp.323-326

polanyi M, the Tacit Dimension, University Of Chicago Press, Reissue edition,
2009

rychs T., Op. Cit.

11



Fig.1.9: Example of spaces with a strong Tacit Dimension. ©Anat Stern

For that same reason Polanyi, examining how individuals gan
knowledge and share it, was stating: “Into every act of knowing there
enters a passionate contribution of the person knowing what is being
known and that this coefficient is no mere imperfection but a vital
component of his knowledge” #*.

Another characteristic of the tacit knowledge is that it can only be
revealed through practice in a particular context and transmitted
through social networks®.

The importance of the distribution network, the social network, is
related to the significance of enabling the incorporation of an external
component, ‘the others’, into the validation of any semantic process of
investiture of meaning: “Meanings are not reducible to rules. They arise
within the context of interactions between embodied points of view and
external realities.”®”

However, in the case of the tacit knowledge, ‘the others’ are not just
‘any others’ but they must be part of a community of practice?’, people
with a common interest in a particular domain or area.

On this issue, during an interesting debate in 1948 between Turing and
Polanyi, friends and colleagues at Manchester University, about the

#Polanyi M, the Tacit Dimension, University Of Chicago Press, Reissue edition,
2009

gchmidt, F. L.& Hunter, J. E, Tacit Knowledge, Practical Intelligence, General
Mental Ability, and Job Knowledge Current Directions in Psychological Science,
February 1993, 2, pp. 8-9,

®Goodman C.P., The Tacit Dimension, in Polanyiana 2003/1-2, ppl33-157,
available on line @ http://polanyi.bme.hu/folyoirat/2003/2003-14-
the tacit_dimension.pdf

Z'Goffin, K.; Koners, U., Tacit Knowledge, Lessons Learnt, and New Product
Development, Journal of Product Innovation Management 28 (2), 2011.pp. 300-318.
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potentials and limits of a machine that Turing was developing (the
Turing machine precisely), Polanyi declared that “in order for a symbol
to be meaningful, it is not enough for them to be manipulated in
accordance with algorithms. A symbol becomes meaningful when it is
used within the context of a tacit awareness. The informal dimension
that supplements the operations of the formal system instantiated by a
Turing machine is brought to it by its users.” 8

In saying that Polanyi wanted to mark the importance the users, with all
their informal values, interests and background, have in the production
of a successful and meaningful output of any formal process, including
an algorithmic one.

Being Aesthetics part of this informal, tacit dimension, their more or
less successful inclusion in every formal, codified process determines
the degree of the process failure or achievement.

Starting from this basis, in 1991 Nonaka and Takeuchi in their pivotal
work The Knowledge Creating Company®® proposed a new description
of knowledge in organizational practices which would promote the role
of the tacit knowledge as primary in the process of creation: successful
innovation comes from the mobilisation and conversion of tacit
knowledge through four modes of knowledge conversion --
Socialisation, Externalisation, Combination and Internalisation (the
‘SECI” model) *°.

This study, without going to much into detals, contextualises the
credtive role of the tacit dimension, with all its ineffable values, within
organised, collective environments, as cities are, introducing a direct
link between Aesthetics (and therefore Ecology following Guattari and
the evolutionary thinking), collective environments and participation
(we will see how this last subject will acquire paramount importance in
the last chapter 3.1.1).

1.25. Reational Aesthetics and the intersubjectivity issue:
aesthetics as social interstice

Collective environments and participation are also at the core of yet
another important concept of aesthetics and values within the systemic
thinking and the contemporary discourse about the city: The
Relational Aesthetics.

%Goodman C.P., Op. Cit.

“Nonaka |. , The Knowledge Creating Company, Harvard Business Review 69 (6) ,
1991

OGrant K.A , Tacit knowledge revisited — We can still learn from Polanyi, available
online @ http://www.ejkm.com/issue/download.html ?idArticle=101
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First coined in 1996 by the art critic, author, curator and director of
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Nicolas Bourriaud the
term defines the emergence of a new type of art practice, participatory
art, based on open endedness and inclusiveness, which would improve
and intensify human relations and their socia context by
strengthening social connections rather than through a detached,
independent and private visual experience.

Rather than an encounter between a viewer and an object interlinked
by the action of contemplation, Relational Art and consequently
Relational Aesthetics deal with and produce intersubjective™
encounters, where meaning is created collectively and not consumed
individualy.

Its roots sink in the birth of a world-wide urban culture and from ‘the
extension of this city model to more or less al cultural phenomena’:
the broad growth of towns after the end of the Second World War
engaged humanity in an extraordinary boom of social exchanges and
greater individual mobility.* In this humus an original ecosystem of
activities, networks and knowledge rose and a new emerging social
system based on collaboration and openness was about to sprout: the
world wide net, Internet.

In the current speculation on self-organization, open endedness, and
open source where relational logics of empowered social networks,
based on the free exchange of information, are constructing new meta-
authorities and expertises overthrowing traditional institutions and
knowledge frameworks, Relational Aesthetics might acquire a more and
more dominant role.

It is an aesthetics that represents social interstice: “[...] this interstice
term was used by Karl Marx to describe trading communities that elude
the capitalistic economic context by being removed from the law of
profit [...].The interstice is a space in human relations which fits more
or less harmoniously and openly into the overall system, but suggests
other trading possibilities than those in effect within this system. %

This sociad interstice, being an aesthetic experience, does have
emotional impacts since it creates new bonds between socia processes
and the values they symbolize. In the same way, contemporary
networks, bottom up systems and the so caled wiki-culture as new
emerging social systems based on relationships are deeply and
fundamentally challenging the way in which we define value and thus
quality.

3Bourriaud N. , Relational Aesthetics, Presses du Reel, 1998
#Bourriaud N. , Op. Cit.
#Bourriaud N. , Op. Cit.
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In Relational Aesthetics value is intrinsic in the idea of transitivity
whereby transitivity is meant the “forever unfinished discursiveness,
and a never recaptured desire for dissemination.® It postulates dialogue
as the actual origin of the image-making process and the exchange of
information, the intersubjectivity, as the aesthetic experience itself.

In this framework the history of Aesthetics is the history of the
production of relations with the world: firstly between Man and Deity,
then between Man and The World (the Renaissance), later on between
Man and Objects (Modernism) and last between Man and other Men.®
Aesthetics as a socia interstice is in other words the invention of new
models of sociability, of conviviality, of intersubjectivity where valueis
identified with relationa power among individuals, among contexts,
among meanings, among disciplines, among organizations, as well as
among bodies.

Fig.1.10: Relational Art: Marina Abramovich in ‘The artist is present’, Moma, NY, 14-31 March 2010

1.2.6. Neuroscience and the embodiment of space: aesthetics as
embodied simulation

The social dimension we have been investigating in the previous
chapter plays a powerful role in the definition of Aesthetics in yet
another very interesting debate developing in the world of Neuroscience
today: the discovery of the Mirror Neurons delivers us a new notion of
intersubjectivity neurobiologically founded and principally connoted as
intercorporeity and this notion is at the base of a very innovative
concept of Aesthetics.

#Bourriaud N. , Op. Cit.
*Bourriaud N. , Op. Cit.
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‘Our capacity to understand the others and what the others materially
accomplish does not depend exclusively on theoretical-linguistic
competences, but it strongly depends on our socio-relationa nature, of
which corporeity constitutes the deepest and not further reducible
structure. Intercorporeity becomes then the main source of knowledge
of theworld and of the others. *’

But what is intercorporeity and how does it affect our aesthetic
perception of the world?

To understand that we need firstly to comprehend what the study of
mirror neurons and ‘affective neuroscience’ have established: to each
perception of the world corresponds a hedonic/affective experience
which conditions and shapes our assessments. The nature of such
emotional and affective aspects which determines any relational
modality with the world is of a sensory-motor type. The sensory-motor
relations are in turn defined by mechanisms of motor and mirroring
simulation. ‘Intercorporeity is the mutual resonance of intentionaly
meaningful sensory-motor behaviours®™”

The concept of intercorporeity has been further developed by a group of
neuroscientists of the University of Parma (the same group that
discovered the Mirror Neurons) into a theory that identifies the neural
basis of the aesthetics experience: the embodied simulation.

The embodied simulation is a common underlying functiond
mechanism which mediates our capacity to empathize with others,
sharing the meaning of actions, intentions, feelings and emoations. It is
based on the discovery of the Mirror Neurons and other mirror
mechanisms in the human brain showing that ‘the same neural
substrates are activated when these expressive acts are both executed
and perceived® which means that ‘action observation causes in the
observer the automatic activation of the same neural mechanism
triggered by action execution.*”’

According to the embodied simulation ‘an aesthetic experience is what
allows who experiences it to ‘perceive — feel — sense’ a work of art, and
this in turn implies the activation of sensory-motor, emotiona and
cognitive mechanisms. [...] In this sense the aesthetic experience is a
process on multiple levels which exceeds a purely visual analysis of the

®Gallese V., Preface, in L’empatica degli Spazi. Architettra e Neuroscienze by H. F.
Mallgrave, Raffaello Cortina Editore, Milano, 2013

¥Gallese V., Mirror Neurons, embodied Simulation, and the Neural Basis of Social
Identification, in Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 19:519-536, Routledge, 2009
*®Gallese V., Op. Cit. 2009

#¥Gallese V., Op. Cit. 2009
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work of art and leans on the visceral-motor and somato-motor
resonation of whoever experiencesit.*””

Adventuring further in the world of the embodied simulation we
discover that its models ‘speculate that the same neural structures
involved in our bodily experiences contribute to the conceptualization
of what we observe in the world around us. *’

This means that such simulations happen in a precognitive phase of the
aesthetic experience, in other words, firstly we empathize emotionally
and physiologically with what surrounds us, and only at a later time we
understand consciously the source of our aesthetic experience and
cognitively its reason and meaning.

The implications of such discovery are paramount within the aesthetic
discourse. As a matter of fact, as Mallgrave reminds us, it questions the
very basis of the aesthetic theory of the XX century: the Kantian
primacy of thought over emotions or other sensations®.

Emotions as precognitive output of our interaction (intercorporeity)
with the world are the real and first basis of knowledge, in fact, as
Gallese and Lakoff affirm, much of our conceptual knowledge is de
facto embodied, meaning that it is neurologically mapped in the
sensory-motor system which controls all our conscious movements and
traces back our bodily sensations. *®

In this light Aesthetics and the importance of including Aesthetics in
any discourse and action about not only Sustainability but any field
which aims to be relevant in the contemporary debate about
architecture, city and territory, becomes obvious, almost tautological.
Without incorporating Aesthetics in the equation, no concept can
become part of our cognitive system and will be forever doomed to be
just awhisper in ahurricane.

But thereis more.

Another important aspect about Aesthetics that emerges from these
studies and the enunciation of the embodied simulation theory is related
to the thorny issue of the evaluation of aesthetic parameters.

The question on the more or less possible objectification of the aesthetic
evauation might have finally found a turning point.

According to Gallese it is possible to naturalize the aesthetic experience
using neuroscientific investigation, meaning that we could frame the

“Galese V. and Di Dio C., Neuroaesthetics. A review., in Current Opinion in
Neurobiology, 19, 2009

“'Ebisch S.J.H. and others, The sense of touch. Embodied simulation in a visuotactile
mirroring mechanism of observed animate or inanimate touch, in Journal of Cognitive
Neuroscience, 20, 2008

“Mallgrave H. F., L’empatia degli Spazi. Architettura e Neuroscienze., Raffaello
Cortina Editore, Milano, 2013

“Mallgrave H. F., Op. Cit.
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artefacts of human creativity with modes and modalities less
conditioned by the contemporary western aesthetic taste or cultura
canon.

In fact we do know that aesthetic preferences result from a variety of
factors (sensible appearances, emotional values, personal experiences,
memories, etc..) but the specific sense of beauty arises from a ‘joint
activity of cortical neurona populations, responding to specific
characteristics of elementary or superior order that are present in the
work of art, and of neurons situated in the centres for control of
emotions. “’

From this point of view, Beauty is something biologically objective, as
sort of innate heuristic and organizational rule associated with the
hedonic system of the brain, and a the same time something
individually subjective, modifiable by the force of the experience or
persona culture. *

It is the scientific confirmation of Guattari’s position: Subjectivity, now
specifically defined as Intersubjectivity or Intercorporeity, is a form of
knowledge and atool for aesthetic creation.

For the purpose of our discussion, a part for the new ruling position that
Aesthetics have acquired in terms of objective biological and therefore
organizational power, what matters to us is that hard sciences
(Neurosciences) applied to human sciences (Aesthetics) have eventually
met through a proper transdisciplinary type of investigation succeeding
to finally break the obsolete Cartesian dictate based on the dichotomy
between séma (o@pa), body and psyché (Yuxr), soul, which
unfortunately still constitutes a strong mental structure in the western
culture.

“Di Dio C. and others, The golden beauty. Brain responses to classical and
renaissance sculptures’, in PLoS ONE, 2, 2007
“*Mallgrave H. F., Op. Cit.
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1.3 The origins of COMPLEXITY THEORIES in
Urban Planning and Urban Design

“Cities [are] living organisms; [they] are born and ... develop, disintegrate and die ... In its
academic and traditional sense, city planning has become obsolete. In its place must be
substituted urban biology”

(Jose Luis Sert, Congrés Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne. (CIAM), 1942, quoted in
Time Magazine, November 30, 1942).

“ ... there is a fundamental law about the creation of complexity ...(which) states simply this:
all the well-ordered systems that we know in the world, all those anyway that we view as
highly successful, are generated structures, not fabricated structures.”

(Christopher Alexander (2002) The Nature of Order, Book 2: The Process of Creating Life,
Center for Environmental Structure, Berkeley, CA)

1.3.1. Obsolete academics: Typologies and typological thinking

The traditional TOP DOWN planning, on which still very much of our
contemporary urban interventions are based upon, is a very founded,
deterministic and organized discipline, whose models and tools have
become somehow outdated and superseded.

Already back in 1967 the architects Cedric Price, Paul Baker and the
town planner Peter Hall in an article called ‘Non-Plan, a Radical
Rethinking of Planning Orthodoxy’* were fiercely criticizing the urban
design promoted by CIAM and highlighted a serious crisis of
confidence towards the output of the ‘technicians’ in architecture and
town and regiona planning. This crisis is still going on: “the barriers
between the different disciplines, the all-too obvious distance between
designers and users and the lack of both scientific and economic means,
only serve to further discredit projects.®”

Urban planning today seems to be in its darkest period: ‘it has lost
‘epistemologically’ the sense of reality [...], perched behind a short-
sighted technicality, it was never able to become a ‘human science’.
[...] Cities, in their living complexity, seem to interest very little to
urban planners, used to chase more or less drastic solutions related to
equipment that has been very little updated in the last 50 years. [...] The
representation of the complexity is still an ‘atlas’ made of screens,
flows, zoning areas, in which it is extremely difficult to recognize not

YPrice C., Baker P. And Hall P., Non-Plan, a Radical Rethinking of Planning

Orthodoxy’, New Society magazine,1969
“Chatelet V., Moving towards Control Tensegrity, available on line @
http://www.editions-hyx.com/sites/default/files'anomalie6_chatel et.pdf
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