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Abstract 

 

Critiquing the anthropocentric dispositions of architectural education, this dissertation 

introduces a “de-anthropocentric” vector of ethical thinking through fiction as a form of 

pedagogy. The term de-anthropocentric as opposed to non-anthropocentric here posits 

nonhuman life as an important dimension of architectural consideration while acknowledging 

that there are limitations to understanding or advocating on behalf of the nonhuman other. 

By problematizing anthropocentrism in this way, the research participates in concurrent 

discourses in philosophy, education theory, anthropology, biology and literature studies that 

challenge the inherited biases of Western ontology and epistemology. Recognizing the 

predominance of education in structuring these biases, the research takes inspiration from 

experimental approaches in posthuman education studies that historically situate and reorient 

definitions of the human and disciplinarity. Toward this, the dissertation investigates three 

trajectories in literature studies as departure points: the weird realism of Howard Phillips 

Lovecraft, the multispecies worlding of Donna Haraway and the graphic portrayal of animal 

subjectivities in David Herman’s narratology beyond the human. From these examples, the 

dissertation theorizes nonhuman narrative, representation and worldbuilding approaches in 

an architectural context. Finally, locating the early Renaissance as a period of major 

educational transition in architecture, the research analyzes Antonio di Pietro Averlino’s Libro 

architettonico (1461-63) as a model of fiction-based pedagogy for the present. Written as a 
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continuous fictional dialogue disrupted by digressions into the natural environment, animals, 

anecdotes, fictional buildings and social practices, the work offers a multifaceted educational 

model for questioning human-nonhuman relations. Between text and image, the work 

instructs by imagining the ideal city of Sforzinda through the narrative device of the golden 

book: a source of ancient literary wisdom. Following an analysis of Filarete, the dissertation 

presents a re-interpretation of Filarete’s golden book as a pedagogical device to channel critical 

insight from literature and other disciplines into architectural education. 
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Introduction 

 

Architectural education takes for granted its historic anthropocentric commitments, 

even in curriculum that addresses the environmental responsibility of architecture. Here, an 

implicit anthropocentric worldview frequently lingers in the shadows of technological 

optimism. To speculate on how architectural education could rethink its duties—duties that 

would not assume the superiority and exclusivity of the human species—this dissertation 

argues that fiction is an indispensable creative vector for pedagogy to imagine alternative forms 

of architectural practice.  

The first chapter of the dissertation, “Anthropocentrism,” defines anthropocentrism in 

a broad sense from the perspective of Western science, technology, religion, architectural 

history and the moral status of the nonhuman animal. This first chapter provides context to 

the dissertation by recalling a familiar, yet crucial narrative relating the proposed 

Anthropocene epoch to underpinnings of Western thought. The Anthropocene escalates these 

ontological and epistemological frames to mark a new epoch defined by hostile climates, 

environmental toxins and species extinction, among others, to signify a strong correlation 

between human activity and the geophysical systems of the planet. This chapter will argue 

that the concept of anthropocentrism, as a historical construction, provides a necessary lens to 

understand the human and nonhuman divide discussed throughout this dissertation. 

Throughout this first chapter, historic roles of religion, science and technology are presented 
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as foreshadowing the present ecological crisis and historical perceptions of the animal. In both 

cases, rationality and language, among other capacities—supported by philosophic enquiry or 

religious dogma—justified human ontological superiority.  

Drawing from existing research on the topic of anthropocentrism in architecture, this 

chapter will describe a parallel anti-ecological nature permeating in architecture since 

Vitruvius in the 1st century BCE. This survey of architectural thinking clarifies some of the 

ways the field has excluded nonhuman life as a concern for the human-built environment. 

Because of the paradoxical nature of the term, common suspicions against and arguments for 

“anthropocentrism” will also be presented to defend its relevance in framing this research. 

Concluding the chapter, work in anthropology will help situate Western thinking in contrast 

to ways of thinking where boundaries between humans and animals are less rigidly imposed. 

Here, an important aspect lies in the recognition of the nonhuman as subject—a topic that will 

be explored throughout several discourses in the dissertation. Overall, the chapter argues that 

understanding how the term anthropocentrism enters into all of these above contexts is 

imperative to take a more critical position in architectural education. 

The second chapter, “Posthumanism as De-Anthropocentric Education,” defines the 

emergence of the concept of posthumanism; outlining its origins and various discourses. In all 

cases, the term aims to redefine the human in the twenty-first century in recognition that the 

dualities between human, animal and machine are increasingly difficult to maintain. While 

the concept has been influential over the past few decades in disciplines like art, architecture, 
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literature and philosophy, the focus of this chapter will be to understand how this discourse 

impacts education. Considering that education (at any level) is the primary place in which 

humanist ideologies are disseminated, posthumanism should play a more significant role in 

redefining pedagogy. The chapter clarifies the anthropocentrism of humanist forms of 

education through a brief genealogy of humanism and presents key critiques identified by 

researchers in this emerging field. Here, several authors in posthuman education will be 

presented. Although these authors differ in content and theme, they present compatible 

approaches to posthuman education. They opt to situate biases, prompt questions and 

experiment with alternative ways of thinking about the human. While not specific to 

architectural education, these observations are important conceptual tools to reorient it. 

The third chapter, “De-anthropocentrism in Fiction,” investigates three trajectories in 

literature studies where fictional narratives attempt to de-center human exceptionalism. Each 

of these trajectories question dominant narratives of Western culture in differing ways to 

envision hypothetical worlds at three scales: firstly, the metaphysical and aesthetic tonality of 

Graham Harman’s analysis of Howard Phillips Lovecraft, secondly, the territorial, political or 

worldly concerns of Donna Haraway’s speculative fictions and thirdly, the interior worlds of 

nonhuman animals in David Herman’s analysis of graphic novels. The three fictions in this 

chapter provide possibilities for overlap and departure between the many scales architecture 

is concerned with. The goal of this chapter is to present examples and techniques of fiction 

and narration that can provide theoretical departure points for a fiction-based pedagogy of 
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architecture. 

The fourth chapter, “Fiction in Architectural Education,” identifies anthropocentric 

biases in the technological rhetoric found in architectural education today. This chapter 

surveys common approaches to education in universities across Europe and the United States, 

as well as recent examples of courses of architecture that have criticized and deviated from 

models of environmental education. In these examples, many of the basic premises of the 

technological role of architecture are taken for granted even in fictional approaches. Since 

architectural education often operates at the intersection of design and fiction, the dissertation 

will also analyze the concept of speculative design as a specific approach to narrative creation. 

Here, the materialization of design objects serves as a form of critique and means to discuss 

alternative proposals by engaging with public imagination. 

Drawing on the historic context of the early Renaissance and in particular, the work of 

the Florentine architect Antonio di Pietro Averlino (1400-69), known as Filarete—or lover of 

virtue—this fourth chapter outlines a means of introducing fiction as an intentional 

educational program. Filarete’s Libro architettonico, written between 1461-63 teaches through 

descriptions of a fictional ideal city embedded within a storyworld. Through this, Filarete’s 

text offers a multifaceted pedagogical agenda incorporating the daily customs and habits of 

residents of the city and other human-nonhuman events that animate architecture. The 

chapter analyzes the fictional program of the labyrinth garden and its relation to the narrative 

device of the golden book to re-imagine a form of architectural education that channels critical 
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insight from literature and other disciplines into a storyworld.  

Reviewing disparate domains of scholarship within these first four chapters will help 

us open a discourse around the anthropocentrism of architecture and its educational practices 

through speculation on new fiction-based curricular approaches. The fifth chapter, “The 

Epistemic Object: An Introduction” is a brief chapter which introduces two studio course 

models from 2017 to 2020: Invisible Cities and the Marionette Theatre. Here, student projects 

and pedagogical models provide background to the epistemic object that is presented in the 

final section: “The Epistemic Object: Rethinking the Golden Book as Pedagogical Device.” This 

last section ties together the conclusions throughout this dissertation into a hypothetical studio 

course of architecture. 
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Chapter 1: Anthropocentrism 

 

“Sleep faceup! If a jaguar comes he’ll see you can look back at him and he won’t bother you. If 

you sleep facedown he’ll think you’re aicha [prey; lit., “meat” in Quichua] and he’ll attack.” If, 

Juanicu was saying, a jaguar sees you as a being capable of looking back—a self like himself, a 

you—he’ll leave you alone. But if he should come to see you as prey—an it—you may well 

become dead meat. 

 

 Kohn, How Forests Think: An Anthropology Beyond the Human, 2013. 

 

- 

Despite the broad scope of the term anthropocentrism, it provides an important lens to 

intersect discourses in philosophy, education, anthropology and literature studies, which pose 

parallel questions to those asked throughout this dissertation. The role of this chapter will not 

be to define anthropocentrism in any precise way, but to demonstrate how it enters as a form 

of thinking in a variety of contexts that posit questions regarding the way we relate to the 

nonhuman world.  

Contextualizing the overall aims of this research, this chapter begins by defining the 

recent concept of the Anthropocene as a culmination of historical underpinnings in Western 

thought. The Anthropocene, a proposed geological epoch, marks the distinction from the 

previous Holocene epoch via a catalyst of human activity emerging from particular 

anthropocentric worldviews. These worldviews are linked to ontological and epistemological 

frames of thinking that began in ancient Greece and later intensified through the interrelation 

of science, technology, religion. Presently, increasing awareness of the Anthropocene has 

marked the acceleration of various discourses of posthumanism or similar forms of thinking 
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that re-evaluate these frames. An important aspect of this is the relationship to the nonhuman 

world. This dissertation focuses primarily on the question of the nonhuman animal as one 

illustration of this. Toward this, the first chapter will also define anthropocentrism through 

perceptions of the animal throughout Western history. This will situate discourses in later 

chapters while attempting to understand the way historic biases about the animal continue in 

the present. 

Drawing from existing research on anthropocentrism in architecture, we will outline 

how religious, scientific and technological thinking have contributed to formal understandings 

of nature via an exclusion of nonhuman life as a concern for the human-built environment. 

This will be argued through Richard Ingersoll, who shows throughout history how 

architectural thought has exhibited an anti-ecological stance since at least the formulation of 

textual rules of architecture by Vitruvius (1st century BCE). This historic narrative will be 

intertwined with what Marc Angélil and Cary Siress define as five paradigms of 

anthropocentric thought in architecture. Their argument proceeds through a threefold 

critique of history, knowledge and the conception of the human subject in architectural 

theory. In this way, the chapter will show some of the consistent biases in the history of 

architecture from two different perspectives. This history of architecture will be essential to a 

critique of present models of architectural education. 

In order to address the complexity and contradictions of proposing that humans be non-

anthropocentric, the chapter reviews common suspicions of the term in debates between 
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scholars of the subject. Following an outline of the various ways anthropocentric thinking 

interweaves into Western culture, the chapter will propose a de-anthropocentric vector that 

recognizes the limit to knowing or advocating on behalf of the nonhuman other whilst 

maintaining the importance of this as an attempt itself. The term de-anthropocentric as 

opposed to non-anthropocentric suggests a gradient model of thinking that re-evaluates 

current ways of life such that human wellbeing is not the only consideration of thought, while 

remaining sceptical about the possibility to ever be fully non-anthropocentric. The chapter 

will conclude by discussing work in poststructural anthropology to help allude to this 

possibility from a non-Western perspective. Here, the subordination of the animal to the 

human in what Viveiros de Castro refers to as Amerindian Perspectivism, is resisted through 

an anthropomorphic rendition of the subjectivity of nonhuman life. 
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1.1 The Anthropocene as Context 

 

The proposed Anthropocene epoch defines the context of this dissertation in an 

important way because it links historical underpinnings of anthropocentrism to present 

discourses aiming to overturn these ways of thinking. Such a necessity for rethinking the 

present is evident in the epoch's name itself, combining the Greek words Anthropos (human) 

and kainós (new); signalling the necessity to rethink human responsibility in light of its 

ecological impact. Regardless of the scientific validity of the term, it is an important 

component in naming the contemporary context due to the breadth in which it has entered a 

variety of discourses within the past two decades. Throughout this dissertation, these 

contemporary discourses will offer parallel questions and conclusions from which to critique 

and base alternate directions in architectural education.  

The term Anthropocene was first used informally in the 1980s by the ecologist Eugene 

Stoermer, who described the growing effects of human activity on the planet. In 2000, the 

word was popularized by the Dutch Nobel Prize winner Paul Crutzen, an atmospheric chemist, 

who supported Stoermer in suggesting that the effects of human activity had such a damaging 

effect since the mid-eighteenth century as to necessitate the designation of a new geological 

epoch to supersede the comfortable habitat of the Holocene beginning ten to twelve thousand 

years ago.1 In their research, evidence of such a claim is found in studies of atmospheric 

 
1 Crutzen and Stoermer, “The ‘Anthropocene’,” 17. 
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depletion, coastal wetlands effects and environmental toxins among others which support 

explanations for ocean and planetary warming. Through this, they argue that the human 

species has become a geophysical force, capable of altering biophysical patterns of the planet. 

Beyond these effects, the Anthropocene also marks a period of great decline in nonhuman 

species on the planet. This decline has grown so much that the planet is already far into its 

sixth great extinction.2 Though still not made official by the International Commission on 

Stratigraphy at the present time of writing, the designation of the Anthropocene continues 

under debate by the Anthropocene Working Group who is dedicated to its study as a geological 

time unit and to marking it an officially recognized geological epoch.3 

Despite that the term Anthropocene is still unofficial, it has been fundamental in 

naming the present ecological context in a variety of discourses. Donna Haraway, proposing a 

foundational critique of anthropocentric thinking across a variety of discourses, notes that 

many scientists by 2008 had adopted it. She notes how many artists, researchers and 

conferences in the humanities found the term to be a necessary component in “naming and 

thinking” the impoverishment of present life conditions and mass extinctions on the planet.4 

For the literary critic Mary Louise Pratt, the Anthropocene is more than a concept, it is a 

chronotope.5 Following Mikhail Bakhtin’s definition in literature, a chronotope designates a 

 
2 Ceballos et al., “Biological Annihilation,” E6089–E6096. 
3 Subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy, “Working Group.” The Anthropocene Working Group 

is an interdisciplinary research group associated with the International Commission on Stratigraphy, which is a 

multidisciplinary working subcommittee responsible for defining Earth’s geological timescale. 
4 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 45-46. 
5 Pratt, “Coda: Concept and Chronotope,” G170-171. 
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specific space-time configuration within which a society creates stories to examine itself. In 

this way, fiction is a fundamental tool for culturally understanding this epoch. Toward this, 

researcher in literature and environmentalism, Timothy Clark notes how “the term has rapidly 

become adopted in the humanities in a sense beyond the strictly geological. Its force is mainly 

as a loose, shorthand term for all the new contexts and demands–cultural, ethical, aesthetic, 

philosophical and political–of environmental issues that are truly planetary in scale.” 6 

Resulting from this paradigm of a world dominated by human technological intervention and 

ecological crisis, the question of ethics toward nonhuman life has emerged as an important 

area of discussion.  

Considering the present ecological predicament, the American Jewish philosopher 

Hans Jonas outlined additional dimensions of human responsibility that he suggested are 

unprecedented within the ethical considerations of any culture throughout human history. 

Jonas’ notion of responsibility will frame the use of the term ethics throughout this dissertation 

as an acknowledgement that human actions directly and indirectly affect nonhuman lives in 

ways that we must be responsible for. In this way, the good of the nonhuman other is taken as 

a prerogative. For Jonas “the whole biosphere of the planet—has been added to what we must 

be responsible for because of our power over it.”7 As much as we have taken advantage of our 

technological hubris, the tools born out of it have also made us aware of the consequences of 

our activity on a global scale. For Jonas, this kind of responsibility for nonhuman life “would 

 
6 Clark, Ecocriticism on the Edge, 2. 
7 Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility, 1. 
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mean to seek not only the human good but also the good of things extra-human, that is, to 

extend the recognition of ‘ends in themselves’ beyond the sphere of man and make the human 

good include the care for them.” 8  Beyond merely accepting that we should protect the 

nonhuman world for us, Jonas brings up a challenging predicament about the human capacity 

to accept responsibility for nonhuman life regardless of human wellbeing.9 

 
8 Jonas, 36-43. 
9 Farrell et al. This is Not a Drill. Responsibility for nonhuman species is visible in the core concerns of 

a growing global activist group called Extinction Rebellion. Focusing on issues of climate tipping points and 

biodiversity loss, the group compels government action through nonviolent civil disobedience. 
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1.2 Defining Anthropocentrism Through Science, Technology and Religion 

 

Anthropocentrism is a concept which refers to deeply rooted Western biases which 

prioritize the human species over the nonhuman world. Such a prioritizing often justifies the 

exploitation of the nonhuman world as a resource for human benefit. The concept is 

commonly linked to explanations of planetary destructive practices or cruelty toward 

nonhuman life on the basis of perceived inferiority. The term designates the core of Western 

thinking that has spiralled out of religious underpinnings into the Anthropocene.10 Outlining 

the term through the historical interrelation of science, technology and religion within this 

section will help explain how this sense of human grandiosity permeates undercover in the 

fabric of present society. 

For the historian Lynn White Jr., anthropocentrism grounds the Judeo-Christian 

worldview where the human species—as the species nearest in approximation to the divine 

creator—is justified in its efforts to shape the planet according to its will. Beyond this tradition, 

monotheism in a general sense also construes this justification via the separation of Earth from 

a realm of perfection beyond. This will be shown below through the Sociology professor, 

Bronislaw Szerszynski’s lineage of the sacred. A review of the anthropocentric origins of the 

West via White and Szerszynski’s conclusions below will allow us to uncover some biases of 

the present for rethinking this geological age. 

 
10 Morton, Hyperobjects, 58-59. 
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Lynn White Jr’s seminal “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis” discusses the 

historic link between Western thinking and the ecological crisis. The text remains one of the 

most important essays on preceding debates on the Judeo-Christian religious underpinnings of 

issues such as resource exploitation in a contemporary setting.11 White’s argument is that a 

unique dualism found in Christian theology established a sharp distinction between humanity 

and nature that justified and propelled the human exploitation of the nonhuman world. He 

suggests “especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the 

world has seen.” 12  Throughout his essay he provides several examples touching on the 

interrelation between Western conceptions of nature, science and technology along with their 

roots in Western creationism that heighten a sense of human privilege and stewardship.13 

While White acknowledges that a major catalyst for ecological degradation occurred 

in the 19th century as a result of industrialization, this form of technological mastery was only 

made possible by earlier forms of linear time that emerged from the Judeo-Christian tradition. 

White shows that major powers of exploitation resulted from this tradition, especially within 

the merging of science and technology in the nineteenth century. Prior to industrialization, 

science was a speculative endeavour for aristocrats while technology was a lower-class activity 

 
11 Stoekl, Bataille’s Peak, 150-151. 
12 White, “Historical Roots,” 1205. 
13 Throughout this dissertation we will refrain from the use of the word “nature,” opting instead to use 

“nonhuman world.” In this case and others, the term nature is associated to specific discourses or authors only. 

Following Timothy Morton, the term nature should be avoided due to its historic associations with concepts 

like, “hierarchy, authority, harmony, purity, neutrality, and mystery,” that point to a space “over yonder.” 

Morton, The Ecological Thought, 3. The use of “nonhuman world” instead, contests this by implying a constant 

permeability and inseparability of human and nonhuman life in the Anthropocene. 



15 

 

 

for more action-oriented or practical results and it was not until merging these two activities 

by early proponents of the scientific method, such as Francis Bacon, that we found ourselves 

in an irreversible global predicament. As White explains: “the emergence in widespread 

practice of the Baconian creed that scientific knowledge means technological power over 

nature can scarcely be dated before about 1850, save in the chemical industries, where it is 

anticipated in the 18th century. Its acceptance as a normal pattern of action may mark the 

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

terrestrial history as well.”14 Furthering this, Clarence Glacken argues that the technological 

mastery over nature proposed by Bacon is one linked vitally to religious thought and to the 

fall of man whereby the aim of human science was to master the natural environment in 

likeness to divine creation. 15  The natural world, according to religious justification, was 

simply there to realize human will in accordance with God’s plan. The human agenda, through 

scientific inquiry, was to render this structure intelligible. As such, the history of Western 

science was deeply embedded in Christian theology, with scientific figures operating under 

devout religious motivations. 

In Genesis, humans are not only made privileged and separate from nature by being 

made in the image of God, but also because Earth, its creatures and all physical reality were 

made directly to serve human ends. White articulates this through Adam’s naming of the 

animals: “man named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God planned 

 
14 White, 1203. 
15 Glacken, Rhodian Shore, 471-475. 
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all of this explicitly for man's benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose 

save to serve man's purposes.”16 He adds that “Christianity, in absolute contrast to ancient 

paganism and Asia's religions (except, perhaps, Zoroastrianism), not only established a dualism 

of man and nature but also insisted that it is God's will that man exploit nature for his proper 

ends. . . . By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a 

mood of indifference . . .”17 Despite increasing secularity on its surface, Western culture 

remains dominated by this progressive tendency and faith characteristic of Judeo-Christian 

theology. 

White argues that “our daily habits of action . . . are dominated by an implicit faith in 

perpetual progress which was unknown either to Greco-Roman antiquity or to the Orient. It 

is rooted in, and is indefensible apart from, Judeo-Christian theology. . . . We continue today 

to live, as we have lived for about 1700 years, very largely in a context of Christian axioms.”18 

Thus, in order to think differently about the world, Western humanity requires a critical 

understanding of its roots and an adjustment in its perception of the nonhuman world. Taking 

a critical stance to the role of science and technology in our contemporary world he concludes 

that “more science and more technology are not going to get us out of the present ecologic 

crisis until we find a new religion, or rethink our old one.”19 At the close of his essay he points 

toward one direction for this “new religion” within the Christian tradition of St. Francis 

 
16 White, 1205. 
17 White, 1205. 
18 White, 1205. 
19 White, 1206. 
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Assisi.20 

In a similar trajectory, Bronislaw Szerszynski provides an account of how religion and 

technology have contributed to a sense of human grandiosity. Today a reputable scholar in 

Anthropocene studies, his prior work sought to highlight the ways science, technology and 

the sacred operate congruently to prioritize the human species in Western thinking. Although 

he approaches the topic from the perspective of the sacred rather than organized religion, his 

account follows a similar line of argumentation as White by locating a major turning point in 

the eventual merger between technology and science from a background of Judeo-Christian 

thinking. For Szerszynski, an essential aspect of Western culture is revealed by monotheistic 

religions in a more general way wherein dualities between human-nonhuman and 

worldliness-divine became a fundamental aspect of Western thought.21 In his retelling of a 

very generalized lineage of six paradigms of the sacred, Szerszynski describes the ontological 

ordering typical of major historical religions such as ancient Greece, Judaism, Buddhism, 

Christianity and Islam. 

The first paradigm, which he calls the primal sacred, is a form of sacred prior to 

agricultural and urban cultures wherein natural and supernatural entities coexist within a 

 
20 Since White’s text in 1967 there has been continued discussion about St. Francis as a source of 

inspiration for both Christians and secular in an age of climate change. In 1979 Pope John Paul II designated St. 

Francis as the Patron Saint of Ecologists, granting him official recognition as a figure of inspiration against 

Western consumerism. Pope Francis’ encyclical, Laudato si’ of 2015 makes frequent reference to St. Francis, 

acknowledging the need for Christianity to rethink its abuse of nonhuman life and the planet. In a secular 

context, Giorgio Agamben in The Highest Poverty and Stephen Healey in “Climate-Changing Times,” parallel 

the revolutionary movements of Franciscan monasticism in the eleventh and twelfth centuries as a model for 

cultural transformation in the present. 
21 Szerszynski, Nature, Technology, Sacred, 17-18. 
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world understood empirically.22 The relation to the nonhuman world is understood here 

socially, where interactions between the natural world, humans and supernatural beings have 

no sharp distinctions. Because all interactions with the world are conceived socially, there are 

social obligations and constraints inherent in any interaction with natural or supernatural 

beings that prevent and render inconceivable any form of overt exploitation. Here, not 

knowing what the future holds is an ethos of respect for the other. 

The archaic sacred, identified as the second paradigm, refers to cultures prior to the 

world religions of Judaism, Islam and Christianity in the West.23 This ordering is understood 

as a unified divine-natural cosmos. There are deities or gods that humans must interact with 

in an ordered way through priest figures and participation in cults. This ordering of the sacred 

involves a more systematic relation to the supernatural, which creates a distinction between 

profane and sacred. Here, deities are still intrinsic to the nonhuman world and the divide 

between empirical and transcendent reality has yet to be conceived. The concept of nature 

likewise has yet to be conceived as something separate from or an obstacle to human destiny. 

The third paradigm, referred to as the monotheistic sacred, is typical of the major 

historic religions of the world today such as Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity and Islam which 

consistently engage in forms of world-rejection.24 This stage is the first to comprehend the 

entire sphere of “nature” as a separate concept resulting from the actions of a divine creator. 

 
22 Szerszynski, 16-17. 
23 Szerszynski, 17. 
24 Szerszynski, 17-19. 
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The transcendent here is removed from empirical reality and the notion of nature as distinct 

from the human realm is born. Here, the nonhuman world is subject to domination by human 

will which occupies a privileged place within the cosmos. With the withdrawal of the sacred 

to a space beyond Earth, humanity masters the world by living out the intentions of a divine 

creator. Humanity here also gains the autonomy to self organize, understanding itself as a 

species whose mission is to reach an external divine realm beyond the empirical world. This 

thinking initiates an ethos where the nonhuman world is made for us and not intrinsically 

valuable in itself. 

The Protestant sacred followed by the Reformation removes the divine from the 

empirical realm.25 This fourth paradigm of the sacred is characterized by a worldview in 

which humanity is driven to act out a divine command on Earth. Here, nature is for the first 

time entirely stripped of its symbolic meaning by reformation thought and the emergence of 

natural sciences that attempt fully rational explanations of natural causes. The divine is 

removed from direct intervention in natural processes and instead establishes new roles within 

an entirely mechanical universe. Spiritual agents are expelled completely and the action of 

God is exclusively seen as a mechanical operation. 

The modern sacred in Szerszynski’s fifth paradigm of the sacred involves two parallel 

views: Enlightenment and Romanticism.26 Within Enlightenment reason, an absolute singular 

notion of nature expels God for an immanent, mechanistic and biological rationality. The 

 
25 Szerszynski, 19-20. 
26 Szerszynski, 20-22. 
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concept of nature takes over any notion of a transcendent vertical axis relegating biological 

existence as a form of sacred life. After the eighteenth century, the organism of society and its 

maintenance becomes the dominant ideology where the exploitation of nonhuman life was 

permitted to better the human as a social organism. 

The present paradigm is the postmodern sacred which entails the collapse of the 

dualism inherent in monotheistic religions.27 Religious meaning within this context becomes 

purely subjective with the emergence of multiple realities and pluralistic viewpoints along 

with differing perceptions of the nonhuman world. Here, worldviews often reference earlier 

sacred orders by choice rather than by tradition. This sacral ordering is determined by the 

values of a single subject rather than being determined by religion and cosmology. Here, the 

aesthetic community forms the basis of sociality and creates a sense of belonging for 

individuals.  

Reviewing these accounts from White and Szerszynski has provided a summation of 

anthropocentrism as a historical condition emerging out of perceptions of the nonhuman 

world through science, technology and religion. While White’s argument focuses on a more 

Judeo-Christian origin that escalated through the close association of Western science and 

religion, Szerszynski notes a hinge in the “beyond the world” thinking of monotheist religions 

whose basic assumptions morphed into justifications for modifying the Earth in accordance 

with human will. These accounts suggest the need for a technological scepticism in a variety 

 
27 Szerszynski, 22-23. 
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of human actions where it has played a major role historically in the dominance, control and 

use of the nonhuman world. Contextualizing these lineages generally will help us make 

parallels to architecture which has, since Vitruvius, either governed or indirectly implied that 

the purpose of architecture be human control of the nonhuman world. 
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1.3 Defining Anthropocentrism Through Western Perceptions of the Animal 
  

 

The question of the animal intersects many discourses in this dissertation that aim to 

overturn anthropocentrism.28 A deeper understanding of the animal throughout Western 

history in this section will help situate these discourses while attempting to understand the 

way historic biases about the animal have continued until the present. While the narratives 

recounted in this section are generalized, their conclusions form an important means to 

problematize the anthropocentrism of architecture and its educational foundations in the 

present. 

Drawing from research by Peter Singer and Gary Steiner, this section discusses how 

capacities such as language and rationality were used to exclude animals from moral 

consideration since ancient Greece. In this context, the term “morality” will be understood 

according to the dominate historical and cultural definitions of the “right” and “wrong” 

treatment of animals these authors discuss. From this historical context, the two authors posit 

 
28 Focusing only on the animal—our own lifeform, which we most readily see and share most 

resemblance to—is, of course, an oversimplification of the vast complexity of life. In 1990, Carl R. Woese et al. 

proposed what is the new standard for categorizing biological life on Earth. In their model, life is organized into 

three domains (Archaea, Bacteria and Eukarya). As opposed to earlier, hierarchical models of life, their model 

decenters human, animal, plant and fungal life to reflect the importance of the vast microbial diversity of life on 

Earth. See Woese et al., “Towards a Natural System.” By focusing on the animal, this dissertation does not 

directly address the entire spectrum of life. Microbial life is one example of how this poses a limitation. For 

instance, Margaret McFall-Ngai et al. note how the susceptibility of microbial life to ocean-acidification could 

create drastic effects for many life forms in ocean ecosystems. See McFall-Ngai et al. “in a Bacterial World.” 

While acknowledging that these complexities exist, this dissertation focuses primarily on the animal as one 

illustration of what a de-anthropocentric architectural education could look like. Thinking about animal life is 

one way of learning about the complexity and interconnectivity of life. 
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differing models of moral worth for animals in the present. The section will end by reviewing 

Steiner’s radical anti-anthropocentric position where no evidence should be needed to support 

claims of animal moral worth. 

Peter Singer is an Australian moral philosopher known most famously for his work 

Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for Our Treatment of Animals. The work is often regarded 

as the Bible of the modern animal movement, written during a period of unrest and upheaval 

and general transition of several liberation struggles. In it he explores the term speciesism 

which describes the practice of privileging humans over animals for morally arbitrary reasons. 

The work uses a historical component to detail this long trend in the Western tradition and 

uses contemporary examples to argue in favour of a utilitarianism that posits equal 

consideration for the interests of all sentient beings. Within his study, Western attitudes are 

defined in relation to origins in two sources of thought: those of Judaism and those of ancient 

Greece which he suggests unite in Christianity.29 He divides his lineage into three major 

periods discussed in more detail below: Pre-Christianity, Christianity, and from the 

Enlightenment to the present. 

The American moral philosopher Gary Steiner, likewise, provides an account of 

Western history and its relation to the moral status of animals. His work in Anthropocentrism 

and Its Discontents: The Moral Status of Animals in the History of Western Philosophy also 

stems from ancient Greece until the present noting the anthropocentric biases of Western 

 
29 Singer, Animal Liberation, 272. 
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thinking. The premise of his work is that “by focusing on the historical development of 

thinking about animals, one can understand the sources of our own anthropocentric prejudices 

and use that history as the basis for a radical rethinking of the moral status of animals.”30 

Beginning with the Pre-Christian period, in the Old Testament before Genesis, man 

did not eat animals. Only after the fall—for which an animal (snake) and woman were 

responsible—was killing animals permitted. After the flood, sacrifices of animals to God were 

rewarded with the gift of dominion. Here, the things of the Earth were seen as a gift for 

humanity. While Singer observes several passages in his study that suggest kindness to animals 

as a virtue throughout the Old Testament, humanity is the most important of God’s creations.31 

In his discussion of the Greeks, Singer suggests that the most important origins regarding the 

question of the animal are those of Aristotle, who claims animals are meant to serve humans.32 

Despite that Aristotle does not deny that humans too are animals, he is clear to enforce human 

rationality. He suggests a hierarchical conception of nature where the species of lesser 

reasoning capacity exist for those with more. Steiner similarly suggests Aristotle as a grounding 

figure in proposing a hierarchical relation between humans and animals. For him “the terms 

of the controversy over the moral status of animals shifted fundamentally once it became a 

philosophical commonplace to assert that reason or understanding distinguishes human beings 

from ‘the beasts.’ This shift signals the beginnings of a distinctively anthropocentric approach 

 
30 Steiner, Moral Status of Animals, 37. 
31 Singer, 274. 
32 Singer, 274. 
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to an understanding of the boundary separating us from animals.”33 Steiner notes that for 

Aristotle, “in virtue of our rational capacity we humans stand above all nonrational beings in 

the hierarchy of nature, and these nonrational beings exist simply to satisfy our needs and 

desires.”34  

For Steiner, Plato is not responsible for this conception since he does not study the 

human and animal boundary. Despite subscribing to the view that humans ought not to act as 

animals, Plato maintains the human as an animal. Believing in metempsychosis, Plato believed 

souls move between human and animal bodies as articulated in Phaedo and the Timaeus. Here 

animals are not entirely inferior, the animal-human difference is only a matter of degree 

whereby the soul moving from human to animal is being punished. As such, all animals have 

inherent capabilities to be human again and their communication with the gods, like those of 

humans, is upheld.35 Steiner suggests that for Aristotle, in contrast, texts like On the Soul 

establish a cosmic scheme of things where humans are superior exclusively based on their 

contemplative ability; situating them nearer to the gods in a cosmic hierarchy. In his review 

of literature of Pre-Socratic thinkers like Homer, Hesiod, Pythagoras and Empedocles, Steiner 

notes that none distinguish between human and animal in terms of reason. Prior to Aristotle 

then, reason is not the distinguishing factor to support human priority. 

Christianity no doubt contributed to this ideology, proposing the novelty of a 

 
33 Steiner, 53. 
34 Steiner, 58. 
35 Steiner, 56. 
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uniqueness to humanity through its emphasis on the idea of an immortal soul where human 

life, unlike animal life, was deemed sacred. Later, Christian and Roman attitudes combine, as 

evidenced by Roman games after the conversion of the empire to Christianity: “mere 

attendance at these combats made the Christian liable to excommunication, and by the end of 

the fourth century combats between human beings had been suppressed altogether. On the 

other hand, the moral status or killing or torturing any nonhuman remained unchanged. 

Combats with wild animals continued into the Christian era, and apparently declined only 

because the declining wealth and extent of the empire made wild animals more difficult to 

obtain.”36 For Singer, the distinction of human and animal was made apparent in a Christian 

worldview that heightened the sense of worth of human beings while permitting no challenges 

to the inherited moral consideration of animals from the Greeks or Jews. 

St. Thomas Aquinas’s (1225-1274) Roman Catholic Philosophy suggests that everything 

has a purpose. For him, animals have utility for humans and plants have utility for animals. 

Singer reveals Aquinas even relates this idea to the book of Genesis where killing for use obeys 

the command of God since there is no category of sin against animals. For Aquinas, charitable 

acts likewise cannot extend to irrational beings such as animals which prevented kindness to 

animals through its in-utility.37 The only time Aquinas appears to attribute some sense of 

moral status and kindness to animals is when he recognizes it could benefit humans.38 Singer 

 
36 Singer, 281. 
37 Singer, 284. 
38 Singer, 285. 
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points out that this kind of thinking, permitting the lack of duty toward animals, has continued 

until the second half of twentieth century.39  

Expanding upon this period of history, Steiner situates St. Aquinas’s thinking to earlier 

ideas from St. Augustine (354-430). For Steiner, they are important figures because their 

convictions are carried through to the fourth century and until the Renaissance with the 

thinking of Martin Luther. 40  Augustine in the fourth century creates a dualism between 

spiritual and non-spiritual beings according to a hierarchical scheme. In this scheme, 

rationality signifies proximity to God (truth perception) over physical impulse. In this model, 

only human beings deserve earthly salvation and other beings are merely means for human 

quests of spiritual redemption. In this way, Aquinas drew on Aristotle, the Stoics and 

Augustine in his justifications for animals as servants of human interest.41 Here, since animals 

are dictated by instinct and not reason, they do not deserve moral consideration, and killing 

animals is justified under God’s providence. 

Another important moment in Christian history is the period of Renaissance 

humanism, known for its insistence on the importance, dignity and sacredness of the human 

species. Singer writes: “instead of a somewhat depressing concentration on original sin and the 

weakness of human beings in comparison to the infinite power of God, the Renaissance 

humanists emphasized the uniqueness of human beings, their free will, their potential, and 

 
39 Singer, 285. 
40 Steiner, 116. 
41 Steiner, 126. 
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their dignity; and they contrasted all this with the limited nature of the “lower animals.”42 For 

Singer, the worst claims to emerge from this ideation are from René Descartes in the 

seventeenth century. For Descartes, all animals are like machines except for humans who 

possess souls. In this philosophy, animals do not have consciousness but live through automatic 

reflexivity, experiencing no pleasure, joy, or pain. Singer writes, “although they may squeal 

when cut with a knife, or writhe in their efforts to escape contact with a hot iron, this does 

not, Descartes said, mean that they feel pain in these situations. They are governed by the same 

principles as a clock, and if their actions are more complex than those of a clock, it is because 

the clock is a machine made by humans, while animals are infinitely more complex machines, 

made by God.”43 This state of mechanical being would justify the complete utility of animals, 

eliminating all reason for their moral status. Although seeming to display pain, Descartes 

conceived that animal pain was only a mechanical response from creatures without the mental 

faculty to feel. Here, the moral status of animals was completely abolished to justify their 

function to human ends. 

During the Enlightenment, there was a general change in perceptions of the animal. 

Here, gentle usage became the prominent mode of animal-human relations; continuing an 

entitled usage of animals but to do so more gently. 44  The period was also a period of 

rediscovering nature through notions like the noble savage where human-animal relations 

 
42 Singer, 289. 
43 Singer, 292. 
44 Singer, 249. 
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were far from describable in terms of genuine kinship but instead humans assumed the status 

of “benevolent father.” 45  In the nineteenth century, laws against cruelty to animals also 

appeared following Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and his The Descent of Man, and 

Selection in Relation to Sex. The latter more explicitly highlighted the implications of 

evolution for the human species and enticed a general reflection on the status of the human as 

a special creature. Humanity was no longer a creature made from God but—once again—part 

of the animal world. Singer continues: 

With the eventual acceptance of Darwin’s theory we reach a modern understanding of 

nature, one which has since then changed in detail rather than in fundamentals. Only 

those who prefer religious faith to beliefs based on reasoning and evidence can still 

maintain that the human species is the special darling of the entire universe, or that 

other animals were created to provide us with food, or that we have divine authority 

over them, and divine permission to kill them.46 

 

Darwin’s other works in this period also showed the existence of special attributes—previously 

considered exclusive to humans (for example: emotions, love, memory and rationality)—

within what were normally considered lower animals. Ultimately however, Singer 

acknowledges that in a practical sense, little has changed in our actual actions toward animals 

since this period. He suggests that regardless of scientific evidence, the moral attitudes which 

we hold for animals are too strongly scaffolded by generations of thinking and practices to be 

ruptured.47 

While Singer and Steiner draw similar lineages, Steiner’s work presents a deeper study 

 
45 Singer, 295. 
46 Singer, 300. 
47 Singer, 307-308. 



30 

 

 

of texts from each period. He identifies the occurrence of a more general rule regarding two 

contrasting views about animals in the West historically and in the present: the capacities 

approach and the kinship approach. The capacities approach is dedicated to those thinkers who 

argue for greater consideration of animals based on evidence to support shared capabilities. 

The kinship approach suggests that moral status to animals be granted based solely on the fact 

that like humans, they suffer the same fate in death and same space of life.48 He suggests the 

two need to merge to avoid several philosophical issues. For him, leading theories on the status 

of animals today continue to privilege the interests of the human despite their best intentions. 

To make this claim, he surveys various contemporary theories on the moral status of animals 

by authors like Singer (associated with the capacities approach) and Tom Regan (associated 

with the kinship approach).49 

Steiner concludes the capacities approach leads to a conclusion only of equal 

consideration, meaning that the interests of any species deserve only equal consideration, not 

necessarily equal treatment for all. This leads authors like Singer to propose it is more ethical 

to use animals with less cognitive function than those with higher function. Steiner notes “thus 

intellectual pleasures are fundamentally superior to brute pleasures, just as Aristotle argues in 

the Nicomachean Ethics.” 50  For Steiner, this utilitarian calculation always has a risk to 

prioritize humans and is at risk of anthropocentric judgement. Such a view as Singers, he 

 
48 Steiner, 223. 
49 Regan’s work can be found in The Case for Animal Rights, 1983. 
50 Steiner, 9. 
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suggests, is not invaluable but we must not use it as the only means of evaluating animal moral 

worth.  

Regan's approach enters the contemporary debate on animal moral status differently 

by using perception, memory, belief as cognitive apparatuses shared between animal and 

human to support his claims. For Regan moral consideration and inherent value is warranted 

simply as a living being. His views attempt to make a case that the moral status of beings that 

does not rely exclusively on mental faculty. This, however, still does not avoid 

anthropocentrism because it introduces a value scheme based on the degree to which life and 

pain are experienced. For him then, human life is always taken for granted as more valuable. 

It always has a greater experience of life or pain. In this way, since their loss would be higher 

than those of other species, he ultimately arrives to the same conclusion as Singer but from a 

different perspective. 

Steiner dismisses both Singer and Regan’s arguments that human life is more valuable 

than animal life because of the assumption that their inner lives are not as high.51 He explains: 

A central argument underlying the present study is that none of the approaches 

examined above—utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics—is capable on its own 

of adequately addressing the problem of the moral status of animals. . . . What is needed 

is an ethical naturalism or cosmic holism according to which human beings are part of 

a larger cosmic whole and have a fundamental kinship relation to animals. On this basis, 

utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics can be united and their limitations 

overcome.52 

 

For Steiner, whether an animal has the qualities or capacities addressed throughout the 

 
51 Steiner, 13. 
52 Steiner, 18. 
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arguments of Singer, Regan or others should be irrelevant. Steiner’s view here attempts to offer 

a radical anti-anthropocentrism whereby equal representation and value are given to all 

species. While he does not suggest how to implement this thinking practically in our daily 

lives, the question he raises is an important opponent to justifications of anthropocentric 

thinking. Not only does it cast doubt upon our uniqueness as a species but on the very 

possibility of certainty we can have regarding animal life and our impact on it.53 

Since the question of the animal enters a variety of discourses throughout this 

dissertation, it has been contextualized here historically through a deeper understanding of 

the animal throughout Western history. For both Singer and Steiner, negative values emerged 

in ancient Greece where the animal was considered a lesser being. Assumptions about 

rationality as a defining factor in permitting the use of animals toward human ends continued 

in various periods throughout Christian thinking, justified under a divine will. Within these 

premises, the moral status of the animal was completely abolished. For Singer and Steiner, it 

was only in the nineteenth century when perceptions about the animal changed, introducing 

laws against animal cruelty. 

 
53 For example, are humans the only species aware of their own finitude? Such a point is asked by 

Goldman’s article, “Death Rituals” where an analysis of death rituals in elephants, dolphins and chimpanzees 

suggests we may not be alone. When a herd of elephants comes across the bones of one of their own species, it 

is common for them to remain near the corpse for several days to sniff and poke the body with their feet and 

trunks. Dolphins nudge and poke the carcasses of a deceased, guarding it for several days in a large group. 

Chimpanzee mothers who face the loss of their infants, hold the body in denial until it has decomposed beyond 

recognition. When an older member of a chimpanzee community dies, the others huddle around, groom and 

caress the corpse. While we cannot know how animals process these events, their behaviours parallel human 

ones in aspects of protection, denial and the disruption of everyday routine. 



33 

 

 

1.4 Defining Anthropocentrism in the History of Architecture 

 

Is it fair to question the anthropocentrism of a discipline whose primary role 

throughout history has been the claiming of territory and crafting of the human environment? 

One would assume, after all, that humans need to be sheltered from the unpredictability of 

climatic forces. Yet, architecture and humanity in this lens are mutually constructive; perhaps 

our dwellings themselves have imposed what we consider necessary in defining our species. 

To what extent then can contemporary thinking about the human apply to architecture in 

ways that are less dominating? Humans—supposedly unlike the other animals who build their 

own dwellings—knowingly disturb and inflict violence on the lives of other beings in order 

to build. Daniel A. Barber, examining the historical relationships between architecture and 

environmental culture, writes: “Architectural history is a history of the great acceleration—all 

buildings, in this sense, are ‘Anthropocentric’ in that they have articulated a specific 

relationship between the human enterprise and the earth system, even if that articulation was 

made without adequate knowledge either due to historical contingency or willful ignorance.”54 

Such conditions of knowing and unknowing speak of a paradoxical situation between self-

privileging and survival. To what extent is the building of the human environment justified 

and how would we decide this? These questions may not have straightforward answers, but 

historical investigation reveals the many ways the topic itself has been avoided. Despite the 

 
54 Barber, Modern Architecture and Climate, 169. 
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impossibility of answering them definitively, these questions pose important prompts within 

the educational agenda proposed. 

In order to highlight this, this section starts by drawing a brief lineage of 

anthropocentric biases grounding the history of architecture in the West from its first textually 

recorded theorization by the architect and military engineer Marcus Vitruvius Pollio—

commonly shorted to Vitruvius—in the 1st century BCE. In similar lineages to those recounted 

in religion, science, technology and the moral status of animals, Richard Ingersoll’s concept of 

second nature and Marc Angélil and Cary Siress’ five paradigms of architecture together 

recount a congruent image of the shifting epistemologies and ontologies that underpin the 

anthropocentric ideologies of the present idea of architecture as the crafting of the human 

environment.55 This section will review their work, while contextualizing their arguments 

from texts of the architects discussed.  

In “Architecture as Second Nature,” the professor of architecture Richard Ingersoll 

argues through many examples in architectural theory and conceptions of nature that 

architecture has always attempted to mitigate its damaging effect through the creation of what 

he calls its second nature. This second nature, working like a mask to cover up the inevitable 

violence of architecture, is part of a recognition that architecture is always an antiecological 

 
55 While the periodization of history allows us to situate and contrast major transformative ideas and 

events from each other, such periodization is also central to the anthropocentric logic of linear time and 

progress that this dissertation critiques. While questionable to use from this perspective, periodization is still a 

common framework used to structure history and theory courses of architecture. Recognizing how 

anthropocentric ideas carry throughout these commonly defined periods, therefore, becomes an important way 

for students to question the legitimacy of major figures, theories, and histories. 
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act. As he notes: “the appeal to ecology within the discourse of architecture arouses a historic 

paradox, since every act of building is inherently antiecological to the degree it induces a 

displacement of “natural” relationships.”56 He suggests further that “the absence of a theory 

that would integrate architecture with natural processes in the West can be attributed to the 

prevalence of anthropocentrism in the dominant philosophical and scientific trends. Nature 

was in this way kept conceptually alien and separate from culture, often in the name of social 

progress. Architecture as a second nature did not evolve in response to the forces of nature but 

according to the rational practices of development in a man-centered understanding of the 

universe.”57  He identifies three primary attempts to mask ecological violence throughout 

history via various “second natures.” Firstly, there are what he defines as symbolic 

representations of nature in architecture, secondly, there are attempts to imitate or enhance 

“natural features” through architecture, and thirdly, there are theories where nature and 

design methods are described analogously.58 

With a similar agenda to highlight anthropocentrism in architecture, professors of 

architecture Marc Angélil and Cary Siress in “Decentering Anthropocentrism: Architecture 

and Constructs of Man,” summarize the anthropocentric biases of architecture to destabilize 

the hierarchical status of the human species. Their argument proceeds through a threefold 

critique of history, knowledge and the conception of the human subject with the agenda to 

 
56 Ingersoll, “Second Nature,” 119. 
57 Ingersoll, 127-128. 
58 Ingersoll, 119. 
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“open discursive fields toward strategies that are non-totalizing, non-representational and 

non-anthropocentric.”59 Although they do not state an explicit concern for the education of 

architecture in their essay and without stating why non-anthropocentric premise is good, they 

describe anthropocentrism as “a biased construct on which dominant (and dominating) 

ideologies are founded.” 60  Thus, Angélil and Siress insinuate that a decentering of 

anthropocentric thought can contribute to rethinking the ontological relationship between 

the human and the nonhuman. In their research, Angélil and Siress define a series of paradigms 

that they suggest mark key moments across the history of architecture, science and 

conceptions of truth to illustrate how anthropocentric biases between them have influenced 

the discipline of architecture. They refer to these paradigms as: the formal paradigm, the 

structural paradigm, the evolutionary paradigm, the psychological paradigm and lastly, the 

production paradigm that they suggest could mark a shift toward “non-anthropocentric” 

modes of architecture.61 

For Ingersoll, it was Vitruvius’ framing of architecture as an autonomous activity 

separate from natural reality in his De Architectura (1st century BCE) that caused a major 

transition in the West from earlier conceptions of architecture as integral to living nature.62 

While Vitruvius’ ten book work calls attention to three areas defined as architecture: buildings, 

 
59 Angélil and Siress, “Decentering Anthropocentrism,” 210. 
60 Angélil and Siress, 209. 
61 While this dissertation questions the possibility of a fully “non-anthropocentric” architecture, 

reviewing these discourses is pertinent to defining a “de-anthropocentric” architecture. 
62 Ingersoll, 123. 
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time-pieces and machinery, the majority of De Architectura is dedicated to defining rules for 

buildings which he categorizes according to various functions like dwelling, military, political 

and religious. Dedicated to the first Roman emperor Augustus, the text establishes the basis 

for Roman architecture at the outset of the empire. His text is later followed by early 

Renaissance architects who establish his ancient authority as the fundamental building blocks 

for a new humanist vision. When the Roman Empire was expanding, Vitruvius’ treatise 

intends to show the role of architecture in framing a well-ordered society through well-

ordered cities and buildings. Toward these aims, the natural environment is described as a gift 

from divine intelligence made for the benefit of the Roman civilization and a justification for 

domination.63 

Ingersoll notes that although there is attention given in Vitruvius’ work to ecological 

concepts such as solar orientation, drainage and natural materials, the general sense of the text 

is that architecture is at odds with nature; seeking autonomy from the nonhuman world that 

continues to ground our thinking today. While the text also offers some details to outlining a 

cosmological link between architecture, humanity and nature, this link is achieved through 

the expression of nature through a formal language. Instead of operating in parallel with 

nonhuman life, the architecture that Vitruvius outlines describes the construction of buildings 

as “an autonomous event involving geometry, typology, stereotomy, and artifice.”64 Vitruvius 

concertizes the practice of architecture through an image of the cosmos focused on its 

 
63 Glacken, Rhodian Shore, 107. 
64 Ingersoll, 123. 
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manifestation as a material object, away from its origin as a cosmic place of ritual.65 In this 

sense, the relation of architecture to nature is formal. It is detached from daily integration with 

the world as a symbolic representation of nature in human terms. 

In a story about the origins of architecture, Vitruvius details in Book II, Chapter I, the 

event of fire bringing together humans as social beings; civilizing their more barbaric nature. 

Emerging from this encounter around the fire is the sequential development of language 

through to the construction of shelters: “observing that they were very comfortable standing 

before the warm fire, they put on logs and, while thus keeping it alive, brought up other people 

to it, showing them by signs how much comfort they got from it . . . Therefore it was the 

discovery of fire that originally gave rise to the coming together of men, to the deliberative 

assembly, and to social intercourse.” 66  Vitruvius uses this story to contextualize the 

significance of architecture within the origins of social engagement and to demonstrate its role 

in the transition from primitive life toward a civil society. He discusses further that as time 

passed, other arts developed and so human civilization “passed from a rude and barbarous mode 

of life to civilization and refinement.”67 Here Vitruvius is implying that the improvement of 

building techniques also correlates to a well-ordered society and demonstrates that the 

material object and construction of architecture itself plays a role in shaping a civil society.  

This aspect of order is crucial in much of Vitruvius’ text when he relates order to 

 
65 Pérez-Gómez, “Myth of Daedalus,” 50. 
66 Vitruvius. Ten Books on Architecture, 46. 
67 Vitruvius, 48. 
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symmetrical agreements, proportions and the joining of architectural members in likeness to 

nature which is best replicated through the proportions and harmony of the human body.68 

Here is a formal concept of architecture using the proportions of the human body as the sole 

relationship between architecture and nature. These anthropocentric ideas at the outset of 

written architectural theory were eventually re-articulated within a Christian worldview in 

adaptations of Vitruvius’ texts in the Renaissance. 

During the formal paradigm of the early Renaissance, Angélil and Siress describe how 

an ontological continuity between the man-made and the universal was articulated through 

systems of proportion that were applied directly to architectural design. Since man was 

understood to be made in God’s image, his proportions were the products of divine will and 

had to be expressed in architecture. While Angélil and Siress do not describe Vitruvius in 

detail, they note the extension of Vitruvius’ core as an influence in the Renaissance, making 

similar claims to Ingersoll above but instead, in a Christian context. Here, the purely formal 

conception of humanity in relation to the laws of nature is again expressed in the proportional 

harmony of the human body. Like in Ingersoll’s argument of the symbolic nature in Vitruvius, 

Angélil and Siress first formal paradigm argues that visual observations of reality were 

prioritized and equated with forms of truth as a representation of nature.69 

Ingersoll posits that the humanist writer and architect Leon Battista Alberti, in De re 

aedificatoria (1451), more or less extends Vitruvius’ work into a more pragmatic document 

 
68 Vitruvius, 25. 
69 Angélil and Siress, 212. 
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concerned with the design of buildings and in setting out design options. Architectural 

historian Joseph Rykwert likewise notes the difference between Alberti’s and Vitruvius’ texts. 

In his translation of Alberti, he argues Alberti was much more concerned with how buildings 

are to be built than Vitruvius who mostly detailed how they had already been built in the 

past.70 While Vitruvius attempted to gain imperial patronage for architecture in the Roman 

empire, Alberti wrote his work for merchants, princes, pontiffs and his patrons as an attempt 

re-establish architecture as a liberal profession.71 In relation to Alberti’s pragmatism, Ingersoll 

notes that “the autonomy of architecture is heightened by his avoidance of natural metaphors: 

he compares the city first to a house and vice versa, and later to a ship, confining design to 

geometric and technical analogues.”72 In this way, Alberti’s “second nature” is defined as the 

crafting of natural principles such as proportion and abstract concepts such as the relation of 

wholes to parts in terms of material composition which are all abstractions of principles in 

nature reduced to human logic.73 Through his cosmic geometric analogies such as circles 

representing the Earth and stars, he likewise reduces architecture’s relation to nature into acts 

of formal abstraction.74 This crafts an initial bias whereby conceptions of nature defined by 

human terms are established as the fundamental criteria for the relation between architecture 

and nature; disregarding nonhuman participants in the human built environment.75 

 
70 Rykwert, “Introduction,” x. 
71 Rykwert, “Theory as Rhetoric,” 38. 
72 Ingersoll, 124. 
73 Alberti, 124. 
74 Ingersoll, 124. 
75 In “Architecture without Nature,” Timothy Morton argues that an ecological approach to 

architecture must take account of unique beings in order to avoid a two-way reduction; first, to their genomic 
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Regarding the general conception of architecture in the Renaissance Ingersoll likewise 

states: “aspects of nature, such as growth, proportionality, symmetry, and patterns of fluidity, 

were generally recognized as analogues to be emulated rather than systems to conserve or to 

integrate.” 76  For Ingersoll, Alberti’s treatise had a marginal impact compared with other 

writers of the sixteenth century, such as Serlio, Palladio and Vignola. These authors, even more 

pragmatically concerned than Alberti, set the precedent for architectural education for 

generations that followed. Serlio, for example, had far reaching influence in the 16th century 

being translated into several languages.77 His Tutte l'opere d'architettura is one of the first to 

unite text and woodcut illustrations and the first to establish the renaissance treatise as an 

element in architectural education between theory and practice. His text was concerned 

foremost with the education of the architect, starting with outlining the rules of geometry and 

drawing to real building scenarios. With a widespread audience, Serlio further distinguishes 

between representations of nature and those of man in his acclaim that rustic columns were 

associated with nature while the more delicate were associated with man, this establishing the 

civility of human nature against the wild realm of nature.78 In a linear progression written 

between text and objectified images of buildings in orthographic projections, the treatise 

begins with abstract rules for drawing and proceeds to categorizations and examples of 

 
composition, or second, to their human categorization. Following Object-Oriented Ontology, he suggests that 

to consider beings unique implies that they are irreducible, yet simultaneously composed of other living beings 

(3). An educational program in architecture that considers this nonhuman uniqueness is one way to approach a 

de-anthropocentric pedagogy. 
76 Ingersoll, 123. 
77 Hart and Hicks, “On Sabastiano Serlio,” 140. 
78 Serlio, On Architecture, 458. 
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buildings throughout. Serlio’s treatise, like Palladio’s I quattro libri dell'architettura (1570) 

prescribes architecture as a rational organization of inert materials detached from their 

physical placement on site. Following the historian Carolyn Merchant,79 Ingersoll states that 

“most environmental historians consider the Western humanist tradition, which had its roots 

in the research of Renaissance writers like Alberti and More, as the intellectual source of the 

calamitous path of modern development.”80 This, he suggests, is based on the conquest of 

nature as a means of redemption for human welfare.81 

Continuing these anthropocentric origins in the early Renaissance, the structural 

paradigm that Angélil and Siress define for the late Renaissance is a period where architecture, 

considering the advancements in scientific methodologies, questioned the authority of earlier 

metaphysical conceptions of humanity in favour of models of truth based on physical 

observations of reality. 82  As they suggest “the epistemological ruptures instigated by the 

advent of modern science, however, introduced a tension between traditional models of 

symbolization and an emergent mechanist conception of the world, thereby precipitating 

changes in modes of thinking that influenced the understanding of architecture during this 

time.”83 Validating new methods of studying the human body to claims of truth, this paradigm, 

they suggest, also understood that the discipline of architecture could be observed and 

 
79 Merchant, “Death of Nature,” 74-84. 
80 Ingersoll, 127. 
81 Ingersoll, 127. 
82 Angélil and Siress, 214. 
83 Angélil and Siress, 213-214. 
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improved up by the same linear understanding of knowledge as science. 84 Influenced by 

Leonardo da Vinci’s anatomical drawings and Vesalius’ dissections of the human body, they 

suggest that this influenced later scientific methods in architecture that would privilege 

systematic organization of data and observation.85 Such an understanding of architecture can 

be seen in the theories of Claude Perrault (1613-1688) who began promoting the idea that the 

discipline of architecture could be studied as a linear history and that it would progress from 

more rigorous empirical data.86 

Perrault was a prominent figure in the mathematization of architectural theory, which 

contributed to the foundations of modern architecture. He was originally a physician writing 

primarily in the sciences, working for the Royal Academy of Science in France. There is a 

coherent agenda between his work in science and architecture. In both, truth is found in the 

givenness of reality. The treatise can be read in likeness to Francis Bacon’s philosophy of 

science, which describes a linear progress of history where the valid production of truth can 

be based only on reason and directed toward a utopia of rational minds. A similar disposition 

operates in Perrault’s understanding of perpetual progress in architecture. This is so especially 

in his last statement about an inevitable future truth that will arise to discredit his ideas: 

I do not think the unorthodox opinions that I have put forward here should be 

considered as opinions that I wish to adhere to obstinately, since if I am mistaken, I am 

ready to give them up as soon as the truth gives me greater enlightenment. Above all, 

I would like to stress that I do not consider all the reasons that I have used to condemn 

the practices that I have called abuses to be so compelling as to outweigh the authority 

 
84 Angélil and Siress, 212. 
85 Angélil and Siress, 212. 
86 Angélil and Siress, 212. 
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of the notable personages who approved and established them. I believe that the 

veneration and respect I have for these authorities should not prevent me from treating 

such questions as problems in the hope of obtaining the verdict of knowledgeable 

people willing to give these problems judicious consideration in good faith and without 

prejudice.87 

 

Here Perrault’s scientific ideas of architecture appear in that his opinions are easily given over 

to truth and further enlightenment, should he be “incorrect.” Like a scientist, he presents his 

opinions somewhat detached so as not to offend the authority figures who allow these 

“abusive” architectural practices to come into fruition.  

The architectural theorist Alberto Pérez-Gómez notes that in Perrault’s time, “an 

idealized, geometrical nature . . . replaced the mutable and mysterious physis. Visible reality 

was diminished in importance in order to acknowledge a world of abstract relations and 

equations. In this world truth became transparent but only to the degree to which it avoided 

the irregularities of lived experience.”88 Similarly, through a comparison of ancient rules and 

examples of real buildings, Perrault notes discrepancies that do not inhibit architectural 

beauty.89 This leads him to a general thesis that “neither imitation of nature, nor reason, nor 

good sense in any way constitutes the basis for the beauty people claim to see in proportion 

and in the orderly disposition of the parts of a column; indeed, it is impossible to find any 

source other than custom for the pleasure they impart.”90 In this thesis, truth is merely what 

one deduces from observation, initiating a perpetual search for clearer understanding. 

 
87 Perrault, Ordonnance, 175. 
88 Pérez-Gómez, “Introduction,” 9. 
89 Perrault, 48. 
90 Perrault, 52. 
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Regarding this period, Ingersoll likewise articulates that a new ethical frame became apparent 

during the Enlightenment, whereby material progress could override environmental 

consequences. The use of science and technology allowed a means of exploiting the natural 

environment toward human aims through the claims of social justice.91 For Ingersoll, along 

this path, the eighteenth century thus marks the shift out of the symbolic use of nature, 

culminating in the English garden movement where emotional effects were sought through 

the deliberate crafting of a natural looking garden.92 

The evolutionary paradigm defined by Angélil and Siress follows the Enlightenment. 

It was influenced both by the coincidence of mechanical production around the time that 

Darwin wrote the Origin of Species and The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex. 

Together, these texts altered the human conception of nature as self-creating and the 

conception of the human species as subject to these same laws. Angélil and Siress describe the 

after-effects of this shift, noting an increasing interest in the processes of creation involved in 

architectural design that took hold during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.93 Against 

the formalism leading up to this period, mimicking biological life became the new goal where 

prioritizing manufacturing and production led to the understanding of architecture itself as a 

biological process whereby internal and external functional parameters were understood as 

the most influential aspects influencing architectural form-making.94 

 
91 Ingersoll, 127. 
92 Ingersoll, 127-128. 
93 Angélil and Siress, 214. 
94 Angélil and Siress, 216. 
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Examples of Ingersoll’s second type of “second nature,” which he defines as an imitation 

and enhancement of natural features, is expressed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century by Rudolph Steiner’s spiritual functionalism and the management and the 

preservation tactics of The Garden Cities Movement emerging from Ebenezer Howard’s To-

morrow, a Peaceful Path to Real Reform.95 Ingersoll argues that in Steiner’s designs, the 

expression of organic form and theorizations of living walls approached responsiveness to 

ecological imperatives but did not actually sustain natural processes.96 Organic forms and the 

elimination of ninety-degree corners were meant to influence humanity toward a new 

understanding of ecological holism from a philosophical perspective, but instead it maintains 

the tradition of analogical means of depicting nature. The Garden Cities mentality was that of 

an attempt to plan out regions with regular intervals of towns where building clusters, land 

size and population would be regulated for agriculture and industrial uses. Local production 

could supply smaller regions with most of its needs as against the command chain of denser 

populated and centralized cities to reduce the waste of urban development. Though not 

originally intended, the formal characteristics were eventually borrowed by suburban 

planners who disregarded the ideas behind Howard’s model. This led, in turn, to great expanses 

of urban sprawl that reversed its desired effects through increased automobile use and 

pollution.97 

 
95 Ingersoll, 130-133. 
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Ingersoll likewise notes the proximity of Darwin’s texts in relation to the term of 

ecology. For him, the metaphor of the natural world as house did not provoke an appropriate 

response from architecture. Here, he again notes a formal reduction of nature in architecture 

that corresponds to a new understanding of the human in relation to both Darwin’s work and 

the definition of ecology: 

Elaborating on Darwin's theory of the interrelatedness of species in nature, the German 

naturalist Ernst Haeckel in 1866 invented for his own analysis of contextual biology 

the proper name of "ecology." Derived from the Greek word for house, the neologism 

had important metaphorical implications for architecture: the relationships in the 

natural world being like the organization of a household and vice versa. This use of an 

architectural metaphor for a scientific study, however, did not automatically stimulate 

an ethic of ecology in the discourse of architecture. . . . If Haeckel's research ever had 

a direct influence on design it was in the inspirational capacity of his elaborate drawings 

of natural morphologies, later used to justify principles of balance and proportionality 

in architectural form.98 

 

One of the central architects whose work serves as a culprit in this period of thought as 

identified by both Ingersoll and Angélil and Siress’ work is Le Corbusier (1887–1965), whose 

texts on architecture related biological principles to the standardization of mechanical 

production.  

Throughout The Modulor, Le Corbusier frequently also states a divine significance to 

mathematics in generating balance and proportionality. Serving a practical and metaphysical 

role simultaneously, Tim Breton, in discussing the religious agenda in Le Corbusier’s work 

argues that “Le Corbusier’s sublimation of his Christian upbringing led him to try to construct 

a place for the absolute and the spiritual within a Godless world. Beauty, sublime nature, 
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general laws, geometry and a convinced belief in the human spirit all shared the role of 

substituting for the divine in his thoughts and writings.”99 The Modulor was developed during 

the German occupation of Paris between 1943 and 1944 and published subsequently after 

WWII as a response to the need for rebuilding cities ravaged by war. These cities were meant 

to be rebuilt through new and efficient mechanical means serving a self-proclaimed tool to 

unite diverse cultures under one shared system of proportion grounded in notions of beauty 

and harmony that Le Corbusier saw as the fundamental criteria for a tangible spiritual 

connection to nature. With a global outreach in mind, it was practically meant to supply the 

means of proportioning standardized building elements to the human scale; operating between 

two systems of measure: the imperial and metric. Metaphysically, it was meant to revive a 

system of ideal human proportion in tune with universal truth and beauty. 

For Le Corbusier, the machine is adopted as a universal construct grounded in human 

perception of nature that mimics the evolutionary explanation of the world apparent in 

Darwin’s text. This was especially true in his earlier works involving biological analogies. The 

notion of the machine appears at a variety of scales, from the functioning of a biological 

organism to the natural environment and cosmos itself. For Le Corbusier, the “second nature” 

aspect of his work is the analogy between mechanical methods of design and theories of 

evolution. Perhaps in one of his clearest articulations of this from his earliest and probably 

most read work, Vers une architecture of 1923. Throughout the text he oscillates between 
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textual descriptions and photographs of contemporary machines like cars, aeroplanes and 

steamships, as well as ancient Roman architecture to note their parallels with natural concepts 

like repetition, proportion, efficiency that are found across observations of organisms. In one 

telling instance he relates means of mechanical transportation to organisms in their efficiency 

and functionality: “the creations of mechanical technique are organisms tending to a pure 

functioning and obey the same evolutionary laws as those objects in nature which excite our 

admiration.”100 He continues with the analogy: 

A seriously-minded architect, looking at it as an architect (i.e. a creator of organisms), 

will find in a steamship his freedom from an age-long but contemptible enslavement to 

the past. He will prefer respect for the forces of nature to a lazy respect for tradition; to 

the narrowness of commonplace conceptions he will prefer the majesty of solutions 

which spring from a problem that has been clearly stated—solutions needed by this age 

of mighty effort which has taken so gigantic a step forward. The house of the earth-

man is the expression of a circumscribed world. The steamship is the first stage in the 

realization of a world organized according to the new spirit.101 

 

The machine, likewise, was a metaphor capable of solving practical human needs as well as 

configuring a new spiritual enlightenment. Le Corbusier further links the work of twentieth 

century engineering to principles that guide living organisms. He argues that in this 

replication, engineers provide humanity a means of working through the universal order of 

calculation: 

Not in pursuit of an architectural idea, but simply guided by the results of calculation 
(derived from the principles which govern our universe) and the conception of A 

LIVING ORGANISM, the ENGINEERS of to-day make use of the primary elements 
and, by co-ordinating them in accordance with the rules, provoking in us architectural 
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emotions and thus make the work, of man ring in unison with universal order.102 

 

Throughout these examples, the anthropocentric bias of Le Corbusier is rendered by his 

suggestion for architecture to act like a machine-organism in terms of efficiency. Like the 

examples previously, his analogy is reductive to the actual relation of architecture and the 

nonhuman world in that the “architectural organisms” he proposes never necessitate a direct 

imbrication into nonhuman life. His organisms are strictly organisms in their formal sense and 

although they may evolve, this evolution is a linear progression of previous pre-industrial 

generations of architecture into an industrial context. This is evident in his use of many 

examples of ancient Roman architecture throughout Vers une architecture. The human in this 

sense participates once again in a formalized abstraction of the principles of nature toward the 

benefit for streamlining construction processes and building in a faster way, a post-war human 

environment. Ultimately, Ingersoll argues that while it was not necessarily his intention, the 

fatal flaw of Le Corbusier’s work on the city from these models was the privileging of the 

automobile which re-framed proportions of the modern city according to mechanical 

transportation, linking architectural and urban theory to detrimental Earth-altering effects.103 

In the psychological paradigm defined by Angélil and Siress, the Austrian 

psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud’s work in the twentieth century proceeds with a dismantling of 

historical notions of the self. With Freud’s influence, individual subjectivity was understood 

to be accompanied by a contradictory set of repressed desires instead of a unified set of 
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properties or as a rational mechanism. Here, consciousness was understood to be mediated by 

a suppressed unconscious. With these two forces in flux, notions of reason were made unstable. 

Here, what was normally unimportant to consciousness could now provide new insights into 

psychological activity. The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, who proposed that the human 

subject was ordained with a pre-given task to achieve an unattainable object of desire, 

contributed to critiques of the traditional privileging of architecture’s materiality and goal-

driven intentions.104 For Lacan, Freud’s notion of the unconscious meant a de-centering of the 

human against itself and against the entirety of the humanist tradition. Here, meaning instead 

could be reconsidered linguistically and collectively; pointing to the increasing alienation of 

the subject from language.105 For Angélil and Siress, the architectural theories of the American 

architect Peter Eisenmann best represent this new paradigm. 

As Eisenman suggests, notions of modernist theory had been misinterpreted in 

architecture as a stylistic venture rather than a fundamental displacement of man: 

In brief, the modernist sensibility has to do with a changed mental attitude toward the 

artifacts of the physical world. This change has not only been manifested aesthetically, 

but also socially, philosophically, and technologically—in sum, it has been manifested 

in a new cultural attitude. This shift away from the dominant attitudes of humanism, 

that were pervasive in Western societies for some four hundred years, took place at 

various times in the nineteenth century in such disparate disciplines as mathematics, 

music, painting, literature, film, and photography. . . . The symptoms to which one has 

just pointed suggest a displacement of man away from the center of his world. He is no 

longer viewed as an originating agent. Objects are seen as ideas independent of man. In 

this context, man is a discursive function among complex and already-formed systems 

of language, which he witnesses but does not constitute.106 
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Since the relationship of subjectivity to the world was no longer seen as fixed and stable, 

architects like Eisenman aimed to produce a disruption of predictable meaning through the 

instability of building forms and semantics.107 Eisenman suggests a missed opportunity in a 

theoretical understanding of modernism, that the form/function opposition of humanist 

theory had failed to recognize.108 Instead, he posits an opportunity in a postfunctionalist 

modernism: 

What is being called postfunctionalism begins as an attitude which recognizes 

modernism as a new and distinct sensibility. It can best be understood in architecture 

in terms of a theoretical base that is concerned with what might be called a modernist 

dialectic, as opposed to the old humanist (i.e., functionalist) opposition of form and 

function. This new theoretical base changes the humanist balance of form/function to 

a dialectical relationship within the evolution of form itself. The dialectic can best be 

described as the potential co-existence within any form of two non-corroborating and 

non-sequential tendencies. . . . Both tendencies, however, when taken together, 

constitute the essence of this new, modern dialectic. They begin to define the inherent 

nature of the object and its capacity to be represented. They begin to suggest that the 

theoretical assumptions of functionalism are in fact cultural rather than universal.109 

 

According to Angélil and Siress, as a result, architecture within this period began blurring the 

distinctions between subject and object to destabilize the former boundaries of self and 

environment along with a radical disruption of the traditional and rational tenets of modern 

architecture.110 Despite this, Eisenman’s architectural theory is highly reliant on how these 

ideas relate to formal expression over active participation.111 
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The final paradigm of anthropocentric thought outlined by Angélil and Siress is the 

paradigm of production. This paradigm is influenced by the work of philosopher Gilles Deleuze 

and the psychiatrist-philosopher Félix Guattari who refute Freud and Lacan’s notion of a pre-

given form of unconsciousness consistent across all individuals. Instead, Deleuze and Guattari 

suggest there is no basis for any single principle to define the unconscious as given. It is 

something produced. For them, society structures are embedded within “social desiring-

productions,” where single subjects are already always decentered and caught within activities 

void of any single privileged reference points or domains of knowledge. 112  Here, the 

conception of an a priori truth cannot be conceived because it results from the interactions of 

a multitude of subject positions. Their work is characterized by furthering the attempt to 

overcome anthropocentric dichotomies between machine-nature, man-world and subject-

object. Angélil and Siress argue that this impacts conceptions of architecture through the 

realization that the built environment is not passive in forming human subjects. The human 

subject and society shape and at the same time are shaped by the built environment. What this 

implies is that humans are never in control of their environment. There is always an 

unintended consequence or backlash to what architecture, or any design activity entails.113 

In summation, Ingersoll notes that the idea of an ecological architecture to the extent 

 
112 Angélil and Siress, 220-223. 
113 This topic is explored in Colomina and Wigley’s text Are We human? which posits the question of 

being human through the concept of an archaeology of design. This archaeology of design notes the way in 

which humanity throughout history has defined itself through and is re-defined by design. Through case 

studies ranging from the physical evolution of human hands by ancient tool use (36) to the global consequences 

of cellphone technology (239-251), the authors suggest that the human species has designed their own 

extinction (15). 
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we think today had not existed before the twentieth century within architectural theory.114 

He suggests that while most pre-industrial cultures regarded nature as mythopoeic and 

animistic—where building planning was seen as a means of mitigating the living forces of 

nature—an industrial way of life has banished these practices in favour of a technological 

approach.115 In the 1960s ecology was introduced into architectural discourse through various 

theories such as systems theory, romanticism and critical regionalism, but the primary means 

through which it is addressed in the present is through the adaptation of technology. Ingersoll 

notes: “the first wave of ecology consciousness in architecture led to reforms in building codes, 

Utopian fantasies, and the proliferation of solar panels that stigmatized it as trivial in reference 

to the larger discourse of design. The emphasis on functional criteria limited the understanding 

of ecology as a primarily technical matter.”116 Ingersoll describes the awkwardness of technical 

understandings of ecology in architecture which attempt to address pollution and waste 

reduction without addressing their social or historical issues.117 He ends his account with a 

cautionary note about the reliance on technology in its most contemporary phase: 

The Ecology Question has the potential for generating one of the deepest critiques of 

late-twentieth-century capitalism, especially since the demise of official Marxism. But 

just as the social housing created in the name of the Housing Question has led to some 

of the more egregious failures of modern architecture—it became the crucible of the 

functionalist fallacy—the architectural response to the Ecology Question runs the same 

risk. A green functionalism promises to lead to a similar treatment of symptoms and an 

unrealistic retreat from a system that has not been changed. The attempt to restore the 

ecological balance of the biosphere has profound social relevance. If urban planning 

 
114 Ingersoll, 123. 
115 Ingersoll, 120. 
116 Ingersoll, 142. 
117 Ingersoll, 119. 
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and architectural policies are reduced to mechanical solutions based on cause and effect 

rather than being grounded in a social conception of ecology, they will not easily 

adhere to a frame of social justice.118 

 

Herein lies an important message about the necessity to question a system that takes for 

granted technological approaches to the question of ecology in architecture. This debate will 

be further investigated in section “4.1 History and Current Context of Environmental 

Education in Architecture.” 

This section, departing from Ingersoll’s concept of second nature and Angélil and Siress’ 

five paradigms of architecture, has drawn a lineage of anthropocentric biases grounding the 

history of architecture in the West.119 This lineage, starting with Vitruvius, has demonstrated 

that since the written origin of architectural theory, the human species has been defined as a 

special creature in relation to the nonhuman world. Despite the oversimplification and 

linearity of these narratives, the figures and theories discussed continue to be important 

references in architectural education today. While discussing only these major histories 

excludes lessons from other marginal histories, they remain helpful in this dissertation to 

situate the immensity of anthropocentric ideals which the discipline must now face and to 

 
118 Ingersoll, 143. 
119 Another problem with periodization is that it often fails to address lesser known or counter 

histories that lie within or throughout these specific periods. In this way, it also ignores non-Western histories. 

While beyond the scope of this dissertation, future studies should question what these other histories and 

cultures’ narratives can teach us about a potential de-anthropocentric architecture. One example, despite 

various opinions on the ecological sensitivity of the religion, is traditional Zoroastrian death rituals involving 

Dakhmas—or towers of silence—which are used to separate deceased human bodies from sacred elements like 

earth, air and water. The deceased are positioned at the top of the Dakhma (a circular raised tower with a pit in 

the centre) to promote sun exposure and eventual consumption by birds of prey. Beyond death, the human 

body is a gift to nonhuman life. 
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note the absence of nonhuman life as an aspect of consideration throughout Western 

architectural history. From these conclusions, this dissertation contends that the models of 

fiction reviewed in “Chapter 3: De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction,” can provide architectural 

education a space from which to contest the basic premises of this Western tradition. 
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1.5 Anthropocentrism and its Common Suspicions 

 

Suspicion is likely to arise when proposing that human thinking be non-

anthropocentric. As humans, how can we not be anthropocentric? Isn’t concern for and 

prioritizing of our own species’ wellbeing normal? This section will discuss discourses by Tim 

Hayward, a professor of environmental political theory and David Kidner, a professor of 

environmental philosophy, who both argue against the helpfulness of the term. Both authors 

suggest its use masks more specific explanations of human actions and thinking. In this way, 

they argue the term obscures issues more than it helps to find correctives. For them, 

anthropocentrism is simply an unavoidable fact of being human. This section will review 

these common suspicions and a series of counter arguments to them. These counter arguments 

will be argued through Helen Kopnina et al., a group of researchers with backgrounds in 

anthropology, environmental sciences and the arts, who consider the term anthropocentrism 

a fundamental lens to accept humanity's responsibility for environmental and biodiversity 

protection. This section will argue that the term provides a fundamental lens to work between 

a variety of important and emerging discourses outside the domain of architecture. 

Hayward presents five arguments against the term anthropocentrism, demonstrating 

why he thinks it is a misplaced term that other terms could better address. In the first 

argument, he identifies two common perspectives from which anthropocentrism is normally 

critiqued: ontologically and ethically. Ontologically, anthropocentrism is targeted for 
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assuming the human species is the most valuable and important on Earth. Consequentially and 

ethically, the word signifies a preference for human interests over nonhuman life. The paradox 

for Hayward is that these two do not always need to be related. For example, he contends that 

one could hold the ethical position yet ontologically not believe in creationist explanations of 

the universe that render humans at an inherent advantage. In consequence he asserts that 

“refusing an anthropocentric ontology does not necessarily have any direct baring on 

anthropocentrism in ethics.”120 For him it is more important to overcome anthropocentrism 

in ethics; a possibility he argues is poorly understood and misconceived. 

In the second argument, he notes the problem with the word itself because it supposes 

there is a non-anthropocentric alternative. Yet, there are ways humans cannot help but to be 

anthropocentric. For Hayward, it is unavoidable to be self-interested or interested in the 

general well-being of our own species above others. Defaulting to a common claim about the 

ethics of human self-love, he declares that to be anthropocentric can also be a good thing. He 

suggests that it also implies having a well-balanced idea of the meaning of being human, an 

idea he borrows from Midgley.121 For Midgley, self-love is a precondition for loving others 

and therefore, by extension, loving our own species means also loving other nonhuman life. 

On this basis, Hayward posits that a clearer definition of anthropocentrism beyond attacks 

against human self-admiration is necessary.  

In his third argument he discusses that there are many illegitimate ways in which we 

 
120 Hayward, “Anthropocentrism: A Misunderstood Problem,” 51. 
121 Midgley, “End of Anthropocentrism?,” 103. 
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give preference to the human species and that these may be better captured by the terms 

speciesism and human chauvinism. Hayward suggests there is a common misuse of the term 

anthropocentrism. It is used too frequently for all kinds of different problems. Speciesism, he 

suggests, is a more appropriate term for these claims of injustice to nonhuman life. In this case 

speciesism is defined through Ryder’s usage as an arbitrary privileging of the human for 

morally arbitrary reasons.122 Cruel treatment or instrumental usage of animals in ways we 

would not normally permit to fellow humans is a basic example of this. Those who against 

anthropocentrism risk being against the instrumental perception of nonhuman beings in too 

general sense, however which also prevents them from being viewed instrumentally in ways 

that serve their own benefit. He uses the example of a medical examiner who has to hold an 

instrumental view of their human patient in order to benefit them.123 In this way, he refutes 

that any instrumental consideration of nonhuman beings is contrary to their well-being. 

Continuing this third point, he addresses the notion of human chauvinism as a better 

term. Human chauvinism is a term to help describe what real values are possessed when 

humans attribute value to nonhumans. To argue that nonhuman beings have moral worth 

would require they possess the trait of being worthy of respect, which is always a human value. 

He continues: 

What is involved in overcoming the defects misleadingly associated with 

anthropocentrism, then, is the overcoming of speciesism in normative ethics and of the 

human chauvinist disposition which tends to reinforce speciesist reasoning. . . . 

 
122 Ryder, “Painism,” 197. 
123   Hayward, 53. 
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Overcoming human chauvinism requires primarily a degree of good faith and the 

development of a sympathetic moral disposition; overcoming speciesism requires a 

commitment to consistency and non-arbitrariness in moral judgement combined with 

the development of knowledge adequate to ascertaining what is and is not arbitrary in 

our consideration of nonhuman beings.124  

 

Hayward contests that these two interrelated concepts—speciesism and human chauvinism—

provide more specific value-checking that the word anthropocentrism does not provide. For 

him, the problem with anthropocentrism is that its generality does not acknowledge the fine-

tuned biases upholding our definitions that these other terms may address more appropriately. 

In his fourth point, Hayward continues to argue in favour of speciesism and human 

chauvinism as terms to replace anthropocentrism. Unlike being non-anthropocentric, he 

suggests these two specific words provoke achievable ends despite their difficulty, for we can 

never be completely sure that we have not defaulted back into speciesist or chauvinist values. 

As humans, we are always required to assume what is right for and on behalf of the nonhuman 

other. This, he suggests, makes it more difficult than exclusively human issues like sexism and 

racism. The overcoming of speciesist and chauvinist values will always be defined by human 

criteria.125 Thus, the fact that there is human selection to the criteria of relevance necessitates 

an element of anthropocentric judgement. Because of this, Hayward suggests we can never 

overcome anthropocentrism. Further to this point, Hayward suggests that the criteria of 

relevance of values is always reliant on our knowledge systems at any given time (for example 

in our latest scientific studies or otherwise) which he suggests is another limit to overcoming 

 
124 Hayward, 54. 
125 Hayward, 56. 
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speciesism: it is dependent on the availability of current information that can later be 

disproved: 

If the ultimate point of an ethic is to yield a determinate guide to human action, the 

human reference is ineliminable even when extending moral concern to nonhumans. . 

. . Thus features of humans remain the benchmark. As long as the valuer is a human, 

the very selection of criteria of value will be limited by this fact. It is this fact which 

precludes the possibility of a radically non-anthropocentric value scheme, if by that it 

is meant the adoption of a set of values which are supposed to be completely unrelated 

to any existing human values. Any attempt to construct a radically non-

anthropocentric value scheme is liable not only to be arbitrary - because founded on 

no certain knowledge - but also to be more insidiously anthropocentric in projecting 

certain values, which as a matter of fact are selected by a human, onto nonhuman 

beings without certain warrant for doing so.126 

 

Through this he claims that an anthropocentric rendition of the world is always at the ground 

of any ethic. At issue is always the understanding of value. Below the surface of any attempt 

to extend moral consideration to nonhumans is a human devised value judgement—a 

judgement which is inescapably anthropocentric. Considering both terms—speciesism and 

chauvinism—he concludes that an anthropocentric element lies in the fact that any ethic of 

the kind between human and nonhuman requires rendering the ends of the nonhuman as the 

ends of the human. 

Hayward’s fifth and final argument against the term anthropocentrism concludes that 

it ultimately always clouds the issue it aims to address. As an example, rather than label the 

use of animals for medical testing as an anthropocentric practice, he argues, it is better to define 

it as speciesist because it prioritizes humans without a moral basis.127 By falsely attributing it 

 
126 Hayward, 56. 
127 Hayward, 56. 
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a broad practice like anthropocentrism, it fails to show a legitimate concern for nonhuman 

life. He argues the term only manifests a preoccupation with human practices. It is used to 

find, label and blame rather than to assist. Since humans also show a lack of care for other 

humans, even in practices where cruelty to nonhuman life unfolds, maybe it is better to blame 

specific groups and specific scenarios where these injustices arise than to propose a general 

anthropocentrism at play. The actions of a specific group do not provide good to all humans, 

but only a select few. 128  As such, we therefore cannot classify all behaviours as 

anthropocentric in a general way. He writes: “it is not only conceptually mistaken, but also a 

practical and strategic mistake, to criticize humanity in general for practices of specific groups 

of humans. If the point of anti-anthropocentric rhetoric is to highlight problems, to make them 

vivid in order to get action, then misrepresenting the problem is liable to make solutions all 

the harder.”129 Ultimately, while arguing that rhetoric around anthropocentrism is ineffective, 

he explains that classifications such as speciesism and human chauvinism is not because in 

their specificity, they provide better clarification. 

In an article directly responding to Hayward’s five points, Kopnina et al. attempt to 

refute many of the claims made contra anthropocentrism, reinstating it as a valuable term for 

addressing exploitation of nonhuman life. Firstly, they argue that Hayward creates a new 

definition of the word anthropocentrism outside of its normal usage: 

It is important to be clear about the term anthropocentrism, which in its common 

meaning, is an ideology that roots all value in humanity. Although anthropocentrism 

 
128 Hayward, 61. 
129 Hayward, 58. 
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might be too imprecise a term to describe conditions that range from destruction of 

wilderness to abuse of farm animals, we can hardly come up with the alternatively 

broad and meaningful term. . . . Although anthropocentrism has many meanings, at its 

core it involves the planetary-scale subordination of nonhuman organisms that denies 

they have value in their own right.130 

 

Instead, the new definition of the word anthropocentrism proposed by Hayward leads in 

reverse to defining and legitimatizing concern for human beings as evinced by countless efforts 

to legitimize or provide accounts for why it can be a good thing. Hayward’s definition fails to 

account for what a legitimate concern would be. Instead, it avoids the question through 

inventing a new definition. Although Hayward suggests normal objections to anthropocentric 

practices involve human interest at the expense to nonhuman life, the usual definition extends 

to a point beyond this: the planetary subordination of nonhumans. 

The argument Hayward proposes, where some human beings are forced into 

anthropocentric practices by others, is not an excuse. Responsibility for nonhuman life is not 

optional. Kopnina et al. argue a degree of responsibility is always present, even in low-income 

communities, who participate in feeding the anthropocentric system.131 Kopnina et al. note 

“the relevance of this discussion is to reinforce the argument that anthropocentrism is not just 

about elites, it is about an ideology that privileges any and all humans above the rest of 

nature.” 132  When Hayward proposes anthropocentrism doesn't exist because of the 

 
130 Kopnina et al. “Anthropocentrism,” 115. 
131 The philosopher Timothy Morton likewise expresses this judgement when he writes, “I am 

responsible as a member of this species for the Anthropocene. Of course I am formally responsible to the extent 

that I understand global warming. That’s all you actually need to be responsible for something. You understand 

that this truck is going to hit that man? You are responsible for that man.” Morton, Dark Ecology, 8-9. 
132 Kopnina et al., 118. 
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exploitation by only some groups, he maintains the view that human values matter most. In 

this way, Hayward’s argumentation promotes the famous logic circulating in a variety of 

discourses of sustainable development: that saving the environment is good because doing so 

is beneficial to humans. Kopnina et al. argue that an exclusive value of human beings is in the 

foreground of this because concern for nonhuman beings is only relevant for human life.133 

Attempts to counter anthropocentrism are essential to advocate practices where humans are 

not the end goal of a planetary future. 

The claim that the love of the human species can be good for other species is also 

invalid. Self-love does not necessarily mean one cares for others equally. Along this point 

Kopnina et al. highlight several reasons in which self-love can also lead to diminished 

collective activity, potential to sacrifice less in personal circumstances and to lead to forms of 

altruism.134 When humans love themselves as a species, this does not necessarily entail love or 

respect for other species. As we discussed in section 1.3, the higher the status of the human, 

the less nonhuman rights were of concern. Not only until scientific evidence refuted the 

hierarchical understanding of the human species did Western culture think differently about 

nonhuman life. 

In their final point, Kopnina et al. argue that although anthropocentric thinking and 

actions are not something that can apply to all humans equally, this does not give justification 

for anyone to avoid responsibility. They write: 

 
133 Kopnina et al., 118. 
134 Kopnina et al., 114. 



65 

 

 

As there is no reason to a priori limit certain rights or legal protection to some parts of 

humanity, no part of humanity should be ‘exempt’ from responsibility to nonhumans. 

The rhetoric of humanity as a whole is necessary to address ecological justice and 

animal welfare. It is hypocritical to suggest that humanity should be seen as a whole 

when it comes to social equality (and corresponding responsibilities), but not when it 

comes to responsibilities for nonhuman organisms and environmental systems.135 

 

In the same way that sexism and racism apply to all individuals, Hayward’s logic that some 

people need to be anthropocentric to survive cannot be withheld despite the challenges that 

this might bring for those individuals. 

It is worth briefly addressing the question of nonhuman representation in response to 

Hayward’s claim against the achievability of anthropocentrism. Val Plumwood suggests “the 

question is not whether or not some degree of humanisation of perspective is present in any 

particular human representation of non-human agency or communication, for it always will 

be at the background level, but how damaging it is, what is its meaning, and what practices 

could be used to counter it if and where it needs to be countered?”136 What this suggests, in 

parallel to our argument, is that we cannot dismiss anthropocentrism on the basis that we can 

not fully avoid it. Some degree of scepticism on this possibility can be maintained while we 

continue to work on ways of thinking and acting less anthropocentrically. In a related way, 

the German biologist Jacob von Uexküll’s (1864-1944) work was foundational in 

understanding nonhuman perceptual worlds while maintaining the impossibility to gain 

conclusive knowledge about them. The work proposed understandings of nonhuman 

 
135 Kopnina et al., 122. 
136 Plumwood, Environmental Culture, 58. 
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perception as best as scientific evidence could show. The main premise of the work was simply 

that the field of biology should better understand how animals perceive in their own reference 

worlds.137 We as humans can never fully claim a complete understanding of the life-worlds of 

nonhumans though through the attempt alone, we do achieve a perspective outside of the 

human and become more inclined to establish a more than commodities-based bond with 

nonhuman life.138 

While Hayward’s redefinition and problematization of the term anthropocentrism was 

argued through the identification of alternative terms, Kidner outlines his own problems with 

the term from a global industrial context. Below we will introduce this other avenue of 

common criticism against anthropocentrism. In Kidner’s case, this results in a claim of 

innocence to humanity because the problems often associated with anthropocentric practices 

lie in external factors beyond any individual’s control. For him, the term conceals other causes 

and disguising effects of the industrialist system which colonizes human beings: 

What we term “anthropocentric” thought might better be regarded as thought that is 

fully colonised by the industrialist symbolic system, displacing more embodied forms 

of awareness. Today, this all-encompassing system of mutually consistent disciplines, 

social institutions, and economic practices defines our symbolic environment. What 

we call “anthropocentric” thought is therefore not really human-centred at all, but 

rather reflects the evolving character of this technological-economic system into which 

both humanity and nature are being dissolved. Rather than inhabiting the natural 

world, we are today largely diffused within the institutions, technological systems, and 

material infrastructures that seamlessly coalesce to give the impression that they 

constitute “reality.”139 

 

 
137 Uexküll, A Foray. 
138 Uexküll’s work will be discussed further in sections 3.7-3.9. 
139 Kidner, “‘anthropocentrism' is not anthropocentric,” 469. 
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Since the thirteenth century, technological metaphors overrode our understanding of natural 

philosophy such that sensory and aesthetic experiences of nature began to operate secondarily 

to scientific understandings. Such is evident in concepts like energy which are increasingly 

foundational terms in fields of engineering and natural sciences.140 

The concept of money complicates the way we relate to the nonhuman world by 

reducing things to human monetary value. Kidner argues that money allowed the relation, 

exchange and valuation of differing qualities and entities to render all things as stockpiles of 

natural resources of monetary value.141 Further, he writes: “a system based around money, 

then, not only backgrounds human subjectivity in judging value; it also reduces the complexity 

of the entire natural order to something much simpler, so that our values, identity, and 

understanding of the world are uprooted from the natural order and relocated in the industrial 

system.”142 Following this argument, humans find themselves unluckily born into a system 

that preconditions our thought in favour of the utility of all things. He continues: “to describe 

this system as ‘anthropocentric’ is mistakenly to perceive humans as the source and 

beneficiaries of a power that is in fact rooted in the invasive system that has colonised us.”143 

Here the blame is shifted from the individual to the apparatus that is society itself. The 

industrial world, he claims, aims to create capital growth above all else, “but to blame this 

situation on ‘anthropocentrism’ is like blaming deforestation on chainsaws. In other words, it 

 
140 Kidner, 467. 
141 Kidner, 470. 
142 Kidner, 470. 
143 Kidner, 470. 
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identifies an immediate and specific cause without seeing that this is one facet of a more 

pervasive and deeply rooted meta-pattern of destruction that involves the entire planet.”144 He 

continues: “today, and to a considerable extent, we live as unknowing agents of this system; 

and while we do not consciously intend our actions to contribute to it, they nevertheless do 

so.”145 But with all of this shifting of blame, there is little evidence to suggest why we cannot 

think beyond it or critique from within, as if to deny the possibility of change before it has a 

chance to be discussed. 

Science and economics are other aspects of a system that colonizes humanity. It has 

unacknowledged preferences and characteristics that increasingly determine the state of the 

world for humans and nonhumans. Kidner defends that:  

Our subjective confinement within this “world” obscures our understanding of it as a 

specific historical project having finite temporal and cultural boundaries, identifiable 

origins, and—inevitably—a particular end. So it is that we come unthinkingly to 

internalize the fundamental tenets of industrialism, including a ravenous appetite for 

consumption, the expectation of an ever-growing material standard of living, and a 

belief that all other forms of life exist to serve us.146 
 

Thus, he argues that the context of the industrial present has obscured our relation to the past 

in such a way that our continual upholding of the industrial system is itself viewed as the only 

mechanism of survival; here the end is only in sustaining this apparatus. Misplacing the errors 

of human behaviour as anthropocentrism within this context, he argues, is to deny the extent 

to which industrialization controls at its own capacity:  

 
144 Kidner, 471. 
145 Kidner, 471. 
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While the behaviour of people in the industrialised world appears superficially to be 

anthropocentric, this behaviour is actually driven by forces and influences that have 

no concern for human well being, and are in fact highly damaging to human welfare. 

By using the concept of anthropocentrism to describe our behaviour, environmental 

writers unwittingly collude with industrialism’s seizure of the natural world behind a 

veil of false consciousness, mystification, and propaganda.147 

 

Here Kidner again reinforces the idea that humans are not to blame. Only the system that we 

find ourselves in is. For him, we are the victims. 

Kidner argues that nonhuman commodification is further achieved in educational 

practices through conceptual learning. He argues, citing research Eugene Myers, that 

education can replace what is normally an empathetic relationship with animals to 

understanding them as part of food chains which “may be facilitated by the ubiquity of stuffed 

toys and cartoon creatures in children’s experience, so that their natural relationality with 

other animals is sidetracked into a dead end as they grow up to learn that these ‘animals’ are 

in fact inanimate.”148 This marks a tendency for children to be educated “out of the world 

rather than into it.”149 He argues that if a child learns to think that nonhuman beings are only 

important as commodities or to sustain ecological food chains, their attitudes and actions can 

not be called anthropocentric since these views are acquired only as a by-product of industrial 

societies. Since humans have an innate sense of empathy to animals, we cannot use the term 

anthropocentrism because this hides the educative forces that shape them.  

According to Kidner, anthropocentrism also ascribes too great a role to humans on the 

 
147 Kidner, 474. 
148 Kidner, 475. See also: Myers, Children and Animals. 
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planet. He maintains that this masks the true culprit of industrialization, which extends 

beyond the individual into a more permeable dynamic that goes beyond our recognition.150 

He argues that anthropocentrism blames destruction by focusing on human behaviours, which 

are symptoms of a greater industrial force. It is a concealing apparatus.151 In this way, he 

implies that the industrialist system is in fact an anthropocentric model but it is wrong to 

assume our behaviour within that system is; the term anthropocentrism risks concealing other 

agendas.152 

Lastly, Kidner suggests industrialism subverts human nature in an attempt to 

rationalize human personhood to be more predictable and more susceptible to administrative 

reason. As a result of this, he suggests human qualities tend to be admired for being more useful 

by the corporate system and in this our choices reflect the economic system itself.153 Since 

anthropocentrism describes activity that leads to the worsening of conditions for humanity, 

this means we are not in control over or even aware of the actions others describe as 

anthropocentric. He argues that an anthropocentrism should desire conditions for the benefit 

of humanity, not its detriment. 

Kidner’s arguments fail to recognize that the industrialist system is not divorced from 

the human hands who steer it and fully reliant on human activities that continue it. By 

 
150 The concept of biopower in Foucault, The History of Sexuality, and Agamben Homo Sacer is 

fundamental to articulating this, though Kidner skips these references. 
151 Kidner, 475. 
152 Kidner, 476. 
153 Kidner, 478. 
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presenting the human as a helpless victim, Kidner risks justifying the avoidance and 

contribution to the issue. Through its re-constitution as an apparatus beyond our control, he 

also prevents us from meaningfully engaging with what the term anthropocentrism attempts 

to address: the question of how to ascribe value to nonhuman life in itself. In this way, counter 

arguments against Hayward’s points presented by Kopnina et al., also apply to Kidner’s 

critique. Kopnina et al. maintain the term as fundamental to addressing human responsibility 

for environmental and biodiversity protection, an area which as we have seen in the previous 

section, architecture has failed to address. Contrary to Kidner, it is not that we are stuck in an 

inescapable industrial system so much as we choose not to escape, discuss, resist or diminish 

our activity in it. In this sense, what a fiction-based pedagogy of architecture can contribute is 

a way of thinking outside of the conditions of such a system and through this, achieve a better 

understanding of how it frames certain conditions of our reality while imagining difference—

despite that this difference may be impossible to realize—as Kidner has attempted to point out. 
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1.6 Anthropomorphic De-Anthropocentrism 

 

Indigenous studies have become increasingly relevant to critiques of Western 

perspectives in climate change studies.154 Recognizing the need to re-evaluate the terms of 

ecological thinking at the level of the global community, Mary Evelyn Tucker, a scholar of 

world religions, notes how religions have a new common mission to include nonhuman 

animals as an extension of moral concern while re-evoking wonder against a technological 

determinism; two aspects having a firm foundation in indigenous tradition.155 In this section 

we will explore this claim more specifically through a “de-anthropocentric” lens to understand 

how Indigenous ontologies might help us to experience the perceptual realm of the nonhuman 

within architectural education. Discussing post-structuralist and decolonial approaches to 

anthropology, we will argue for the unavoidability of anthropomorphism in depicting 

nonhuman life and we will suggest that this kind of depiction is not necessarily a deterrence 

to our own de-anthropocentric agenda. Through this, the aim of this section will be to posit 

how an anthropomorphic, yet de-anthropocentric depiction of nonhuman life can contribute 

to understanding nonhuman perception. This section will firstly highlight features of what 

Viveiros de Castro defines as “Amerindian perspectivism” in contrast to common Western 

dualities of human-animal and nature-culture. Following this, we will discuss a contemporary 

approach to anthropology in the work of Zoe Todd. Writing on fish perspectives as a form of 

 
154 Bold, Indigenous Perceptions. 
155 Tucker, Worldly Wonder, 47-54. 
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political activism, her work advocates to safeguard Indigenous ways of being in the world 

which recognize nonhuman beings as integral aspects of the human self. 

Viveiros de Castro’s body of work is considered one of the founding models of post-

structural anthropology, critiquing the foundations of the discipline born out of the 

structuralist approach of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Lévi-Strauss’ work in examples such as The 

Savage Mind of 1962 and Mythologiques written between 1964-71 studied indigenous groups 

in South and North America as the objects of scientific analysis. For Lévi-Strauss, structural 

anthropology sought to define universals: aspects of thinking and culture common to all 

human thought rather than a study of uniqueness and difference.156 For him, the aim was to 

show the humanity of the “savages” by suggesting the common distinctions between them and 

us. 157  Viveiros de Castro’s poststructural anthropology attempts instead to understand 

people—in his case, groups from within the Brazilian Amazon—from their own 

understanding.158 Such a position has also been taken by the anthropologist Eduardo Kohn in 

his claim that the study of the human through the nonhuman provides a way to understand 

 
156 Here it would help to briefly clarify that the relationship between anthropology (a discipline) and 

ethnography (a method) is complex. While anthropology studies human cultures more generally, ethnography 

studies particular groups of people. As a method, ethnography is also used in other fields like sociology, design 

research and marketing. 
157 Viveiros de Castro, “Cosmological Deixis,” 475. 
158 While it is highly problematic to infer a consistent set of beliefs across all peoples of such a large 

region, the specific groups that Viveiros de Castro studies are not mentioned. Despite that such a study is also 

highly biased by an imposing Western gaze (as evinced from terms like “perspectivism”) which induces its own 

conclusions from the other, reviewing Viveiros de Castro’s claims here opens up a relevant space of difference 

from which a fiction-based pedagogy could learn. Like the fictional examples explored in “Chapter 3: De-

Anthropocentrism in Fiction,” these studies offer avenues to the fictional imagination. 
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the complexity of perspectives in the world.159 

 As a non-hierarchical worldview, the term Amerindian perspectivism describes how 

humans, animals and spirits “see both themselves and one another” in Amerindian 

cosmologies.160 From their perspective “the world is inhabited by different sorts of subjects or 

persons, human and non-human, which apprehend reality from distinct points of view.”161 In 

a captivating description, Viveiros de Castro notes an underlying, anthropomorphic (yet not 

anthropocentric) understanding of the human and nonhuman: 

Typically, in normal conditions, humans see humans as humans, animals as animals and 

spirits (if they see them) as spirits; however animals (predators) and spirits see humans 

as animals (as prey) to the same extent that animals (as prey) see humans as spirits or as 

animals (predators). By the same token, animals and spirits see themselves as humans: 

they perceive themselves as (or become) anthropomorphic beings when they are in 

their own houses or villages and they experience their own habits and characteristics 

in the form of culture. . . . Such a notion is virtually always associated with the idea 

that the manifest form of each species is a mere envelope (a 'clothing') which conceals 

an internal human form, usually only visible to the eyes of the particular species or to 

certain trans-specific beings such as shamans. This internal form is the 'soul' or 'spirit' 

of the animal: an intentionality or subjectivity formally identical to human 

consciousness, materializable, let us say, in a human bodily schema concealed behind 

an animal mask.162 

 

Animals, in this respect, also have their own cultures where their bodily attributes serve as 

cultural instruments along with their social systems and interactions. For Amerindians, the 

form of a species is considered like a clothing that conceals an internal human subjectivity that 

is only known to the specific species in which they are apart or otherwise to shamans. In this 

 
159 Kohn, How Forests Think. 
160 Viveiros de Castro, 469. 
161 Viveiros de Castro, 469. 
162 Viveiros de Castro, 470-471. 
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way, nonhuman animals are understood to have a consciousness and subjectivity identical to 

humans.163 

Viveiros de Castro notes how this aspect of clothing as body signifies major differences 

between Amerindian Perspectivism and Western conceptual schemes in relation to how they 

view nature and culture. Suggesting they see these as opposites, he notes further that where in 

the West, a ‘multiculturalist’ cosmology relies on a unity of nature and plurality of cultures, 

Amerindian cosmologies operate under a ‘mulinaturalist’ cosmology where subject and culture 

are universal and nature itself is particular. 164  He writes: “whilst our constructionist 

epistemology can be summed up in the Saussurean formula: the point of view creates the 

object—the subject being the original, fixed condition whence the point of view emanates—

Amerindian ontological perspectivism proceeds along the lines that the point of view creates 

the subject; whatever is activated or 'agented' by the point of view will be a subject.”165 He 

continues: “thus, if 'culture' is a reflexive perspective of the subject, objectified through the 

concept of soul, it can be said that 'nature' is the viewpoint which the subject takes of other 

 
163 Though not discussed in-depth within this dissertation, the French anthropologist Philippe Descola 

provides a relevant understanding of how the human understands itself in relation to other beings in Beyond 
Nature and Culture. Here, he shows that the dichotomy of nature and culture is a uniquely Western, 

anthropocentric phenomenon. Investigating a range of ethnographic accounts, he further defines four basic 

modes of human self-identification (animism, totemism, naturalism, analogism). In animism (primarily studied 

in Amazonian people), humans and animals belong to different cultures as discussed in this section. In totemism 

(primarily studied in Australian Aboriginal people), humans and nonhumans posses a similar interiority and 

physicality, derived from conglomerates of different but interrelated entities (165). In naturalism (the mode 

found in the West) there is a clear-cut dichotomy between humans (understood to have higher mental 

capacities) and non-humans. In analogism (primarily studied in Indian and African groups), beings are 

distinguished by different and interrelated entities through categories and analogies (201) and subject to 

differing criteria of hierarchy (228). 
164 Viveiros de Castro, 470. 
165 Viveiros de Castro, 476-477. 
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body-affects; if Culture is the Subject's nature, then Nature is the form of the Other as body, 

that is, as the object for a subject.”166 In this case, each subject perceives its own nature 

differently as a result of bodily effects with the other.  

All species then have an identical soul, all seeing and experiencing the same thing. Yet 

the main difference that is that through the specifics of their own bodies, all subjects of 

particular cultures perceive sensations differently. Rather than only physical, the body here 

refers to its “affects, dispositions or capacities which render the body of every species unique: 

what it eats, how it communicates, where it lives, whether it is gregarious or solitary, and so 

forth.”167 Nature in this case is not singular nor determined most accurately through human 

ways of understanding. He argues “what we call ‘environment’ is for them a society of societies, 

an international arena, a cosmopoliteia. There is, therefore, no absolute difference in status 

between society and environment, as if the first were the ‘subject,’ the second the ‘object.’ 

Every object is another subject, and is more than one.”168 All understandings of all subjects 

construct unique natures through difference and all beings share nature from their own 

cultural position. 

Another crucial aspect in understanding the nature culture question between the West 

and Amerindians is the notion of animism.169 This term Viveiros de Castro borrows from the 

French anthropologist Philippe Descola’s revival of the term as set out against earlier 

 
166 Viveiros de Castro, 478. 
167 Viveiros de Castro, 478. 
168 Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, Ends of the World, 69. 
169 Viveiros de Castro, 472-474. 
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definitions that suggested it projected human sociality onto the nonhuman world.170 Viveiros 

de Castro states that animism, in contrast to Western naturalism focuses on the social relation 

of humans and nonhumans whereby the space between nature and society is itself social. He 

argues that in Western naturalism, the space between social and natural is natural, and 

operates mechanistically. For Western naturalism, then, the human is a biological organism 

like the rest, whereby social relations exist only as they are constituted by human society. 

Since nature is universal, human status and sociality are unstable. For animism, in contrast, 

the problem is in our necessity to administer the human and animal aspects of nonhuman 

animals. Here the aim is to differentiate a nature out of a universal sociality. As Kohn likewise 

suggests in his studies of the Runa people of Ávila, Ecuador: “Runa animism is pragmatically 

oriented. The challenge for the Runa, as people who engage intimately with the beings of the 

forest in order, in large part, to eat them, is to find ways to enter this vast ecology of selves to 

harness some of its plenty. This requires being attuned to the unexpected affinities we share 

with other selves while at the same time recognizing the differences that distinguish the many 

kinds of selves that people the forest.”171 In this sense, animism indicates an awareness of the 

way numerous nonhuman selves understand the human differently. Animism for Kohn 

“captures animation emergent with life.”172 It is a social character of the relation and space 

between humans and nonhumans. Here, points of view are usually only attributed to species 

 
170 Viveiros de Castro, 474. 
171 Kohn, 95. 
172 Kohn, 94. 
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with symbolic and practical roles in human communities. Spirits or subjectivities are not 

attributed to all beings.173 

In Amerindian perspectivism, humans are not differentiated from nonhumans. In this 

way of thinking, the original primordial condition that forms the background to the world 

itself is human.174 This original human condition, either pre-given or fabricated by a demiurge 

was not identical to what we consider human but still anthropomorphized, possessed the same 

mental faculties as we do but existed into a plastic state of ceaselessly becoming-other.175 In 

this way, humanity (or subjectivity) is the common ground between species. He writes: “we 

must remember, above all, that if there is a virtually universal Amerindian notion, it is that of 

an original state of undifferentiation between humans, animals and other nonhuman and 

nonliving things described in mythology. Myths are filled with beings whose form, name and 

behaviour inextricably mix human and animal attributes in a common context of 

intercommunicability, identical to that which defines the present-day intra-human world.”176 

He continues: “To say, then, that animals and spirits are people is to say that they are persons, 

and to attribute to non-humans the capacities of conscious intentionality and agency which 

define the position of the subject. Such capacities are objectified as the soul or spirit with which 

these non-humans are endowed. Whatever possesses a soul is a subject, and whatever has a 

 
173 This differs from panpsychism, a philosophical and metaphysical concept suggesting all living or 

nonliving things in the universe are conscious. 
174 Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, 61. 
175 Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, 65-67. 
176 Viveiros de Castro, 471. 
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soul is capable of having a point of view.”177 In this regard, Amerindian perspective avoids the 

possibility of establishing a hierarchical relation between human and animal points of view.  

In order to understand the difference of human and nonhuman in these cultures, he 

also looks in reverse at how the nonhuman perceives the human back. In this way, he 

demonstrates how, through a form of anthropomorphism, Amerindian Perspectivism can 

avoid a certain anthropocentric disposition. This form of seeing everything as human avoids 

the anthropocentrism of draping human values onto the nonhuman, but to recognize their 

resemblance: 

The symbolic spiritualization of animals would imply their imaginary hominization 

and culturalization; thus the anthropomorphic-anthropocentric character of 

indigenous thought would seem to be unquestionable. However, I believe that 

something totally different is at issue. Any being which vicariously occupies the point 

of view of reference, being in the position of subject, sees itself as a member of the 

human species. The human bodily form and human culture - the schemata of 

perception and action 'embodied' in specific dispositions - are deictics of the same type 

as the self-designations discussed above. . . . It is not that animals are subjects because 

they are humans in disguise, but rather that they are human because they are potential 

subjects. This is to say Culture is the Subject's nature; it is the form in which every 

subject experiences its own nature. Animism is not a projection of substantive human 

qualities cast onto animals, but rather expresses the logical equivalence of the reflexive 

relations that humans and animals each have to themselves: salmon are to (see) salmon 

as humans are to (see) humans, namely, (as) human. If, as we have observed, the 

common condition of humans and animals is humanity not animality, this is because 

'humanity' is the name for the general form taken by the Subject.178 

 

In this way, nonhumans see humans through the same lens of predator or prey. He continues: 

“this entails that we humans (Amerindian humans, that is) do not see animals as humans. They 

 
177 Viveiros de Castro, 476. 
178 Viveiros de Castro, 477. 



80 

 

 

are not human for us; but we know they are human for themselves. We know just as well that 

we are not human for them: that they see us as game, or ferocious predators, or powerful 

enemy tribes (whose merely taxonomic "humanity " is irrelevant, if not actively denied), or 

cannibal spirits, depending on our respective positions in the food chain.”179 In light of this 

understanding, the means of anthropomorphism is used to understand how the human 

perspective has no superiority by demonstrating our shared perception with the nonhuman. 

Continuing with the “de-anthropocentric” advantage of anthropomorphism, he continues: 

We are of the opinion that anthropomorphism should be granted full philosophical 

citizenship owing to the as yet unexplored conceptual possibilities it opens. We shall 

therefore define the "animist" outlook of Amerindians and similar peoples as ontologies 

(or perhaps counterontologies) manifesting the anthropomorphic principle, so as to 

contrast them from the anthropocentric principle that strikes us as constituting one of 

the most solid pillars of Western metaphysics, in its "dogmatic" or "speculative" variants 

as well as, of course, in critical philosophy and other "correlationist" drifts. In this sense, 

anthropomorphism is a perfectly ironic (dialectical?) inversion of anthropocentrism. 

To say that everything is human is to say that humans are not a special species, an 

exceptional event that came to tragically or magnificently interrupt the monotonous 

trajectory of matter in the universe. Anthropocentrism, conversely, makes humans into 

an animal species endowed with a transfiguring supplement; it takes them for beings 

traversed by transcendence as if by a supernatural arrow, stamped with a stigma, an 

opening, or a privileged lack (felix culpa) that indelibly marks them out in the middle 

- at the center - of Nature. And when Western philosophy penitentially undergoes 

selfcritique and tries to attack anthropocentrism, its way of negating human 

exceptionalism consists in affirming that we are, at a fundamental level, animals, or 

living beings, or material systems like all the rest; "materialist" reduction or elimination 

is the favored method for bringing humans down to the same level as the pre-existing 

world. The anthropomorphic principle, in contrast, states that animals and other beings 

are human just like us ("somewhat like us" would be more accurate): "pan-psychic" 

generalization or expansion is the basic method for bringing the world up to the same 

level as the ancestral pan-humanoid condition.180 

 

 
179 Danowksi and Viveiros de Castro, 71. 
180 Danowksi and Viveirios de Castro, 71-72. 
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Against the anthropocentric principles of Western metaphysics that impose human 

exceptionalism as well as its attempts to counter it through materialist reduction and 

elimination. This is contrasted with the view of seeing the likeness of nonhumans to humans, 

granting an equal plane in reverse. 

He argues that we should strive to emulate these “ecosophic cultures” as far as possible 

in the West in light of a neo-animism that recognizes the universal subject and object and their 

interconnections.181 As Danowski and Viveiros de Castro’s later work The Ends of the World 

suggests, “Amerindian collectives, with their comparatively modest populations, their 

relatively simple technologies that are nonetheless open to high-intensity syncretic 

assemblages, are a “figuration of the future,” not a remnant of the past.” 182  Thus it is 

appropriate within this context on anthropocentrism to attempt an understanding perspectives 

beyond Western ontologies that one could argue provide an alternative conception of human 

and nonhuman coexistence. Such an understanding is not mechanistic or materialist, rather 

there is always an imagining of the other through the self. Kohn writes: 

People in Ávila try to make sense of these various selves that inhabit the forest by trying 

to see how they see, and by imagining how different perspectives interact. One man 

took delight in explaining to me how the giant anteater adopts the perspective of ants 

in order to fool them; when the anteater sticks its tongue into ant nests, the ants see it 

as a branch and, unsuspecting, climb on. In their interactions with animals, the Runa, 

in many ways, try to emulate the anteater. They attempt to capture the perspective of 

 
181 Viveiros de Castro, 475. 
182 Danowski and Viveiros de Castro, 123. The authors paradoxically note that in these cosmologies, 

the end of the world and humanity normally signifies its recreation (75). Increasing awareness of the present 

climate catastrophe, however, has altered some of these understandings. For the Yanomani and Wajãpi, another 

humanity might eventually come into being, but it will not be the whites or indigenous (77). For the Mbyá-

Guarani, the re-creation will not include the whites; for them, the end is imminent (77-78). 
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another organism as part of a larger whole.183 

 

In all cases of imagining the nonhuman other, there is an anthropomorphic limit from which 

the human body relies. This aspect of imagining nonhuman interior worlds will be revisited 

in sections 3.7-3.9 which discusses the self-described limitations of Jakob von Uexküll’s work 

in biology and the limitations of fiction to imagine the interior worlds of nonhuman life. This 

dissertation argues throughout that this limit should not prevent our attempt because the 

attempt itself is a key component in imagining a possible “de-anthropocentric” difference. 

Following this discussion of Viveiros de Castro’s work it should be noted that his 

concept of Amazonian perspectivism has been problematized in more recent discourses. For 

Ben Turner, the concept splits Amazonian ontologies from their particular ethnographic 

contexts and tends to represent Indigenous groups for self-serving purposes of academia.184 

Such Western depictions of Indigenous communities dominate academia despite the numerous 

Indigenous scholars who write from positions within these traditions.185 Thus while we have 

relied so far upon Viveiros De Castro’s conclusions to frame an anthropomorphic de-

anthropocentrism, it is necessary to consult other research which points to how this manifests 

from an Indigenous point of view. Considering this and the obvious difficulty of Western 

anthropologists to fully speak on behalf of Indigenous groups, the Métis anthropologist Zoe 

Todd can provide one such example. Her research offers another approach to understanding 

 
183 Kohn, 96. 
184 Turner, “Affinity and antagonism,” 38. 
185 Todd, “Decolonial Dreams,” 10. 
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and representing nonhuman perspectives from an anthropomorphic yet de-anthropocentric 

perspective.  

Todd is part of a research group called The Creatures Collective which gathers both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous collaborators in research an activism against ecological 

violence and land-based and community focused work. The group was formed in response to 

the general imposition of Western perspectives in scientific and political discourses which 

exclude Indigenous knowledges.186 Unlike Viveiros de Castro, the approach offers a highly 

political and active role in depicting, safeguarding and promoting Indigenous ways of life in 

the present. Here, the representation of nonhumans figure into a criticism and resistance to 

the ongoing and underacknowledged practices of colonization in Canada.  

In her doctoral work, Todd imagined the experience of fish during the imposition of 

residential schooling in Canada through contrasts of loss and gain. Children were taken from 

their homes and, as a result, were absent from traditional practices in fish camps. At the same 

time, there was an influx of newcomers like traders, missionaries, doctors and nurses who also 

relied on local fish populations for food. Todd’s depiction of the nonhuman works at the person 

level, considering that “Indigenous legal orders, ontologies and governance incorporate the 

more-than-human as integral actors in self-determination.” 187  Unlike the view of the 

Canadian government, animals in Indigenous cultures are beings who share territories, stories 

and duties as part of a multispecies world. Todd writes that this signifies that Indigenous groups 

 
186 KJ Hernández et al., “The Creatures Collective: Manifestings,” 3-4.  
187 Todd, “Refracting Colonialism in Canada,” 143.   
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in Canada have, “specific spatial-temporal histories of diverse and dynamic societies, which 

weave together stories, kinship, language, cosmologies, as well as relationships with the more-

than-human, in everyday practices that guide how to relate well with the world.”188 Located 

in the Inuvik Region of the Northwest Territories, the Paulatuuq people are one community 

example where fish are understood as social components of legal order. The Paulatuuq contend 

with a legal system which aims to control how humans, animals and territories relate through 

enacting their colonial and Eurocentric policies. Examples of this include community activism 

and population monitoring.  

Imagining and writing from fish perspectives also plays a role in this for Todd. To reveal 

the way fish can depict these stories and work toward a sense of “ethical relationality” she 

writes on a fictional fish character, the Ness Namêw, a Decolonial Trickster Fish.189 Mimicking 

her own journey from Canada to Scotland, the story is a personal one. It is about a fish who 

travels from waterways effected by overfishing during the colonial fur trade and more 

contemporary pollution by Tar Sand practices in Alberta. From here, the fish travels to the 

Highland lochs of Scotland, bringing back stories of suffering and rage to the British empire. 

For her, these stories work as moments of “refraction” to “bend and scatter colonial thinking 

to reveal its constitutive components.”190 Todd argues that such perspectives, told both from 

the human and more-than-human, can refract the colonial intentions which aim to shape self-

 
188 Todd, “Refracting Colonialism in Canada,” 139. 
189 Todd, “Decolonial dreams.” 
190 Todd, “Refracting Colonialism in Canada,” 142. 
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serving processes of reconciliation. For her, these stories are ways to contend with colonial 

violence through the promotion of ideas of kinship and care through the invocation of 

collective grief. 

In discussing Viveiros de Castro’s work within this section, the aim has been to 

highlight aspects of what he refers to as Amerindian perspectivism. Despite that, Viveiros de 

Castro’s understanding of the groups he studies is very generalized and that his own Western 

perspective biases how he understands indigenous cultures. It is arguable that the work still 

allows us to imagine other ways of thinking through nonhuman perspectives. These other 

ways of thinking also allow us to consider common limitations across cultural perspectives, for 

example, in the way that anthropomorphic understandings of the nonhuman animal through 

fictional means underscore any human cultures. Analysing his work in comparison to the work 

of Todd however also allows us to recognize specific Western limitations in regard to the social 

and legal understanding of the nonhuman which his work is unable to address. Despite this, 

Amerindian perspectivism, through the anthropomorphic understanding of nonhuman life 

can contribute in a positive way to recognizing intrinsic worth across species in ways which 

do not depend on human use value. For Todd, animal fictions are other means to refract the 

Western cultural narratives which limit our capacity to engage with the nonhuman other. In 

many ways, the discourses discussed in sections 3.4-3.9 show sympathetic aims to what 

Viveiros de Castro describes as a fundamental aspect of Amerindian perspectivism: that the 

human perspective is not the only one to exist and matter. The discourses in these sections also 
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touch upon what Todd describes as the political value of vocalizing the nonhuman other. Here, 

storytelling between species serves as a mode of resistance to imposed forms of life in 

recognition of the necessity to safeguard cultures and promote alternate perspectives in others.  
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1.7 Conclusion 

 

The goal of this chapter has been to define the term anthropocentrism through several 

historic assumptions about the privileged status of the human. Such definitions help to 

understand the wider cultural context in which architecture is embedded. By problematizing 

anthropocentrism in this way, the research takes part in concurrent discourses in philosophy, 

education theory, anthropology, biology and literature studies. These discourses will be relied 

on throughout this dissertation as a parallel to the de-anthropocentric architectural 

educational agenda proposed. Responding to the definitions of anthropocentrism in this 

chapter, the term de-anthropocentric has been posited as both a direct challenge to the 

centrality of the human while both acknowledging the limitation of this and to understanding 

or advocating on behalf of the nonhuman other.  

In this chapter we have define the Anthropocene epoch, which we have described as a 

major contextual base of this research. Since the Anthropocene has played a foundational role 

in articulating a new age of extra-human responsibility for the human species, it also is an 

important aspect in forming new cultural narratives and fictions as places to imagine what 

nonhuman responsibility signifies. Here, the Anthropocene is a call to generate de-

anthropocentric counter narratives.  

Accounts of the changing perceptions of science, technology and religion in Western 

culture have posited anthropocentrism as a historical condition emerging out of Judeo-
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Christian thinking and the close association of science and religion. Conclusions here show 

how the present ecological condition is embedded in inherited ways of thinking that define 

our understanding of the nonhuman world. These accounts point to the necessity of 

technological scepticism where technology has catalysed human quests of dominance and 

control. This history is fundamental to situate how architectural education continues today to 

operate within the biases of technological optimism. 

Understanding anthropocentrism through the question of the animal has helped to 

frame three key points to be addressed in later parts of this dissertation. Firstly, since the 

animal has been an absent factor in architecture throughout history, it serves as a necessary 

ground to cover within the educational agenda being proposed. Secondly, since the animal is 

foundational to any understanding of what it means to be human, it will be important to 

understand how education in a broader sense frames this distinction. Thirdly, it is a major 

contention of this dissertation that representing animal subjectivity can play an important role 

in questioning the centrality of the human in our thinking about the world. 

In architecture, anthropocentrism has manifested throughout history as a consistent 

reduction of the nonhuman world in favour of human formal aesthetics, comfort and control. 

Here, conclusions offer critical insight into the ways in which architecture has struggled to 

make amends with its violence to the nonhuman world. While the conclusions in this chapter 

are based on very simplified versions of history, this dissertation considers them important 

means of situating biases in the present within an educational context. Reviewing the history 
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of architecture and the changing relationships between the built environment and the 

nonhuman world gives rise to misconceptions which continue to haunt the present.  

Because the term anthropocentrism is likely to evoke paradoxes and suspicion, this 

chapter has also reviewed positions for and against the term itself. To do this, the chapter has 

reviewed claims that the term obscures the issues it attempts to address. These claims share in 

the premise that anthropocentrism is an unavoidable fact of being human. Counter arguments 

against these positions have been discussed to support the term as a fundamental aspect to 

addressing human responsibility for the nonhuman world. By refuting anthropocentrism as an 

in-eliminable condition of present life, those who argue against the term ultimately rely on 

changing its definition and thereby fail to address this responsibility. 

In discussing Viveiros de Castro’s work, aspects of Amerindian perspectivism have been 

highlighted as a counterbalance to authors who argue against Western perspectives from 

within these perspectives themselves. In this way, limitations to understanding nonhuman life 

across cultural perspectives have been explored. Here, a de-anthropocentric worldview 

corresponds to a cross-cultural human limit: the necessity of fiction in attributing subjectivity 

to nonhuman life. With Amerindian perspectivism, the anthropomorphic understanding of 

nonhuman life contributes to recognizing their intrinsic worth in ways which do not depend 

on human use value. Here, society operates between human and nonhuman beings.  
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Chapter 2: Posthumanism as De-Anthropocentric Education 

 

The two primary motions are rotation and sexual movement, whose 

combination is expressed by the locomotive’s wheels and pistons. 

These two motions are reciprocally transformed, the one into the other. 

Thus one notes that the earth, by turning, makes animals and men have 

coitus, and (because the result is as much the cause as that which provokes 

it) that animals and men make the earth turn by having coitus. 

It is the mechanical combination or transformation of these movements 

that the alchemists sought as the philosopher’s stone. 

It is through the use of this magically valued combination that one can 

determine the present position of men in the midst of the elements. 

 

 Georges Bataille, The Solar Anus, 1931 

 

- 

This chapter aims to show how posthuman discourses, which challenge 

anthropocentric dualities between human-animal, nature-culture and subject-object, enter 

into the context of education. Posthumanism will be introduced through Carey Wolfe’s 

understanding of the term in relation to animal studies and as applied to the context of 

disciplinarity. This will help understand what a redefinition of the human could signify for 

practices of architecture and architectural education.  

As we will discuss, the primary concern of education throughout history has been the 

definition of the human and the construction of a human world. This chapter firstly addresses 

the anthropocentrism of education in a general sense by reviewing discourses that criticize 

education’s historic role in positing the nonhuman world as a resource for human ends. Here, 

several pedagogical approaches analyzed in this chapter engage in a degree of historical 

critique and current practice to problematize the way education constrains student 
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understandings of the nonhuman world. Although this chapter does not address architectural 

education specifically, these discourses will offer parallels to question and contest architectural 

pedagogies.  

Secondly, the chapter presents key considerations for the use of posthumanism as a 

conceptual tool within education to reorient educational practices. These discourses advocate 

for the necessity to historically contextualize biases while offering experimental ways of 

learning and thinking against them. Toward this, the chapter discusses ways in which 

posthuman can intervene in international policy discourses about the futurity of education. 

Following this, Timothy Morton’s concept of dark ecology will be discussed in an educational 

context to disrupt the centrality of the human species through fiction.  

Thirdly, the chapter ends by looking at the possibility of a de-anthropocentric 

education from a different rhetoric, clarifying the purpose of university education beyond 

training for the workforce. Here, we will review the notions of expenditure and the general 

economy taken from the writings of Georges Bataille to posit fiction as an educational 

opportunity beyond the constraints of evaluation, utility and productivity.  
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2.1 Posthumanism as Redefining the Human and Disciplinarity 

 

Carey Wolfe’s What is Posthumanism? provides an open definition of posthumanism 

and its implications for disciplinarity and education. This section will outline Wolfe’s 

definition as a basis for an understanding the term throughout the rest of the chapter. 

Following this outline, the rest of the chapter will review several authors working in the 

emerging discourse of posthuman education who contend that a new understanding of the 

human—as it pertains to education—is needed if one considers that education has traditionally 

been the central breeding grounds of learning to be human. Wolfe’s understanding of the 

effects of posthumanism on conceptions of disciplinarity will also be reviewed here. This will 

highlight the implications of posthumanism in architectural education as an openness to other 

disciplines. 

Before discussing Wolfe, it will be helpful to briefly situate posthumanism as a larger 

discourse. The term posthumanism gained initial traction following Donna Haraway’s Simians, 

Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature of 1985.1 Although she did not use the term 

posthumanism herself, Haraway’s text questioned and rendered unstable, traditional 

boundaries that established humans as autonomous from animals and machines. Posthumanist 

thinking can also be traced to two earlier periods, one beginning in the late 1940s cybernetics 

 
1 Snaza et al., “Toward a Posthumanist Education,” 2014. 
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movement.2 And another in the 1960s related to the work of Foucault in his The Order of 

Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. 3  The American mathematician and 

philosopher, Norbert Wiener, for insistence, is often considered the father of cybernetics for 

his theoretical work on intelligent behaviour as a result of feedback mechanisms in works such 

as Cybernetics: Or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine, 1948. His 

work put into question the boundaries between living organisms and machines that persist in 

present debates on Artificial Intelligence.  

Curriculum theorist Brad Petitfils’ history of the term points to discourses in the 1970s 

that highlighted increasing human inadequacy to understand “embodiment, desire and 

representation” as well as the increasing in-utility of humanistic categories and epistemological 

frames that were gaining doubt via postmodern scepticism.4 For Petitfils, simulation culture 

of the 1980s also enhanced this with fractal subjectivities emerging as a result of technological 

changes.5 Thus, although Haraway’s text is often considered the origin of posthumanism in 

current discourse, her work is not independent of the thoughts emerging from much earlier 

discourses.   

Posthumanism as a discourse has since encompassed a very diverse set of aims related 

to questions of defining the contemporary human and likewise, these definitions shift 

 
2 Gane, “Posthuman,” 431. 
3 Wolfe, What is Posthumanism?, xii. 
4 Petitfils, “Researching the Posthuman,” 32. 
5 Petitfils, 32. 
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drastically according to the use and concerns across specific authors. 6  As Petitfils notes, 

Haraway’s work spread in the 1990s to two directions between a transhumanist lineage who 

advocate upon the evolutionary advantages of cyborgian bodies and technologies and those 

more critical of the threat of technologies to human dignity.7 Other well-known definitions 

of posthumanism such as those articulated in Hayles’ How We Became Posthuman offer an 

example of the use of the term in addressing the history and criticism of cybernetics, for 

example, with her work focusing primarily on different visions of a technological future for 

the human species.8 Although there are many definitions and separate discourses surrounding 

the use of the term posthuman, it is generally accepted that the term refers to studies that focus 

on the question of what it means to be human in the twenty-first century. This question has 

emerged in response to increasingly technological ways of life, the ecological predicament of 

the planet and new understandings of the animal that destabilize historic claims of human 

superiority. The implications of these points find clear articulation in Wolfe’s version of 

posthumanism. 

Wolfe is a central figure working between posthuman studies and animal studies. He is 

the editor of the Posthumanities Series at the University of Minnesota Press that has been a 

leading publisher in the question of human and animal studies and other emerging discourses 

arising from Anthropocene studies. The question of the animal appears more prominently in 

 
6 Ferrando, “Posthumanism, Transhumanism, Antihumanism,” 26. 
7 Petitfils, 32. 
8 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman. 
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his definition of posthumanism than others who focus on the technological implications of the 

word. One of the central aspirations of his definition of posthumanism is to call into question 

human dominance over the nonhuman world. 

Wolfe’s definition is the most relevant as an introduction to posthumanism because it 

shows how posthuman thought manifests itself into a variety of creative processes. Wolfe’s 

work analyzes various creative media, including visual art, film, landscape design, architecture, 

text, poetry and music, among others. Through these, he describes how posthuman thought 

can alter human insight and practices toward redefining the human and nonhuman. For 

Wolfe, Posthumanism: 

Isn’t posthuman at all—in the sense of being “after” our embodiment has been 

transcended—but is only posthumanist, in the sense that it opposes the fantasies of 

disembodiment and autonomy, inherited from humanism itself. . . . My sense of 

posthumanism . . . comes both before and after humanism: before in the sense that it 

names the embodiment and embeddedness of the human being in not just its biological 

but also its technological world, the prosthetic coevolution of the human animal with 

the technicity of tools and external archival mechanisms (such as language and culture). 

. . . But it comes after in the sense that posthumanism names a historical moment in 

which the decentering of the human by its imbrication in technical, medical, 

informatic, and economic networks is an increasingly impossible to ignore 

development that points toward the necessity of new theoretical paradigms (but also 

thrusts them on us), a new mode of thought that comes after the cultural repressions 

and fantasies, the philosophical protocols and evasions, of humanism as a historically 

specific phenomenon.9 

 

Wolfe’s posthumanism marks itself against branches of posthumanism that seek forward 

looking advancements of the human species in relation to these “technical, medical, 

 
9 Wolfe, xv. 
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informatic, and economic networks.”10 Instead for him, posthumanism marks a necessity to 

decenter the human species in light of these markers of our historical moment and to do so as 

a critique of the limits of our primarily humanist traditions.  

Most importantly, Wolfe’s definition of posthumanism provokes redefinitions of the 

human rather than to provide a single concrete definition or path. In his work, there are two 

key elements regarding this redefinition. Firstly, it involves opposing historic repressions of 

our animality along with the attempt to transcend our bonds of materiality and embodiment 

(two of the historic principles guiding humanist thought).11 Secondly, he suggests that the 

nature of thought itself needs to change in order to fully embrace our own historic moment as 

a species. Toward this, we must challenge the anthropocentrism of the ways we think.12 He 

adds: 

We are not just talking about a thematics of the decentering of the human in relation 

to either evolutionary, ecological, or technological coordinates (though that is where 

the conversation usually begins and, all too often, ends); rather, I will insist that we are 

also talking about how thinking confronts that thematics, what thought has to become 

in the face of those challenges.13  

 

Beyond just a thematic, it is a means to confront our normative sense of subjectivity. For Wolfe, 

this requires a mutation to our concept of being human whose origin he suggests lies in certain 

philosophical and ethical frames that which discriminate against the nonhuman. For him, 

posthuman thought in this lens implies the impossibility of a reduction of thought to patterns, 

 
10 Wolfe, xv. 
11 Wolfe, xv. 
12 Wolfe, xxi. 
13 Wolfe, xvi. 
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standards and codes.14 Posthumanism implies a participation in and mode of thought for 

processes that are irreducible.  

In this way, being posthuman is a relation to the present and its reference to ages of 

humanism. Wolfe writes: 

To return, then, to the question of posthumanism, the perspective I attempt to 

formulate here—far from surpassing or rejecting the human—actually enables us to 

describe the human and its characteristic modes of communication, interaction, 

meaning, social significations, and affective investments with greater specificity once 

we have removed meaning from the ontologically closed domain of consciousness, 

reason, reflection, and so on. It forces us to rethink our taken-for-granted modes of 

human experience, including the normal perceptual modes and affective states of Homo 

sapiens itself, by recontextualizing them in terms of the entire sensorium of other living 

beings and their own autopoietic ways of “bringing forth a world”—ways that are, since 

we ourselves are human animals, part of the evolutionary history and behavioral and 

psychological repertoire of the human itself. But it also insists that we attend to the 

specificity of the human—its ways of being in the world, its ways of knowing, 

observing, and describing—by (paradoxically, for humanism) acknowledging that it is 

fundamentally a prosthetic creature that has coevolved with various forms of technicity 

and materiality, forms that are radically “not-human” and yet have nevertheless made 

the human what it is.15 

 

Posthumanism as such requires a greater specificity toward the human through its own 

interrogation of past and present. This involves aspects of embodiment, materiality, 

consciousness and the evolutionary understanding of intelligence where language no longer 

constitutes our separation and privilege from nonhumans. 

The grounds of Wolfe’s posthumanism can be found in his combination of Jacques 

Derrida’s post-structuralism and Nikolas Luhmanns’ second generation cybernetics. Wolfe 

 
14 Wolfe, xviii. See also, Rutsky, “Mutation,” 111. 
15 Wolfe, xxv. 
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suggests throughout his text that these two authors and their theories converge from opposite 

positions toward the discrediting principles of humanism which both lead to “the 

disarticulation of psychic and social systems and, on an even more fundamental level, the 

disarticulation of the formal dynamics of meaning from language per se.”16 From Derrida, this 

dis-articulation can be seen through the concept of iterability which signifies the adaptability 

of meaning that a text provides in different contexts when absent from its original event and 

or sender or recipient. In this way, a text maintains itself and transforms its meaning 

simultaneously according to how it engages with new environments. From Luhmann, it is the 

originally biological concept of autopoiesis whereby a self-contained system is in constant 

dialogue with its environment, both protecting and remaining susceptible to external 

influences that alter its own self-modification from within. Systems create and maintain their 

life as a space of continuous dialogue.  

Both iterability and autopoiesis focus on the question of meaning making as it pertains 

to the level of the psychic and the social system, forcing a re-evaluation of humanist claims of 

the supremacy of language and the individual. Wolfe writes: “even though thinking about the 

consciousness, intelligence, and emotional and mental lives of nonhuman animals in terms of 

their linguistic abilities has historically been a crucial means for getting such questions on the 

table at all, it may not be the best way, and it is certainly not the only way, of approaching 

these questions.”17 Tool-use, future-planning, problem-solving and memory are just some 

 
16 Wolfe, 24-25. 
17 Wolfe, 46-47. 
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examples of animal intelligence beyond linguistic abilities.18 Just as individuals make meaning 

from a system, the system too makes meaning from the various subjects that constitute it. 

Wolfe contends: 

It will take all hands on deck, I think, to fully comprehend what amounts to a new 

reality: that the human occupies a new place in the universe, a universe now populated 

by what I am prepared to call nonhuman subjects. And this is why, to me, 

posthumanism means not the triumphal surpassing or unmasking of something but an 

increase in the vigilance, responsibility, and humility that accompany living in a world 

so newly, and differently, inhabited.19 

 

What this implies is that the individual or system is never strictly human. It must also be 

inclusive of the nonhuman. Here, language is not the sole bringer of meaning and the 

nonhuman animal is at an equal plane through other forms of nonlinguistic meaning making. 

For instance, a dog looking in anticipation back and forth between a door and a human is also 

speaking in a different way. 20  Language does not grant humans a special position. 21  For 

Derrida and Luhmann, meaning is simply the difference between what is actual and what is 

possible in a process that propels itself. 

In a chapter on animal studies and disciplinarity, Wolfe attempts to formulate how 

 
18 Bräuer et al., “Old and New Approaches,” describe these examples and others as evidence that there 

is not just “one cognition” shared across all species. Against an anthropocentric understanding of animal 

intelligence, they review some of the ways in which animals over-perform humans, for instance, in the 

information-processing and spatial memory in birds (9-12). 
19 Wolfe, 47. 
20 Sagan, “Introduction,” 13. 
21 In Man: His Nature and Place in the World, the German philosopher and sociologist Arnold Gehlen 

suggests the human is a deficient animal with negative features marked by a “lack of adaptation, lack of 

specialization, primitive states, and failure to develop” (26). For him, language is the compensation for this lack 

“to break through the boundaries of an immediate situation, to direct himself toward the future and what is not 

present and to act accordingly, as well as to turn then back to the present, employing its resources as means for 

coping with future circumstances,” (41). 
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disciplines—and he is largely speaking here of educational disciplines—could operate, should 

they embrace the tenants of posthumanism. Much of his discussion of disciplines is focused on 

animal studies which emerged in mid 1990s. Here, Wolfe suggests two levels need to be 

addressed. Not only the content and theme of the animal but also theoretical and 

methodological approaches to the ways we study: 

If we take the question of disciplinarity seriously, we have to first of all admit that 

disciplines do not derive their constitutive protocols from their objects of attention. 

Quite the contrary, disciplines constitute their objects through their practices, 

theoretical commitments, and methodological procedures—and they do so quite 

selectively. This is a seemingly simple point, but it is one, as we shall see, with far-

reaching consequences.22 

 

It is important in this lens to take into consideration not only what we do but how we do it.  

Relations between disciplines can help to define the roles of disciplines more 

specifically in contribution to the animal debate. Using the example of literary studies where 

animal studies is currently popularized, Wolfe outlines how disciplines could relate with one 

another in a posthuman way. For Wolfe, the study of animals should not be condensed under 

a single discipline of animal studies. Instead, differing disciplines should contribute more 

specifically in what they do best: 

Crucial to a posthumanist understanding of disciplinarity, then—and to posthumanism 

in general, I would argue—is the fundamental principle of “openness from closure” that 

Luhmann’s work helps us theorize: that taking seriously the phenomena of self-

reference and autopoietic closure in disciplinary systems leads not to solipsism but, 

quite the contrary, to the ability for the system to increase environmental contacts and, 

in the process, produce more environmental complexity for other systems, which in 

turn challenges other disciplines to change and evolve if they want to remain resonant 

 
22 Wolfe, 108. 
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with their changing environment.23 

 

Each discipline, with openness to other disciplines, could continue doing what they do best 

while being informed by others. This, for Wolfe, enriches the object of study through a process 

of “semantic overburdening” as achieved in the encounter of difference.24 For Wolfe, this 

overburdening is a crucial and productive element.25 He refers to this form of disciplinarity in 

likeness to multidisciplinarity or transdisciplinarity which he opposes to interdisciplinarity.26 

This interdisciplinary approach should be cautioned for its members often attempt to 

formulate new and more comprehensive disciplines. For Wolfe, maintaining difference is 

important for critical reflection. He continues in his definition of posthumanism from the lens 

of disciplinarity: 

From this vantage, then, posthumanism can be defined quite specifically as the 

necessity for any discourse or critical procedure to take account of the constitutive (and 

constitutively paradoxical) nature of its own distinctions, forms, and procedures—and 

take account of them in ways that may be distinguished from the reflection and 

introspection associated with the critical subject of humanism. The “post-” of 

posthumanism thus marks the space in which the one using those distinctions and 

forms is not the one who can reflect on their latencies and blind spots while at the same 

time deploying them. That can only be done, as we have already seen, by another 

observer, using a different set of distinctions—and that observer, within the general 

economy of autopoiesis and iterability, need not be human (indeed, from this vantage, 

never was “human”). It is only on this basis (which is not, strictly speaking, a “basis” at 

all, but a nonplace, a form of difference) that a First-order observer (the “subject” in 

humanist parlance) is opened, and unavoidably so, to the alterity of the other: not by 

“taking thought” or by benevolent reflection but by the very conditions of cognition 

and communication, conditions that, in their constitutive “blindness,” generate the 

 
23 Wolfe, 117. 
24 Wolfe, 114. 
25 Wolfe, 114. 
26 Wolfe, 116. 
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necessity of the other.27 

 

Coming back to the case of animal studies, Wolfe implies that adopting a posthuman approach 

to disciplinarity would mean that existing disciplines need to modify their “distinctions, forms 

and procedures” through external interference from other disciplines. Through this 

overburdening from external disciplinary studies, disciplines are called to criticize their own 

practices through the terms of the other. 

Following Wolfe’s discussion of posthumanism, disciplinarity and animal studies, two 

critiques of architectural education can help question the definition of the human in the 

present. Firstly, in a historic sense, theories of architecture have tended to focus exclusively 

on building human societies, as identified in the first chapter. Here, animal studies signify to 

the need for increased awareness of the modes of practice and ideologies through which 

architecture has traditionally come to be realized. Situating this gap in a historical sense can 

help educators and students to identify and reformulate instructional practices toward more-

than-human worlds. While specific faculties related to architecture such as landscape 

architecture or environmental design play a greater role in addressing the question of the 

nonhuman animal in urban contexts, there is a risk that this responsibility be understood as 

something beyond architecture. Secondly, the understanding of architecture and the animal 

is an important question for which other disciplines can provide guidance. Throughout the 

fictions discussed in “Chapter 3: De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction,” for instance, the 

 
27 Wolfe, 122. 
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construction of nonhuman worlds provides parallels to the worldbuilding exercises of 

architecture students. Since practices of architectural education often already verge on the 

fictional, a critical understanding of the nonhuman in fiction can help play a role in re-

imagining the place of the human in architecture. 
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2.2 A Genealogy of Humanism 

 

To better position posthuman discourses on education, this section will outline Nathan 

Snaza’s genealogy of humanism in education. A professor of modern fiction and education, 

Snaza reinforces the idea that the primary goal of a humanist education is to produce a rational, 

responsible citizen. Continuing from Ancient Greek and later Roman models of civilization, 

politics, philosophy and aesthetics, this education model contributes to a pervasive sense of 

human superiority. While this section only scratches the surface of the problem of education, 

Snaza’s genealogy highlights some of the major ways schooling has contributed to the elevation 

of the human species above other forms of nonhuman life.28 

In the context of Greek schooling, this can be seen in the notion of paideia. Paideia was 

the idea of crafting the ideal member of the state. Subjects of this education parallel the modern 

liberal arts, including rhetoric, grammar, and philosophy. Humanism in a broad sense here is 

the belief in an ideal human and that this ideal human should be the centre of concern for 

civilization and its practice of education. For Snaza, humanism grounds the entirety of 

 
28 Despite that Snaza refers to his work as a genealogy (a study of continuities) instead of a history (a 

study of origins), the use of historic periodization is still evident in his work. Thus, it is important to note how 

this kind of periodization is under scrutiny for a variety of issues outlined by Weller, “‘Grand Narrative’.” 

Postcolonial scholars for instance, suggest that these grand narratives assign dominance to Western culture over 

non-Western ones, risking the continual imposition of Western norms globally despite even the best intentions 

of concepts like universal rights (7-8). Thus, by structuring our understanding through these kinds of grand 

narratives, we must be careful not to contribute to the very aspects we seek to critique. Because scholarship on 

posthuman education is very limited in the present and because this dissertation designs pedagogy within and 

for an architectural context, Snaza’s wider periodization provides a means to design pedagogy through the 

awareness of the deep history of educational humanism and its implications. 
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institutions and practices that comprise Western education. Borrowing Edward Said’s 

definition of Humanism, he summarizes:  

On the one side, humanism means to be committed to distinguishing the human from 

its Others in some manner or other, attempting to ontologize this difference under the 

pretense that the human simply exists. And, on the other, it means to embrace and 

“show regard for” anything and everything that comes from or is associated with that 

previously discerned human. The first pole points toward ontology, but often through 

relations of dialectical negations (the human is this because it is not that). It would 

determine who or what is (or counts as) human. The second pole points toward 

education and a narrative course. One has to learn to “yearn . . . to show regard for all 

that is human.”29 

 

Embedded in humanist internal logic then, is the idea that to be “more human” one needs to 

be educated. For Snaza, this logic promotes a duality wherein one is simultaneously human in 

a categorical sense of being biologically human but still not yet fully human until educated.30 

This duality is embedded into the systems of dehumanization built into modernism. 

Put most simply, humanizing takes “the human” to be two related, but structurally 

different things. It refers to a particular being said to merely “exist” (Anthropos, the 

rational animal, the talking animal, homo sapiens sapiens), and to a being who cannot 

come into being except through an educational regimen of “humanization.” That is, 

one is not “fully” human until one has been educated: It is not something one is, but 

something one becomes. . . . This structural doubling of “the human” makes it so that 

the teacher (always in relation to a school and its infrastructure, its hierarchies of 

authority, its “culture”) has to address the students as both presently human beings—

which they discern through dialectical negation—and as beings who are not yet 
human.31 

 

For Snaza, Plato’s Republic sets out the basic original structure of humanism. Here, education 

 
29 Snaza, “Genealogy of Educational Humanism,” 19. See also Said, Humanism and Democratic 

Criticism, x. 
30 Snaza, 20. 
31 Snaza, 20. 
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forces learning to reject all aspects of one’s animality. For Plato, the dream is political 

intervention on the human: “the ‘fully’ human being is produced by negating and taming the 

animality of the human that enters into the education apparatus. This entails a suppression of 

embodiment, of bodily desire and passion, and of worldly appetites in favor of the 

disinterested, rational, philosophical reflection on the extraworldly ‘forms.’” 32  Plato’s 

Republic posits the human as masculine and logical and above femininity, irrationality and 

animality. Formal writing was a device in this reform of education through replacing poetry 

and other forms of cultural expression. 

The Romans extended Plato’s thinking by establishing education as necessary for 

integration into the political life of its citizens. Here, schooling was increasingly separated 

from aspects of daily life through the institutionalization and division of thought. Here, 

notions of rationality were understood and reinforced through formal schooling away from 

daily activity and the material contexts of life. 

Such practices were later heightened in the Middle Ages. Here, Snaza argues that 

human thought was divided from its applications to the world.33 This division of thought was 

instigated by the Medieval Trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and the subsequent Quadrivium 

(arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy), which are considered the basis of modern 

liberal arts educations. These seven artes liberales came out of the fallen Roman Empire as a 

reintroduction of the Greek paideia into medieval society. This added divisions among types 

 
32 Snaza, 22. 
33 Snaza, 23. 



107 

 

 

of thinking as the grounds of human political and social interaction, signifying that to become 

a true human citizen implied the separation of knowledge and thought from the world.34 

Such thinking was furthered by scholars in the Renaissance who promoted studia 

humanitatis. Again, taking precedence from Greek thought, Renaissance scholars sought 

education as the basis of the ideal citizen in a “modern” world. This saw both the birth of the 

modern university and the colonial and imperial conquest of Europe that implanted notions 

of state apparatus around the world. The institutional production of education today across the 

world is thus traceable to Western humanity’s intellectual distance to the nonhuman world 

through a persistent reworking of notions of an ideal human citizen articulated by the paideia. 

Such distancing of knowledge from the world had educational consequences, instructing the 

use of nonhuman life to human ends.  

The Enlightenment was a crucial moment for crafting human perception of the 

nonhuman world. Through universalizing education by the state, the humanizing project of 

education merged with the conception of nature as a resource, promoting the idea that the 

nonhuman world is meant for human use and exploitable by colonial expansion. This resulted 

from state investment in compulsory education. Extending Snaza’s debate, the education 

professor Simon Ceder notes: 

The Enlightenment thinkers produced an idea of the individual and the society as 

things that were bound to change as a means of fulfilling their true potential. This idea 

goes hand in hand with the modern educational project. Instead of letting parents teach 

their children their own view on the world, it was up to the state to educate its 

inhabitants as a means of instilling objective knowledge and good morals. The 

 
34 Snaza, 23. 
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encyclopedian concept of universal facts that could be transferred from teachers to 

children is based on a linear idea of progress. Knowledge is seen as consisting of passive 

representations for the active teacher to transfer to passive students—or, a passive 

content for the active student to learn himself/herself.35 

 

Discussing Lynn Hunt’s Inventing Human Rights, Snaza further articulates how the novel was 

built into the education system by the eighteenth century to posit a universal definition of the 

human through human rights. 36  This universalism forced the Enlightenment thought to 

produce intermediate categories of humans such as women, the lower class, slaves and the 

colonized. These intermediate categories could then be regarded as potentially less human in 

an educational context which sought to categorize concepts such as human, animal and 

machine.37 This is seen in the way that Western ideals were enforced in colonialism with the 

view that the non-Western world had not yet achieved a civil humanity.38  

The factory model, born from the nineteenth century, created a global working class 

capable of selling only their labour. He describes that this model also explains the modern 

university as we know it, whereby the goal of research is to produce and circulate knowledge, 

knowledge that he suggests further enforces the biases of previous forms of humanist 

education: 

Progressive and radical educators often ground their labor in a politics of humanization. 

And, yet, the only way to stop once and for all the dehumanization produced by 

humanizing education is to remove politics and education from their enclosure within 

humanism. If our politics were not precisely limited to human beings and human 

concerns, then it would not have any meaning to treat someone “as if” they are not 

 
35 Ceder, Cutting Through Water, 45. 
36 Snaza, 24. 
37 Snaza, 25. 
38 Snaza, 25. 
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human. Without this “as if,” we would also lose the ability to engage animals, 

computers, plants, genetics, ecosystems as “objects” of properly human politics. As 

posthumanist thought carries us toward a future politics not reducible to 

anthropocentric institutions and practices, we need a genealogy of our present that 

foregrounds how the commonsense “human” of modernity—a common sense that is 

called into question by modern physics, ecology, posthumanist philosophy, and a wide 

range of political movements—came to be regarded as self-evident.39 

 

This implies that we question the humanist perspectives overshadowing education and politics 

by finding a means of instruction that includes the nonhuman in our own definitions of being 

human. The human is already and constantly composed of that which has been traditionally 

considered not human. It is a form of thinking that shifts our perspective to mutual 

constitution rather than categorical separation. Here, knowledge creation must be delinked 

from the factory model of employability. 

 
39 Snaza, 27. 
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2.3 Posthumanist Critiques of Education 

 

Following Snaza, it is currently impossible to lay out a conceptual, practical theory of 

posthumanist education.40 Yet, all the authors discussed below critique of the way education 

promotes human superiority through its humanist tradition. In similar terms, these discourses 

suggest a problematization of the ontological and epistemological formulation of the human 

species as it has been conceptualized within humanist ideals. They suggest studying nonhuman 

exploitation in the past and present to deconstruct the human subject as a place of authority 

and they suggest research and learning as open structures against common routines of skillsets 

and memorization. For professor of curriculum studies, John A. Weaver, one cannot begin to 

acknowledge the anthropocentrism of our present understanding without looking at the role 

of educational institutions. 41  Concentrating on these discourses in a general educational 

setting allows the dissertation to put into question our responsibility in architectural education 

toward the nonhuman world.   

Professor of education, Helena Pedersen analyzes some of the meanings associated with 

posthumanism across education theory in search of a shared conceptual framework. 

Posthumanism, for her, attempts to address major problems with the ontological and 

epistemological models with which we customarily rely on in definitions of the human. Her 

 
40 Snaza and Weaver, “Posthumanist Turn,” 3. 
41 Weaver, “To What Future?,” 183. 
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work notes how the neglect of human-animal relationships has unfolded throughout history 

in three key ways.42 Firstly, the roots of education within a Humanist tradition have always 

prioritized the formation of the human subject as the end-goal of education. Secondly, the 

Judeo-Christian tradition has traditionally enforced strong distinctions between the human 

and animal that have had a strong influence on formal education. Thirdly, the role of education 

continues in the present to craft citizens for a consumer society that is already heavily reliant 

on economic expansion and competition.  

For Pedersen, a posthumanist perspective within education could play a role by 

emphasizing cultural studies on the influences of science in our understanding of the 

nonhuman world as well as to involve education in a more critical engagement with its base 

in humanist ideals. Pedersen argues that to better understand the historical underpinnings 

behind notions of sustainable development, for example, would allow us to critique the 

anthropocentrism embedded in the discourses of current education and its conception of the 

nonhuman world; cautioning against an environmental education that understands education 

as a pragmatic corrective. Rather than understand education in terms of a device that can 

reform curricula in a more sustainable direction, she argues we need to deconstruct the 

authoritative position of human subjectivity in education. 

Snaza et al. define posthumanism according to a variety of approaches that aim to 

challenge the ways humanism has framed politics and education. For them, although there are 

 
42 Pedersen, “is ‘the posthuman’ Educable?”. 
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various opinions and discourses in posthumanism, they pinpoint an overlapping agenda that 

involves the necessary deconstruction of human privilege. They present three steps for 

education to challenge its anthropocentric values through introducing new thought, practice 

and new forms of research on education.43 Firstly, they argue for the need to acknowledge the 

humanist tradition that the philosophy of education has been grounded in. Secondly, they 

suggest a re-framing of the human-nonhuman question in a way that demonstrates and focuses 

on their continuous coexistence rather than their difference. Thirdly, to explore alternative 

curriculum toward these aims. 

Snaza et al. acknowledge that the task of thinking beyond a human perspective is an 

impossible task, yet valid and necessary as an attempt in itself. Their work refers to Graham 

Harman’s Object-Oriented Ontology as a means to consider what nonhumans might do 

beyond human reductive thinking. For Snaza et al., Object-Oriented Ontology serves as a valid 

philosophical inquiry to depict reality without anthropocentric ideals. For Object-Oriented 

Ontology, there is no hierarchic order to reality. Instead, the philosophy suggests a flat 

ontology in which ecologies of relation, prior to their presumed enlivenment by human 

thought, persist in their own ways. In this view, all objects are radically and equally decentered 

from a position of privilege. 

Jason Wallin, professor of Media and Curriculum, draws on the concept of 

correlationism coined in the work of Meillasoux to suggest that education amplifies the 

 
43 Snaza et al., “Toward a Posthumanist Education,” 2004. 
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potential for nonhuman life to be oppressed and exploited. This has been done throughout 

history through the implicit lesson that reality itself is only real insofar as it is correlated to a 

human subject who can think it. For Meillasoux, correlationism is a philosophical position 

stemming from the work of Kant that has dominated Western philosophical thought since the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.44 Wallin extends this concept of correlationism into 

education, arguing that education tailors exclusive focus to human epistemology, 

representation and temporalities which focus on narratives of human dominion. 

Wallin also advocates for explorations in education that operate in opposition to “the 

ideals of continuous productivity and growth intimate to schooling presume an image of 

human futurity resonant with anthropocentric fantasies of unabated expansion and control 

irreconcilable with the encroachment of potential ecocatastrophe.”45 This exploration would 

be a direct challenge to education in the Anthropocene and what Wallin refers to as the Post-

Anthropocene (the point of human extinction). Such a model projects a dismantling of the 

prevailing attitudes and orientations of anthropocentrism through speculative and science 

fiction in education. Following other writers who suggest a “non-anthropocentric” 

opportunity in thinking about extinction, Wallin suggests that assuming the undeniable good 

of human survival should not be taken for granted.46 For him, the continuation of human life 

 
44 Meillasoux, 5-11. 
45 Wallin, “Pedagogy at the Brink,” 1106. 
46 This poses an interesting question for how we should teach and practice architecture “in the 

meantime” while we wait for human extinction. This would be an interesting pedagogical project in the context 

of this research. How do we prepare for this finality? The final section of this dissertation, “The Epistemic 

Object: Rethinking the Golden Book as Pedagogical Device” takes one direction to this question following 

Haraway’s “The Camille Stories” which implies a gradual diminishing of the human species on earth. Danowski 
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should not be considered the ultimate good. 47  To speculate beyond human temporal 

constraints by imagining the world after human extinction offers one possibility for a non-

anthropocentric mode of education. Such an exercise breaks from the normative conceptual 

structures within which we conceive the role of education. 

Despite differences in articulation, all the researchers in posthuman education 

discussed above agree on problematizing the humanist traditions of education and call for 

modifications in current pedagogies that would attempt to de-center the human species. 

Common approaches address studying the ways nonhumans are exploited by human practices 

both past and present by deconstructing the human subject as a place of authority and by 

exploring research and learning as an open structure instead of constrained memorization. The 

following two sections, 2.4-2.5, will use essays from the volume Posthumanism and 

Educational Research because a large part of this anthology puts into question the 

marginalization of the nonhuman life in education. In a proportional way, urban developments 

in the present ignore nonhuman life as a component to the city; instead, they continue to craft 

primarily in the mindset of a world for and by humans. Though the essays do not specifically 

address architectural pedagogy, the debates within posthuman education studies provide 

context to the prevalence of anthropocentric views as a condition for how we understand 

 
and Viveiros de Castro’s Ends of the Worlds, provides several diverse and contrasting stories, films and theories 

about the end of the human world that could be explored by students in response to this question. Another 

resource to investigate within these aims is Dixon’s After Man. To imagine what this post-extinction period 

would look like, Dixon presents a zoology of the future, speculating on how the animal kingdom might evolve 

without us 50 million years from now. 
47 Wallin, 1111. 
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2.4 Addressing the Future in Education 

 

Education is future-oriented through the kinds of worlds it structures students to make. 

Helena Pedersen analyzes five major international policy making actors and their strategies in 

education—being UNESCO, Organization for Economic Cooperation (OECD), World Bank, 

European Commission, Nordic Council of Ministers—in order to better understand how 

education plans future societies. Her work suggests that formal education creates forms of 

species performativity that posthumanism discourses contest. For Pedersen, posthuman theory 

is a tool to rework these preconceived ideas of education and social development to explain 

how educational values are shaped and how they might be subverted through new terms and 

future aims of education. She encounters five overarching ideas: “the knowledge society” “the 

democratic society” “the multicultural society” “the globalized society” “the sustainable 

society.” These are then countered by posthuman theory to speculate upon an educational 

process where human subjects are not the sole focus. 

“The knowledge society,” is a commonly used framework of education to describe the 

importance of knowledge, research, innovation, and training experts as a global 

competitiveness measure for nations and corporations. Pedersen argues that this type of 

framework aims to constrain forms of knowledge production that are considered valid, 

immediately effective toward employability in a future of flexible and productive workforces.48 

 
48 Pedersen, “Education Policy,” 59. 
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In essence, “the knowledge society” assumes that human benefit in the future arises from 

employment. She argues most current curriculum focuses on separating knowledge. This 

enforces the duality of nature and society and is inadequate to understand the complexities of 

nature, technology and society interacting in the future—especially when current education 

instructs human-animal relations as one dependent on institutional power relations governed 

by production and profit.49 Instead she poses the question: “what forms of knowledge emerge 

from the forces that shape the life conditions shared by humans and animals? In what ways 

does posthumanism destabilize the epistemological paradigm separating the knowledge areas 

of ‘natural science’ and ‘social science,’ and what are the educational implications?”50 

This question leads Pedersen to her counter proposal against “the knowledge society” 

through “zoontologies and zoöepistemologies” where nonhuman animals enter systems of 

knowledge production. Zoonontoloy promotes that there are more than just human ways of 

knowing and relating to the world. Zoöepistemology offers alternatives to forms of knowledge 

and knowledge creation, including nonhumans, putting them in the centre and opening 

nonhuman modes of being-in and making sense of the world. This differs from the above 

because it does not take for granted that “the good” of knowledge is a measure of global 

competitiveness. For her, the nonhuman disrupts familiar forms of knowledge and alters 

knowledge creation in unprecedented ways. The nonhuman provides an opportunity to 

challenge boundaries of subject-object, inside-outside and center-periphery within knowledge 

 
49 Pedersen, 59. 
50 Pedersen, 60. 



118 

 

 

production.51 Here, posthumanism presents a transcending of traditional boundaries of natural 

science and humanities; an evolving dialectic between human and nonhuman. This would 

contrast UNESCO’s vision of a future of powerful management systems for nonhuman tracking 

in real-time as the baseline for what “the knowledge society” terms a productive workforce.52 

“The democratic society,” is a framework related to the dissemination of democratic 

values and to ensure citizens contribute to a democratic society. Ideas like tolerance and 

equality are usually fundamental for this kind of rhetoric, especially as it pertains to gender, 

ethnicity and disadvantaged groups. “The democratic society” is thus about being informed 

and making good decisions as an attentive citizen, able to criticize and have individual voices 

ensuring political promises with a keen eye to vocalize injustices. For Pedersen, posthumanism 

complicates these matters in a positive way by extending criticisms of injustice to the 

marginalized nonhuman voice.53 Here, she puts into question how animals could be included 

into this “all-too-human” democratic vision of education.  

Pedersen names this possibility as “bio-relational political presences” and suggests that 

it could emerge from “interactions among specific constellations or assemblages of mixed 

non/human individuals and groups.” 54  This argument, she develops from Owain Jones’ 

suggestion to eliminate the perception of animals as “largely subsumed within the abstract 

social construction of the group, the species, the population, having severe implications for 

 
51 Pedersen, 60. 
52 Pedersen, 61. See UNESCO, Towards Knowledge Societies, 43. 
53 Pedersen, 62. 
54 Pedersen, 63. 
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their life situation as individual, embodied beings who make up these populations.”55 She 

suggests, following Jones that we create “ripples” in individual animal exploitation in the way 

that works like Black Beauty, Free Willy or Babe do.56 Works like these are calls to question 

the dominant practices of human life, signifying the potential of literature to create ruptures 

in education. Following Sanders and Arluke, Pedersen further suggests that democracy in this 

light could be reconfigured as an interactive site for human and nonhuman material and 

discursive realms to be reconfigured. The world in this scenario could be posited through 

subjects-in-interaction instead of simply subjects and objects.57 

“The multicultural society” forms another common educational viewpoint where ideas 

of democratic society and multicultural society are closely linked together. This link implies 

non-repressive interactions open to diverse human identities across cultural backgrounds. 

These discourses declare that everyone, regardless of cultural background, possesses equal 

value and opportunity within society. She wonders how the nonhuman could be integrated 

into this. She suggests that this would require a questioning of how animal alterity, human-

animal communication and their meaning making could become part of education for a 

multicultural society.58 

Questioning whether animal cultures too, could inform and be informed by 

development in multiliterary education, she again posits the literary through the notions of 

 
55 Pedersen, 63. 
56 Jones, “(Un)ethical Geographies,” 280. 
57 Pedersen, 63. See also: Sanders and Arluke, “If Lions Could Speak,” 386. 
58 Pedersen, 63-64. 
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“zooliteracy and trans-species efforts to bring forth a world” as a contrast to “the multicultural 

society” model. Borrowing from the German philosopher and cultural theorist, Peter 

Sloterdijk, she claims that humanism is in a way the result of literacy whereby the root of 

humanism lies in reading and inspiring the Western canon. 59 Sloterdijk here argues that 

economic and political structures can no longer be organized only according to literary 

societies. Expanding on Sloterdijk’s critique of logocentric communication and meaning 

making, Pedersen writes: 

I would add that it requires the formation of a new kind of “zooliteracy” that recognizes 

nonhuman animal influences on “our” (presumably) human linguistic behavior, but 

also how traditional notions of literacy silence and subsume the animal and how a 

reworking of these notions can be used for trans-species efforts to “bring forth a world” 

across both bio- and culturo-spheres; a world where human language is conceived of as 

part of a wider natural-cultural semiotic system.60 

 

In this conception, language would be heterogeneous, multidimensional, belonging both to 

humans and animal. She continues “education can embrace and develop a multispecies-

oriented ethical literacy by critically addressing the particularities of engagement of these 

anthropocentric manifestations, and thereby open up teaching and learning spaces for posing 

alternative questions.”61  

“The globalized society” is a rhetoric observed in Pedersen’s study where education is 

increasingly concerned with changes and impacts of migration, technology and role of nation 

states. The products of this education are seen as a possible import and export in a “global 

 
59 Sloterdijk, “Human Zoo,” 13. 
60 Pedersen, 65. 
61 Pedersen, 66. 
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knowledge economy.”62 In this framework, knowledge is seen as replacing labour as the main 

input for survival and success in the future of a globalized world, as well as promoting 

continual economic growth and competitiveness between nations. Although the organization 

of education contributes greatly to the globalized society, the policy documents in Pedersen’s 

study do not sufficiently cover the material basis of what this society relies upon. 63  For 

instance, a large part of the global economy is linked to the animal economy, signalling the 

need for education to better consider how animals are incorporated into global commodity 

and economic progress. Pedersen asks how we can rethink education to expose how we already 

take part in global webs of the animal economy.  

By positing “critical inquiry into forms of biocapitlization” as a component to globalized 

education, Pedersen argues that animal life conditions could be mixed in with circulations of 

global networks connecting animal labour and products with humans and technologies. For 

Pedersen, one way education can respond to the scale of animal use for capital gain is to track 

down, map, circulation patterns and flows of capital of animal and human at specific sites of 

production while also identifying the linkages of these to education services and activities.64 

She argues that understanding this urgent problem would create better means of inquiry for a 

global world. This posthuman would begin with the animal as a node of analysis to map out 

how nonhuman injustice occurs in a global economy.  

 
62 Pedersen, 66. 
63 Pedersen, 67. 
64 Pedersen, 68. 
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“The sustainable society,” is a notably absent discourse on education. Here, Pedersen 

analyzes how most policy in education has a marginal interest in sustainability. For example, 

when the World Bank states concern for the climate, they are keener on the investment 

climate.65 UNESCO appears more heavily engaged in sustainability according to the number 

of documents they have published in relation to sustainable development. Pedersen maintains 

that despite this, for UNESCO the value of saving the environment is exclusively for future 

generations of humans.66 Although they are critical to note that the most educated nations are 

the ones with the highest ecological impact, there is still a need to reorient their content in 

favour of an approach involving the entanglement of human and nonhuman life. Toward this, 

Pedersen argues it is necessary to look beyond human and animal as fixed, stable, distinct 

categories. 

Criticizing the absence of sustainability rhetoric outside of anthropocentric biases, 

Pedersen proposes, as a question: “reproductive futurism?” Here she argues for a critique of the 

linearity of education. She suggests that a logic that aims to reproduce existing modes of life 

permeates educational practice. In this system, where all activity is geared toward youth, 

educational practices create an ideological reiteration of themselves. 67  For Pedersen, 

posthumanism can interfere with this under the premise that human dominance may not be 

viewed as an inherent good but a question to be negotiated. Education must cope with the idea 

 
65 Pedersen, 68. 
66 Pedersen, 69. See also: UNESCO, Global Partnership, 3. 
67 Pedersen, 70. 
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that the human is the means and ends for which to save the world and to question whether 

this is simply a human world.68 

This section has presented Pedersen’s analysis of five major international policy making 

actors and their strategies to steer the world as a human project. Because much of her work 

addresses education through a global lens, it entices reflection on how students of architecture 

enter the discipline from early educational backgrounds where anthropocentric principles are 

often taken for granted. Since architectural education is taught in a postsecondary context, 

putting into question years of prior educational practices is important. Toward this, it is 

interesting to note Pedersen’s own speculations on fiction to achieve this. Like ripples, fiction 

can introduce disturbances that contest anthropocentric biases of education where the 

learning outcome is not justified by the metrics and criteria of international policy makers.  

 
68 Pedersen, 71. 
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2.5 Dark Ecology: A Posthuman Aesthetic 

 

In architectural education, both the thinking behind design proposals and their 

representation play a role in figuring the worlds that students imagine. Following Timothy 

Morton’s concept of dark ecology, a posthumanist perspective on aesthetics in education can 

help situate the ways in which humanist biases limit modes of representation and how they 

can help reconfigure the image and role of the human. This section will briefly define dark 

ecology and how Jason Wallin theorizes its importance in an educational perspective. 

Dark ecology began for Morton as a way of practicing ecological criticism in his book 

Ecology without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics. The term has continued to 

evolve throughout his entire work in The Ecological Thought, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and 

Ecology After the End of the World and most recently in Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future 

Coexistence. He suggests, rather than a form of ecocritique that is hostile to deep ecology, it is 

a form of “really deep ecology.”69 In this way, dark ecology is discomfort with the world, 

rendered de-anthropocentrically as a coming to terms with the strangeness of ecological 

awareness. Such discomfort can be captured by Morton in even the tiniest decisions: 

When thinking becomes ecological, the beings it encounters cannot be established in 

advance as living or nonliving, sentient or nonsentient, real or epiphenomenal. What 

we encounter instead are spectral beings whose ontological status is uncertain precisely 

to the extent that we know them in detail as never before. And our experience of these 

spectral beings is itself spectral, just like ennui. Starting the engine of one’s car isn’t 

what it used to be, since one knows one is releasing greenhouse gases. Eating a fish 

 
69 Morton, Ecology Without Nature, 143. 
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means eating mercury and depleting a fragile ecosystem. Not eating a fish means eating 

mercury and depleting a fragile ecosystem. Not eating a fish means eating vegetables, 

which may have relied on pesticides and other harmful agricultural logistics. Because 

of interconnectedness, it always feels as if there is a piece missing. Something just 

doesn’t add up. We can’t get compassion exactly right. Being nice to bunny rabbits 

means not being nice to bunny rabbit parasites. Giving up in sophisticated boredom is 

also an oppressive option.70 

 

All human actions have unintended consequences. These “unintended consequences are 

weirdly weird in the sense that they are uncanny, unexpected fallout from the myth of 

progress: for every seeming forward motion of the drill bit there is a backward gyration, an 

asymmetrical contrary motion.” 71  What Morton is describing is the paradoxical scenario 

where our attempts to correct some area of life that we deem unsustainable, always amounts 

in an unexpected and unintended consequence. Though this is a massive task, Morton asks us 

to acknowledge our responsibility as a species. To be unaware of the impact that humans have 

on the world does not mean one should not be held accountable. Thus, dark ecology presents 

a way of aesthetically coping with the world’s unfamiliarity, the hidden aspects that operate 

with an indifference to human concern. 

Jason Wallin, whose work we discussed in the previous section “2.3. Posthumanist 

Critiques of Education,” approaches the question of aesthetics in education. Briefly returning 

to his use of the term correlationism here will help situate its applicability to the realm of 

aesthetics. He states that correlationsim “pertains to a presupposed philosophy of access that 

assumes things cannot exist without their a priori givenness to thought, or rather, the 

 
70 Morton, Dark Ecology, 127. 
71 Morton, Dark Ecology, 7. 
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presumption that the world exists only to the extent that we think it.”72 Epitomizing this 

educational ideal for Wallin is Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s (1712-1778) treatise on education, 

Emile written in 1762. The goal of the treatise is to denature humanity from itself via a 

rejection of nonhuman impulses toward individual perfectibility. Rousseau’s text portrays an 

ideal citizen, together with an educational system, through a novelistic tale of the character 

Emile and his tutor. In the text, rational progress are aims beyond and above the mutative 

materiality of life. In such aspects, Wallin argues, the treatise presumes an anthropocentric 

worldview and that this world is governed by human measure; dictating a human stance of 

the right natural order. 

Wallin develops his understanding of dark ecology and aesthetics through the idea of 

“faciality” adopted from Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. Here, he argues that a semiotic 

system has imposed, since the Renaissance, the idea of a white-faced Christian man through 

missionaries and colonialist expansions as a transcendent index to impose colonial racism.73 

The idea of this faciality moves toward the landscape itself as exemplified in Renaissance 

landscape paintings. Here, domestication linked with control of nonhuman life renders the 

world in likeness to how it is for humans.74 Against this idealized face, Wallin argues the image 

or face of the zombie might link to dark ecology. This would depict a world no longer for us, 

corrupting the anthropocentrism of optimization, transcendence, and a romanticized ideal of 

 
72 Wallin, “Dark Posthumanism,” 135. 
73 Wallin, 137. 
74 Wallin, 137. 
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the planet. The stark climate realities that are already inevitable in the future are examples of 

this accelerating truth of a world unbendable to human will.75 Current transformations of the 

planet, for him as in Morton’s dark ecology, mark a kind of space of non-thought or version of 

the planet not already corrupted by correlations to human thinking or the human subject. 

Wallin links the idea of zombie across films to signify the emergence of a contaminated and 

putrefied body de-linked from Christian allegories beyond simply a human story of Earth. 

Zombie life works against anthropocentrism and correlationism by not giving way to human 

thought or comprehension: 

The speculative world of the zombie breaks the humanist conceit of progress and 

perfection by actualizing the occulted unconscious background of horror and decay 

with which human life is imbricated. This is to suggest that where schooling remains 

wedded to the correlationist idea that our understanding of the world is equal to the 

world, it negates an ethical account of material life without humans, hence reifying the 

implicate forms of violence and exploitation coextensive of thinking the world as 

always-already given to a human subject.76 

 

For him, zombie fiction is a speculation on the obsolescence of a former thought wherein 

anthropocentric dominion no longer takes hold. Instead, it provides speculative resources for 

thinking “ecosophy” beyond humanity as the sole giver of meaning. 

Wallin ventures further to suggest that the value of speculative realism is its pessimistic 

approach to the privileged place of the human as knower.77 He continues: “That the ‘ugliness 

. . . And horror of ecology’ be confronted requires that posthumanist education delink from 

 
75 Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth. 
76 Wallin, 140. 
77 Wallin, 141. 
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the anthropocentric representation of ‘nature’ for us. We are but one species among many 

(things).” 78  Following Wallin, a posthuman education implies a willingness to forge 

encounters with ecocatastrophe, where we do not necessarily reterritorialize a human vision. 

In this way, posthumanist education must be thought along decay, mutation, and upheaving 

the romantic humanist ideal. He continues: “herein, melancholy is inherently ecological or 

rather, intimate to the dark ecology of the planet, for the melancholic is resolved to stay with 

this planet without optimism for a way out. It is in this regard that the zombie marks a 

posthumanist ethical commitment to stay with the occulted life of this planet and, hence, to 

break from the aspirations of transcendence in which the face of humanism continues to be 

forged.”79 He proposes a dark ecosophy of thinking in education where the idea of crafting the 

human future is discarded in favour of an anti-prophetic pedagogy. 

As we have argued above, education generally instructs pre-given knowledges and 

forms of representation toward the aim of crafting a human centric world. Yet, due to this 

unprecedented moment in history, we have become increasingly aware that human 

knowledge is inadequate to face the ecological reality of the present. In this way, by instructing 

that the human is the only maker of knowledge and that this knowledge is useful for shaping 

the human future, education systems fail to address responsibility for nonhuman realities. For 

professor architecture Todd Ganon, Morton’s dark ecology aims to move beyond traditional 

forms of aesthetics as beauty to acknowledge the weirdness, paradoxes and confounded 
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hierarchies that are the components of ecological thinking. He writes, “Dark Ecology presents 

a daring alternative to mainstream ecological thinking,” involving, “extended sojourns into 

territory beyond even the most ambitiously drawn disciplinary boundaries.”80 In this way, 

exploring, “an environment bereft of its mythological trappings and stripped bare of its 

“natural” purity” is “a place where we humans might learn to shed at least some of the 

persistent anthropocentrism we have inherited, to relinquish our claim to stand at the center 

of the universe, and to face up to the role we have played in making and unmaking the world 

around us.”81 In this way, an aesthetics of dark ecology explored through environmental 

considerations provides a ground for architectural education to disrupt the centrality of the 

human in the planet's future through a pessimism that acknowledges limits and accepts the 

need to live with the darkness of the ecological present. 

 
80 Ganon, “Strange Loops,” 143. 
81 Ganon, 144. 
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2.6 A De-Anthropocentric Education Beyond Productivity 

 

This chapter ends by looking at the possibility of de-anthropocentric education from a 

different rhetoric. This will help to clarify one aspect that has been addressed in a recurrent, 

yet marginal way throughout: the purpose of university education beyond training for the 

workforce. This section will review the notion of expenditure and the general economy taken 

from the writings of Georges Bataille along with Allan Stoekl’s advancement of their ethical 

and ecological and cultural implications. The notion of expenditure will be interpreted in two 

significant ways. The first deals with individual or group expenditure as part of the general 

economy—in other words, to give or produce without receiving a return. The second aspect 

deals with the larger implications of the notion of expenditure as that which affirms the limit 

of expansion. This counterintuitive vision of the ethics of excess is for Bataille, a more suitable 

model of human expenditure because it remains true to the unreasoned activity of the 

universe, the consumption and expansion of energy without consciousness. This notion of the 

general economy, in contrast to the global economy of endless production, would imply a new 

model of education for learning beyond utility or productivity.   

It will first help to look at what Stefan Collini, a professor of Intellectual History and 

English Literature, suggests throughout What are Universities For? is the marginalization of 

academic activities due to the difficulty of proving their utility. Collini argues that this 

misconception today limits funding resources to pursuits which can demonstrate economic 
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growth rather than appreciation for intellectual enquiry itself. In his view, the humanities are 

in specific trouble because their researchers often have the most difficulty in justifying the 

“usefulness” of their research outcomes. For Collini, one of the central problems is the rhetoric 

of the present economy and how both politicians and the public conceive of the goods of 

education.82 By limiting intellectual pursuits exclusively to what is valuable to the operation 

of consumer society, we fail to recognize the value of what we can learn from academic pursuit 

itself.83 

The importance of freedom in intellectual pursuits is how it opens up discourses and 

energies to the needs and interests across various groups and activities. Collini writes: “what, 

among other things, we need is a more intelligent conception of ‘efficiency’ than this 

mechanical ‘value-for-money’ model. We need to understand how ‘efficiency’ can mean the 

set of arrangements that best stimulates and coordinates human energies, and this will vary 

from activity to activity, from organization to organization.”84 The underlying message in 

Collini’s understanding of an academic opportunity beyond economic growth is that it 

provides a means to provoke the formation of new publics in recognition that intellectual 

activity should be seen as an end in itself.85 

Georges Bataille, the French philosopher and intellectual, criticizes the notion of 

 
82 Collini, What Are Universities For?, 94. 
83 In “Deschooling Society” Ivan Illich describes this condition as the ritualization of progress which 

imposes standards of life based on the amount of consumption (34-35). This is achieved through what he calls a 

hidden curriculum of schooling that instructs, through a myth of production, that reliance on scientific progress 

in state commodities and institutions will produce a better society (74). 
84 Collini, 136. 
85 Collini, 177. 
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limitless growth that grounds capitalist society. In The Accursed Share Vol I., Bataille directs 

his notion of expenditure, a universal tendency to expend energy, toward a new model for 

human economy. Bataille’s model of expenditure begins with the sun whose excess energy 

channels into the growth of organisms on Earth. This excess energy from the sun, used by the 

organism, is always more than what is necessary for growth. For Bataille’s theory of 

expenditure, living organisms always produce more energy than needed for the survival and 

reproduction of their species. This excess energy produced within the organism is eventually 

expanded as far as possible until a limit is reached from a lack of resources or from pressures 

from other species leading to the death of excess members. Without acknowledging the limit 

to expansion in the current global economic condition, the human species would easily 

continue expanding until the point of complete ecological collapse. Following his cosmological 

grounding of energy and excess, Bataille proposes as an aftereffect of this observation, a new 

role of the human as a marginal figure in the universe along with a new direction and system 

of value for society; to expend energy without profit as an end and purpose for survival rather 

than survival based on endless expansion and growth.86 The notion of expenditure proposed 

by Bataille is ecological in that its efforts do not go toward continual limitless expansion of the 

individual pursuit of wealth. 

Linking capitalism, through the German social theorist Max Weber, to its foundations 

in Protestant ethics.87 Bataille calls to question the very notion of contemporary values which 

 
86 Bataille, The Accursed Share, Vol. I. 
87 Weber, Protestant Ethic. 
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he characterizes as a limitless desire for increasing modes of production without waste. He 

claims that “in former times value was given to unproductive glory, whereas in our day it is 

measured in terms of production: Precedence is given to energy acquisition over energy 

expenditure.”88 Bataille’s work calls to question our very modes of valuing production by 

highlighting that acquisition is not a historically essential aspect of the functioning of any 

given society. For Bataille, the essential meaning and value of expenditure is pleasure and 

uselessness in the sacrificial moment, approaching a model of human existence in tune with 

universal expenditure. 

This model of expenditure is more conductive to an ethical relationship between 

individuals, society and the environment through his principle of the general economy. 

Because expenditure is not concerned with actions leading toward any particular goal, the 

meaning of expenditure is only found in the experience of expenditure itself. Allan Stoekl, 

suggests: 

Contrary to the world of work, the world of expenditure entails spending without 

regard for the future, affirmation of ecstasy now, and the refusal of things (les choses) 
that only serve a purpose and that contribute only to one’s own personal security and 

satisfaction (profit). Thus Bataille’s theory is not only an economic one but an ethical 

one that criticizes the affirmation of self. . . . Bataille is attempting to put forward a 

concept of the instant and of experience—if those words have any meaning at all—

which exit from the personal, individual realm; the very notion of a general economy 

means that individual, isolated interest is in principle left behind, and instead a larger 

perspective is embraced, one in which the individual’s concerns and worries are no 

longer paramount.89 

 

 
88 Bataille, 29. 
89 Stoekl, Bataille's Peak, 51. 
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The general economy as distinct from the restrictive economy of individual interest and 

investment of energy for security and profit, opens itself to the social through participation in 

the universal dissipation of energy. Here, participation in gift-giving without return on the 

part of the human is a necessary aspect in the good of the nonhuman. For Stoekl, the 

sustainable outcome of Bataille’s notion of expenditure comes from the aftereffect of engaging 

in a non-profit oriented activity where the moment is the ultimate end of our expenditure. In 

Stoekl’s articulation, Bataille’s ethics leads toward: “a postsustainable state in which we labor 

in order to expend, not conserve.” 90  Following Stoekl, this implies a positive model of 

expenditure as the limit of the human capacity to participate in the intimate world of 

nonhuman life. In this model of expenditure, concern and awareness of the future is suspended 

in favour of the moment. 

The role of fiction as discussed in “Chapter 3: De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction,” 

participates in exactly this sense of unknowing of the future. Fiction does not concern itself 

pragmatically with an intended outcome—for fiction could lead to no outcome at all—except 

for its space of difference in the present. While this section argues for more means of thinking 

unproductively in education, this does not mean, following Collini, that they would be 

valueless. The vale of “unproductive” thinking through fiction instead lies in its impossibility 

to be evaluated. In this sense, so far as pedagogical practices disregard the necessity to 

participate in the present economic model, they can be considered non-productive. If applied 

 
90 Stoekl, xvii. 
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to education, the notion of the general economy is capable of situating students within a 

framework beyond individual or collective pursuits of profit toward models without return. 

Such a model would lend itself to reposition the value of nonhuman life beyond utility and 

profit, offering disruptions to the anthropocentric thinking of current education practices. 
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2.7 Conclusion 

 

Although there are many definitions and separate discourses surrounding the use of the 

term, posthumanism always refers to the question of being human following the technological 

and ecological developments of the past century. For Wolfe, posthumanism provokes new 

definitions of the human that have historically been defined through the repression of our 

animality and attempts to transcend human material bonds and embodiment to the world. For 

Wolfe, posthumanism is also a call for disciplines to critique their practices through the terms 

of other disciplines as a form of overburdening. Following this, a posthuman approach to 

education can offer disturbances which call to question normative human and nonhuman 

species performativity. 

Toward this, the pedagogical approaches analyzed in this chapter have all engaged in 

some sense with a historical critique of education. Here, following the conclusions of several 

authors, we have argued that the primary place in which we learn to be human is through 

education. If, as the professor of Curriculum Studies John A. Weaver suggests, “public schools 

exist for three reasons: job training for future workers, docile test takers, and future 

consumers,”91 then the approaches presented throughout this chapter provide crucial avenues 

of difference. Throughout, this chapter has discussed several diverse but compatible ways of 

thinking through this. These approaches favour experimental pedagogies that refrain from 

 
91 Weaver, Educating the Posthuman, 6. 
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proposing strict methods where the question of the human is left open-ended, not a prescribed 

definition. Here, fiction could play a fundamental role in introducing disturbances. Drawing 

on Pedersen, this could include the introduction of the animal as a subject for “zoontologies 

and zoöepistemologies” as forms of knowledge creation and “zooliteracy and trans-species 

efforts to bring forth a world” for imagining worlding beyond human ends. Existing 

knowledge and representations are fully inadequate to face the ecological reality of the present. 

While education instructs pre-given knowledges and forms of representation, an aesthetics of 

dark ecology presents a means to disrupt the centrality of the human species. Following 

Wallin, this disruption is possible through an aesthetic pessimism that acknowledges human 

limits and accepts the need to live with the darkness of the ecological present.  

All of these examples lead to an important question regarding the purpose of 

universities. To answer this from another de-anthropocentric perspective the chapter has 

ended by describing the notions of expenditure and the general economy by Georges Bataille. 

These notions can situate educational models beyond individual or collective pursuits of profit 

toward modes of learning without return. In this way, pedagogies could promote de-

anthropocentric practices in so far as they disregard the necessity to take part in the present 

economic model of expansion and reposition the value of nonhuman life beyond utility and 

profit. Here, fiction could again play an essential role through the very immeasurability of its 

educational outcomes. 
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Chapter 3: De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction 

 

Perhaps elephants and men will never really understand each other. Solomon has just trumpeted 

so loudly that he must have been heard for a whole league around Figueira de Castelo Rodrigo, 

not a modern league, but one of the older, shorter ones. It's not easy for people like us, who 

know so little of elephants, to decipher the motives and intentions behind this strident call 

erupting from Solomon’s lungs. And if we were to ask Subhro what he, in his capacity as expert, 

thinks about the matter, he would doubtless prefer not to commit himself and would give us 

instead one of those evasive answers that close the door to any further questions. 

 
 José Saramago, The Elephant’s Journey, 2008 

 

- 
 

Throughout this chapter, various strands of research suggest fiction can offer 

theoretical alternatives to the ontological and ethical problems related to anthropocentrism as 

outlined in the last two chapters. These examples all point to what the Indian fiction writer 

Amitav Ghosh contends are the problems with the contemporary novel. With small spans of 

time and space that rarely extend beyond the lifespan of a single human character, he argues 

that the literary present is unable to think through the issues of climate change while 

promoting our dissociation from the situation through a continual focus on internal dialogue 

and the pursuits of individual adventure.1 In these ways, issues like climate change are often 

filtered out from mainstream literature and cultural expression, being located most often to 

concerns for the sciences. Ghosh’s thesis is that new literary forms are essential to come to 

terms with the present ecological context. Aspects of new literary expression related to this 

 
1 Ghosh, The Great Derangement. 
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are pressing issues that each of the authors in this chapter partakes in; using narrative 

structures in differing ways to envision hypothetical worlds where human characters are 

unavoidably entangled with nonhuman life.  

Three categories and scales of fictional space beyond anthropocentrism will be 

presented here and named according to what the authors identify as some of the central 

theoretical problems of anthropocentrism and how these problems are countered by methods 

of worldmaking. The goal of this chapter will not be to select one or other approach as the best 

departure point for an architectural learning environment but rather to contextualize the 

many facets and opportunities of fiction toward this aim. As we will see in a later chapter 

detailing the epistemic object, the three types of fiction analyzed in this chapter are not 

mutually exclusive.  

The first type of fiction, which we will refer to as Weird Fiction and the Unknowable, 

is derived from a link between the philosophical movement Speculative Realism and the gaps 

and indifference of the worlds found in Howard Phillips Lovecraft’s weird fictions. The 

second, Fiction and Multispecies Worlding, is derived from Donna Haraway’s theory and 

fiction writing, which attempts to envision new directions for human and nonhuman 

coexistence through what she terms as SF fictions. The third, Narratology Beyond the Human, 

is derived from David Herman’s work on nonhuman representation in literature, its relation 

to Jakob von Uexküll’s work on animal Umwelt and in particular how graphic novels between 

text and image open-up aspects of nonhuman inner worlds to render the world as shared by 
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multiple subject points. Working at these three scales—from the more metaphysical and 

aesthetic tonality of Lovecraft to the more territorial, political or worldly concerns of 

Haraway’s fictions to the interior worlds of nonhuman animals depicted in the fictions of 

Herman’s analysis—the fictions in this chapter provide the possibility for overlap and 

departure as well to see relations between the many scales that architectural education 

promotes. 
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3.1 Speculative Realism and Correlationism 

 

Despite their emergence as a basic rejection of correlationism and the 

anthropocentrism of philosophy, the Speculative Realist authors diverge in how to do this. 

The term and movement Speculative Realism was coined over a decade ago in a conference 

held by Goldsmiths College of the University of London in 2007 which featured presentations 

by philosophers Ray Brassier (transcendental nihilism), Iain Hamilton Grant (transcendental 

materialism), Graham Harman (Object-Oriented Ontology) and Quentin Meillassoux 

(speculative materialism).2 Since then, many other thinkers outside of the event and in other 

fields have grouped themselves within these four distinct territories. Speculative Realism 

emerges from a desire to re-evaluate forms of philosophy which appear to privilege the 

standpoint of the human being within the vast universe of things. As such, the movement is a 

response to a period “characterised by digital sampling, ecological crises, and posthuman 

emergence.”3 One of the common points across its variants is that reality need not rely on 

human perception to exist. Rather, it acknowledges that the human perspective is one of many 

possible interpretations. Manuel DeLanda likewise suggests that “there are philosophers who 

grant reality full autonomy from the human mind. . . . These philosophers are said to have a 

realist ontology.”4 In this way the realism of Speculative Realism posits a world independent 

 
2 Brassier et al., “Speculative Realism,” 306-449. 
3 Shaviro, The Universe of Things, 5. 
4 DeLanda, Intensive Science, 4. 
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of the human, while its speculative aspects are how it achieves this via a certain degree of 

interrogation of its own Continental philosophical tradition.5  

Although the movement itself is recent, the ideas which have culminated in these 

philosophical positions are not unprecedented. The process philosophy of Alfred North 

Whitehead—a mathematician and philosopher—one century earlier, provides a common 

ground to many of the compatible ideas between all Speculative Realist thought. Steven 

Shaviro recounts this, suggesting that “Whitehead and the speculative realists alike question 

the anthropocentrism that has so long been a key assumption of modern Western rationality. 

Such a questioning is urgently needed at a time when we face the prospect of ecological 

catastrophe and when we are forced to recognize that the fate of humanity is deeply 

intertwined with the fates of all sorts of other entities.”6 Although Whitehead’s speculative 

philosophy was unpopular during his life, it has come to fruition in Speculative Realism; 

anticipating the critique of correlationism and anthropocentrism. 

For Meillassoux, correlationism is a belief that a mind independent reality cannot exist 

because we can not escape the confines of our own perception. Immanuel Kant is the 

philosopher who best articulates this. For the Speculative Realists, his correlationism has 

dominated Western discourse throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century; arguing for 

the conformance of objects to the mind, rather than minds to objects. For Kant, reality can 

not be known apart from the perception which grasps it. Thus, Meillassoux describes 

 
5 Brassier et al., 308. 
6 Shaviro, 1-2. 
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correlationism as “the idea according to which we only ever have access to the correlation 

between thinking and being, and never to either term considered apart from the other.”7 He 

continues, “Correlationism consists in disqualifying the claim that it is possible to consider the 

realms of subjectivity and objectivity independently of one another. Not only does it become 

necessary to insist that we never grasp an object 'in itself’, in isolation from its relation to the 

subject, but it also becomes necessary to maintain that we can never grasp a subject that would 

not always already be related to an object.”8 His work aims to think being apart from any 

necessary human subject. Meillassoux, toward this aim, discusses the notion of ancestrality. 

The term ancestrality refers to periods of time prior to human existence, such as the formation 

of the universe and the arche-fossil. These are the occurrences of materials or traces from 

which these prior events are understood. 

 
7 Meillassoux, After Finitude, 5. 
8 Meillassoux, 5. 
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3.2 Post-Correlationism’s Two Paths: Disenchantment vs Re-enchantment  

 

The common quest for a post-correlationist thought is also where the Speculative 

Realist positions differ most. While they all insist on overturning it, they offer different 

approaches to do so. Morton writes: “there is a drastic finitude that restricts my access to things 

in themselves. The finitude is drastic because it is irreducible. I can’t bust through it. This 

marks the difference between some Speculative Realists, who think you can puncture the 

finitude and enter a world of direct access, for instance via science, and those who don’t think 

so, for instance the object-oriented ontologists.”9 From this point, it is possible to depart from 

two of the most opposite directions of Speculative Realism. This section will argue that Object-

Oriented Ontology provides a more appropriate direction for a de-anthropocentric mode of 

thinking. For this, we discuss two different paths contrary to correlationism; one that requires 

the increasing disenchantment of reality (Transcendental Nihilism) and the other that posits 

the limit of the human as re-enchantment itself (Object-Oriented Ontology). 

In the preface of Brassier’s seminal text Nihil Unbound: Enlightenment and Extinction, 

he outlines the trajectory of his work according to two basic contentions regarding the praise 

for Enlightenment disenchantment and nihilism. He states: 

First, that the disenchantment of the world understood as a consequence of the process 

whereby the Enlightenment shattered the ‘great chain of being’ and defaced the ‘book 

of the world’ is a necessary consequence of the coruscating potency of reason, and 

hence an invigorating vector of intellectual discovery, rather than a calamitous 

 
9 Morton, Dark Ecology, 16. 
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diminishment. . . . The disenchantment of the world deserves to be celebrated as an 

achievement of intellectual maturity, not bewailed as a debilitating impoverishment. 

The second fundamental contention of this book is that nihilism is not, as Jacobi and so 

many other philosophers since have insisted, a pathological exacerbation of 

subjectivism, which annuls the world and reduces reality to a correlate of the absolute 

ego, but on the contrary, the unavoidable corollary of the realist conviction that there 

is a mind-independent reality, which, despite the presumptions of human narcissism, 

is indifferent to our existence and oblivious to the ‘values’ and ‘meanings’ which we 

would drape over it in order to make it more hospitable. . . . Nihilism is not an existential 

quandary but a speculative opportunity.10 

 

With this contention, a paradox seems to emerge between his suggestion of Enlightenment 

reason as an intellectual maturity (where human scientific rationality and ingenuity is 

celebrated) and the subsequent nihilism (as a speculative opportunity) which Brassier describes 

as a world indifferent to our interests. From this, two interrelated questions emerge which will 

help describe the ethical assumptions of the work in relation to a more-than-human 

responsibility. The first question is: by what criteria is achievement considered an achievement 

and for who is it an achievement? The second question is: how would this sense of achievement 

avoid the problem of draping our own meaning over the world? An inescapable dilemma 

emerges between these two points wherein the world is rendered only as valuable to the 

human. 

Brassier’s understanding of the project of disenchantment as an achievement is a 

necessary step in uncovering his ethical foundations, as well as a key aspect of his philosophical 

project. Brassier’s commitment to the Enlightenment project of disenchantment is formulated 

in relation to the advantages of the self rather than an understanding of the world for its own 

 
10 Brassier, Nihil Unbound, xi. 
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sake when he states: “I take the ideal of Enlightenment to involve a commitment to self-

understanding.” 11  For Brassier, this form of self-understanding, unlike his proponents in 

phenomenology, is understood as purely conceptual. An important facet in this formulation of 

self understanding is Wilfrid Sellars’ notion of the manifest image which Brassier discusses in 

his work. Brassier describes the manifest image to explain the realization that humans have 

regarding their own inner states and how this inner awareness transforms their outward 

behaviours. Brassier describes how this manifest image, rather than being fixed, is constantly 

open to reworking. It is within this context of inner transformation based on renewed 

understandings from scientific discovery that Brassier is interested in when he discusses the 

notion of extinction.  

For Brassier, the concept of extinction is evidence enough to refute the correlationist 

predicament discussed because extinction reminds us that there is more to thought than itself. 

The awareness of extinction in Brassier’s philosophy is tantamount to this project of self 

understanding because it changes our way of thinking. For Brassier, “extinction indexes the 

thought of the absence of thought”12 This very notion of extinction is made available through 

sciences’ project of disenchantment and this thought likewise can transform human self 

conception and behaviour.  

To sum up his position on extinction, Brassier uses three points: firstly, extinction 

transforms the possibilities of existence as a cognitive resolution of nihilism, secondly 

 
11 Marshall and Brassier, “nihil unbound.” 
12 Brassier, 229-230. 
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extinction springs intelligence from the bounds of sense and thirdly extinction acts as the 

negation of life and death.13 For Brassier, the removal of sense is an intellectual discovery to 

be celebrated. Here, sense is rendered senseless by the realization of extinction. Brassier 

suggests “we grasp the end of sense as the extinction of sense, but an extinction that renders 

the end of sense intelligible as the separation of intelligibility from sense. Extinction marks the 

conceptual re-inscription of the alleged limit of conceptualization. The extinction of sense is 

the end of a determinate conception of the end through which the conceptual was enclosed 

within the bounds of sense.” 14  Within this framework, Brassier ends his work with the 

postulation that “the subject of philosophy must also recognize that he or she is already dead, 

and that philosophy is neither a medium of affirmation nor a source of justification, but rather 

the organon of extinction.”15 But by paradoxically revealing the limit and marginalization of 

the human experience through the “great beyond” of extinction, the value of thought for 

Brassier becomes a re-privileging of the human subject as the being which realizes its 

inevitable extinction. Since Brassier’s Enlightenment project of disenchantment supposes that 

everything is already dead, it becomes difficult to see the ethical foundations of the work as 

anything other than benefiting the human subject as a kind of scenario in which anything goes 

for the human because everything else is already dead. It supposes a kind of Promethean hubris 

that the human subject is free and unlimited in what it can or should do with an ethics of the 

 
13 Marshall and Brassier, “nihil unbound.” 
14 Marshall and Brassier, “nihil unbound.” 
15 Brassier, 239. 
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other disregarded. 16 

Another sense of Brassier’s ethics can be extracted from his article Prometheanism and 

its Critics. Here, he defines Prometheanism at the outset as “simply the claim that there is no 

reason to assume a predetermined limit to what we can achieve or to the ways in which we 

can transform ourselves and our world.”17 Within this text, Brassier attempts to find a rational 

argument to continue the project of Prometheanism on the basis that the world should be 

continually reshaped rather than to dismiss all attempts at progress as introducing a new and 

dangerous disequilibrium. Brassier argues that “the frequently reiterated claim that every 

attempt to circumscribe, delimit, or manipulate phenomena is intrinsically pathological is 

precisely the kind of sentimentalism that perpetuates the most objectionable characteristics of 

our existence.” 18  Here Brassier is reacting against the phenomenological biases of the 

twentieth century in their assumptions that experience and human meaning are the limit that 

determine our access to the real. For Brassier, the prevention of Promethean progress needs to 

be corrected in human thinking. Brassier locates this resistance as a result of a latent 

theological dogmatism that continues to set limits on the way reality is meant to be. Against 

this, Brassier argues that: 

It is precisely this assumption of equilibrium that is theological: it is the claim that there 

is a 'way of the world', a ready-made world whose order is simply to be accepted as an 

 
16 Meillassoux’s speculative philosophy would avoid this issue by suggesting that there is no sufficient 

reason to suppose the laws of the physical universe must be maintained as they are today despite how likely it 

appears to be. This position avoids the dangerous hubris that results from assuming the human is in a privileged 

place to know something about the universe. See Meillassoux, After Finitude, 84-85. 
17 Brassier, “Prometheanism and its Critics,” 470. 
18 Brassier, 486-487. 
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ultimately unintelligible, brute given, that is objectionably theological. This is the idea 

that the world was made, and that we should not presume to ask why it was made this 

way and not some other way. But the world was not made: it is simply there, uncreated, 

without reason or purpose. And it is precisely this realization that invites us not to 

simply accept the world as we find it. Prometheanism is the attempt to participate in 

the creation of the world without having to defer to a divine blueprint.19 

 

Here, Brassier’s advocation of the Promethean participation in the world via an assumed 

lawlessness or purpose again takes for granted the privileged place of the human in terms of 

the freedom that this awareness seems to permit. Why should we take for granted a privileged 

way of participating in the world's creation based on active participation? Not participating is 

also a form of participation. The only difference is that in the first instance, the world is 

participated in for us. Brassier continues: “moreover, even if Prometheanism does harbour 

undeniable phantasmatic residues, these can be diagnosed, analysed, and perhaps transformed 

on the basis of further analysis. Everything is more or less phantasmatic. One cannot reproach 

a rational project for its phantasmatic residues unless one is secretly dreaming of a rationality 

that would be wholly devoid of imaginary influences. Prometheanism promises an overcoming 

of the opposition between reason and imagination: reason is fuelled by imagination, but it can 

also remake the limits of the imagination.”20 In this conclusion, we easily enter into the 

problem of masking our responsibility toward the nonhuman via the continual diagnosis, 

analysis and transformation of our misguided actions of Prometheanism. This conclusion does 

not avoid the same predicament we find ourselves in within our technological world by 

 
19 Brassier, 485. 
20 Brassier, 487. 
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creating new “solutions” to mask previous mistakes. Günther Anders characterizes this 

condition as the inability to visualize what we are actually producing.21 The effects of our 

creations always outweigh our ability to predict what outcomes they will have and the 

technological fixes and products that humanity introduces do not correspond one-to-one with 

to their aims. There is always a surplus that can devastate in unforeseen ways. Such is the 

negligence we must be accountable for in our Promethean project if we are to consider an 

ethics of the other.  

Attempting to suggest that philosophy needs to find a way to speak of things in 

nonhuman terms paradoxically leads Brassier’s Transcendental Nihilism to the conclusion of 

an ethics seemingly capable only of privileging the human species and justifying its 

technological hubris in a worldview that promotes the rendition of the world as meaningless 

in itself but paradoxically meaningless for us and only for us. Underlying the main requirement 

of the Promethean view that the world is malleable toward human will is an ethics of 

disenchantment which always favours human knowledge. Shaviro takes a similar 

understanding of Brassier’s work when he suggests Brassier’s flawed assumption that “matter 

in itself—as it exists outside of the correlation—must simply be passive and inert, utterly 

devoid of meaning or value. . . . It is only an anthropocentric prejudice to assume that things 

cannot be lively and active and mindful on their own, without us. Why should we suppose 

that these are qualities that only we possess and that we merely project them on the “universe 

 
21 Günther Anders, “Atomic Age,” 100. 
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of things” outside us? Eliminativist arguments thus start out by presupposing human 

exceptionalism, even when their explicit aim is to humble and humiliate this 

exceptionalism.”22 While enchantment serves a role in keeping the unknowability of the 

natural world at bay, disenchantment takes for granted human access to truth. Enchantment 

is more on par in establishing an ethical relation to the other insofar as it resists determination 

and suspends disbelief. 

An aura of enchantment permeates Brassier’s account of Enlightenment 

disenchantment, however. His text, replete with parallels between human cognition and 

natural processes of survival such as apoptosis and thanatosis, serves to enchant his readers 

with the wonder of natural processes in order to convince them that continuing the project of 

disenchantment is itself a natural process. For example, old forms of reason must die in favour 

of new and improved ones (apoptosis). The replication of the inanimate by the animate being 

is a survival process (thanatosis) paralleled by the Phyllium insect who mimics its own leafy 

food source despite its own susceptibility to being devoured by others of the same species.23 

By suggesting his argument follows natural law, he attempts to think beyond a human-centric 

perspective: “Enlightenment consummates mimetic reversibility by converting thinking into 

algorithmic compulsion: the inorganic miming of organic reason. Thus the artificialization of 

intelligence, the conversion of organic ends into technical means and vice versa, heralds the 

 
22 Shaviro, 77. 
23 Brassier, 43. 
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veritable realization of second nature—no longer in the conciliatory aspect of a reflexive 

commemoration of reason’s own natural history, but rather in the irremediable form wherein 

purposeless intelligence supplants all reasonable ends.”24 For Brassier, the responsibility for 

humanity is to live out the senselessness of the natural processes he identifies. The senseless, 

the meaningless and the absence of truth are all, for Brassier, other forms of enchantment to 

ground and continue an Enlightenment project of means without ends. 

As noted, in the various strands of Speculative Realism, divergent perspectives appear 

regarding the agendas of enchanting or disenchanting reality. Object-Oriented Ontology 

proposes the inaccessibility of any absolute knowledge; a form of enchantment that renders 

the marginality of human beings a necessary aspect of reality. In this way, it offers the most 

radical of the Speculative Realist positions through concepts such as flat-ontology and the 

radically closed access of all objects from each other. 

The term is derived from “object-oriented philosophy,” which was first coined by 

Graham Harman’s 1999 doctoral dissertation "Tool-Being: Elements in a Theory of Objects." 

The dissertation investigates Heidegger's concept of the "tool-analysis" in Being and Time 

wherein Harman interprets Heidegger’s tool analysis as a validation for the autonomy of 

objects. His dissertation is acknowledged as the main departing point in Harman’s philosophy 

from which he rejects the reduction of objects only by their uses and implications for human 

subjects. Thus, Harman notes a flaw in Heidegger’s philosophy that the objects of the world 

 
24 Brassier, 47. 
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have meaning only in terms of their meaning to the human. The famous example of this is 

Heidegger’s tool analogy, where he notes that at a construction site a hammer ceases to be 

acknowledged as a hammer until it is broken, and human attention is directed to it. For 

Harman, the hammer hides an inexplicableness and depth of potential not limited to human 

use. Instead, his view posits a flat ontology–where any hierarchy between beings is simply an 

anthropocentric draping of reality onto the nonhuman world. Harman and Whitehead both 

share in the position that “all entities, of all sizes and scales, have the same degree of reality. 

They all interact with each other in the same ways, and they all exhibit the same sort of 

properties. This is a crucial aspect of Whitehead’s metaphysics, and it is one that Harman has 

allowed us to see more clearly than ever before.”25  

Harman argues that most of Western science and philosophy has been an attempt to 

get rid of objects by either undermining or overmining them. He claims proof of this lies in 

the pre-Socratic thinkers who were trying to reduce objects to their component parts (their 

substances or how they are made) as early as 600s BC in anticipation that they could find an 

ultimate entity for which all things were made. This first claim is what he refers to as 

undermining, which continues today in materialist science and in philosophy. Undermining 

is, simply put, a reduction of things into its material constituents. 26  Another version of 

Harman’s premise is the reduction of objects upwards, to their effects. He calls this reduction 

 
25 Shaviro, Universe of Things, 29. 
26 Harman, The Quadruple Object, 8-10. 
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overmining.27 This, he claims, reduces things just to their appearances, networks or events as 

if though there are no real things other than the effects that they produce. The best example 

Harman gives of overmining is found in the philosophy of Bruno Latour who thinks every 

entity is the sum of its actions.   

Furthermore, both of these can be practiced at once “physical particles try to 

undermine and overmine objects at the same time, but fall victim to their own weapons: for 

objects are both deeper and shallower than material elements can ever be.”28 Sometimes it is 

useful for us to use both of these techniques and Harman suggests that undermining and 

overmining are not to be discredited or abandoned but rather, they are important human 

modes of knowledge. 29  He suggests must acknowledge is a fourth position. This fourth 

position: the irreducibility of objects to our perceptions, is what accounts for emergence and 

this is what he calls this the withdrawal of objects. Objects in-themselves are irreducible to 

their parts and to their outward effects. How things emerge is unpredictable, based on what 

hidden features and capacities they do not reveal. All objects have an inherent potential to do 

other things other than what they are currently doing or from what we predict they are able 

to do. Harman argues that neither undermining nor overmining allows us to talk about what 

a thing might do. This is where the role of speculation becomes tantamount in realist 

philosophy. Every object has a hidden inaccessibility.  

 
27 Harman, 10-13. 
28 Harman, 16. 
29 Harman, “Anthropocene Ontology,” 2015. 
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For Object-Oriented Ontology, reality is fundamentally mysterious. For its authors, 

thinking outside the human frame requires this fundamental gap between perception and 

reality. No object is more real than any other or better suited than any other at grasping the 

real. Their flat ontology supposes no hierarchy between beings, meaning that there is no way 

to assume human priority over nonhuman ones. Flat ontology implies the equal reality of all 

things, without hierarchical arrangements as a system and as such, the human is only one 

potential agent of cause within a much larger spectrum. It is the equal withdrawnness of 

objects and the attribution of equal levels of reality for all things. On the one hand, flat 

ontology depends upon the complete isolation of objects which only ever interact sensually 

with one another (without direct contact). It depends on a form of avoiding human biases in 

our renditions of how reality really works. Every object is something in and of itself, which 

for Object-Oriented Ontology means things are irreducible to their parts or relations with 

other things. Objects are more than the sum of how other objects can interpret or interact 

with them. This notion of flat ontology becomes important because “ecology, after all, is 

thinking of beings on a number of different scales, none which has priority over the other.”30 

Harman extends this: 

We might well have biases that make us think that philosophy is obliged only to deal 

with natural objects but not artificial ones, which we might dismiss as unreal. In this 

case, as in many others, an initial commitment to flat ontology is a useful way of 

ensuring that we do not cave in to our personal prejudices about what is or is not real. 

Yet flat ontology would also be a disappointing finish for any philosophy. If we imagine 

that after fifty years of philosophizing a OOO thinker were to say nothing more than 

 
30 Morton, Dark Ecology, 22. 
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‘humans, animals, inanimate matter and fictional characters all equally exist’, then not 

much progress would have been made. In short, we expect a philosophy to tell us about 

the features that belong to everything, but we also want philosophy to tell us about the 

differences between various kinds of things. It is my view that all modern philosophies 

are too quick to start with the second task before performing the first in rigorous 

fashion. As already mentioned, the chief benefit of flat ontology is to prevent any 

premature taxonomies from being smuggled into philosophy from the outside.31 

 

Beyond the fact that all things exist in equal states of reality, flat ontology suggests that more 

attention needs to be given to how things work beyond the ways humans can think them. In 

this sense, flat ontology is a means to think outside the tendency to take for granted that 

human perception, opinion, rendition of histories and events. The political implications are 

further elaborated by Harman: 

OOO cannot be sympathetic to any form of human-centred politics, which treats the 

political sphere as if it were the product of human nature and a purely human history. 

Object-oriented politics also means that non-human objects are crucial political actors, 

and that the ‘state of nature’ would no longer be politically relevant even if it had ever 

existed. Several things follow from this. The first is that if political transformation 

wants to be grounded in reality, then it is more likely to be driven by environmental 

or technological changes than by manifestoes and courageous stands at the barricades.32 

 

Hence, human constructions of the real, as it relates to the aims only of the human, cannot 

account sufficiently for the real. Object-Oriented Ontology, through flat ontology, permits a 

variety of different explanations for how things are regardless of what we, as humans, prefer 

them or want them to be. It is this form of levelling that gives equal capacity for objects in-

themselves to act in ways that are not necessarily reducible to human terms. In the next 

section, Object-Oriented Ontology will be discussed as a speculative direction for a de-

 
31 Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology, 55. 
32 Harman, 146. 
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anthropocentric fiction through an analysis of Lovecraft’s weird fiction. 
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3.3 Weird Fiction and the Unknowable 

 

All four Speculative Realist authors privately enjoyed the work of Howard Phillips 

Lovecraft (1890-1937), a fact only revealed prior to having met one another. Graham Harman 

is the only one of these authors, however, to use Lovecraft’s weird fiction to describe his own 

philosophy—Object-Oriented Ontology—in Weird Realism: Lovecraft and Philosophy. This 

section details the major tenants of Lovecraft's work from an Object-Oriented Ontology 

perspective and why this specific form of fiction provides a means to “de-anthropocentrize” 

all too human thought through literature. Throughout the work, Harman considers Lovecraft 

to be the writer of gaps and a major tenant of Object-Oriented Ontology is gaps: between the 

real and the sensual and between objects and their qualities. From a different perspective, 

Eugene Thacker interprets a kind of gap in Lovecraft regarding human access to knowledge. 

Here Lovecraft’s fiction is described as a kind of supernatural horror that grapples with the 

profound limitation of being human. Following this, the section discusses Jason Wallin’s 

interpretations of Lovecraft to provide insight into how this form of fiction provides a 

theoretical direction for education outside of a framework exclusively concerned for the 

human. 

Lovecraft was an American writer who wrote short stories, letters and essays within or 

about the genres of weird fiction and horror. His works were sold primarily in pulp magazines 

during the time, earning him very little money. He was born to a wealthy family in 
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Providence, Rhode Island, but wealth dissipated early in his life following tragic family events, 

though he managed to survive and continue to write primarily through this early inheritance. 

Only in recent years has he become known and accepted as a significant twentieth century 

supernatural and horror fiction writer with his work influencing other authors, musicians, 

scholarship and film. 

His works contain an underlying interpretation of the place of the human in the 

universe in an age of increasing scientific explanations of reality. Lovecraft’s interest in the 

realm beyond the human is noted, for instance, in “The Color Out of Space” where, dissatisfied 

with the depictions of aliens in other works of fiction for being too familiar and humanized, 

he opted to take inspiration from colour theories, such as Hugh Elliott's Modern Science and 

Materialism, a work that discusses the limited sense of the human retina in detecting a full 

range of aethereal waves.33 His works, as will be shown in Harman’s and Thacker’s reading, 

often depict humanity as a marginal creature within a mysterious and indifferent universe 

where even the scientists failed to come to terms with explaining the strange and inexplicable 

phenomenon like beings or unearthly substances and strange landscapes that were common 

features in the stories. These aspects of obscure and forbidden knowledges are a central theme 

in many of Lovecraft's works which helps to expose a certain fragility of anthropocentrism and 

many of the characters in his works are ridden with deep feelings of terror and regret in their 

discoveries or become physically or psychologically tormented in the process. 

 
33 Joshi, “The Sources,” 15-19. 
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Harman claims in his work The Quadruple Object, that we have four basic tensions in 

the world. This four-way system is what he refers to as the Lovecraftian Ontography. His 

method for analyzing Lovecraft in Weird Realism: Lovecraft and Philosophy is to take one 

hundred passages of Lovecraft and analyze how they fit into the fourfold scheme. The analysis 

does not focus on the stories as wholes, nor do they aim to contextualize Lovecraft’s work. It 

investigates what the stories imply for an Object-Oriented way of understanding and 

presenting the human as a marginal figure in fiction. Harman’s approach here mimics what 

Hamilton calls a speculative-realist literary critique that is not: 

Interested in a quest to reveal an objective meaning or logic that is supposed to belong 

to the text in hand. . . . But, surprisingly, neither does it mean that we have to come 

down on the subjective side of things. Rather, to understand the act of literature as a 

function of a particular reading machine is to collapse the subject/object dialectic and 

in so doing orient all proper questions of literature towards consideration of the specific 

effects that a particular reading machine produces. . . . As such, considering the effect 

of a reading machine is not only a question of detailing a changing way of thinking; it 

is also a question of detailing where such changes eventually lead the reader in her 

encounter with the world.34 

 

Toward this, Harman’s technique of analysis takes example passages from various texts, 

highlighting what he believes makes them effective toward these aims. For Harman, what 

determines passage effectiveness is describing what would ruin them. Thus, Harman’s analysis 

uses ruination as an attempt to define what the good of a passage is for a particular end by re-

writing it to make it worse.  

For Harman, Lovecraft obstructs the power of literal language through the ways he 

 
34 Hamilton, World of Failing Machines, 110-111. 
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deals with objects and their qualities. Firstly, it is important to outline what Harman regards 

as the connection between Lovecraft and Object-Oriented Ontology as defined by a series of 

tensions between objects and their qualities in his Ontography: Firstly, between the Real 

Object and Sensual Qualities; secondly, between the Sensual Object and Sensual Qualities; 

thirdly, between the Sensual Object and Real Qualities and fourthly, between Real Object and 

Real Qualities. 

Ontography one: space. This first ontography is what Harman identifies as a tension 

between a real object and its sensual qualities (RO-SQ) which are found in passages in 

Lovecraft that pose scenarios of creatures that are literally impossible to visualize.35 Here 

passages contain allusions to realities that are impossible to describe and where no direct 

contact with the real object is possible. Harman suggests that in this way Lovecraft only offers 

the reader rough indicators or allusions to the object as partial indicators but simultaneously 

reminds us that there is an inaccessible depth that rule these assorted indicators. Lovecraft 

often uses metaphors in these cases where one of the terms of the metaphors is unknown; 

without any social preconceptions linked to it. The words used to describe the object only ever 

allude to the real object because it never manifests into a real sensual object (one that we 

already have familiarity with). Lovecraft instead offers the known physical characteristics. 

This first ontography Harman refers to as “space” to embody the idea that these types of objects 

are spatially apart from us, fully distant yet near in that they inscribe the distance or 

 
35 Harman, Weird Realism, 34. 
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unknowability in a partially accessible way. It is an example of fusion: bringing the qualities 

of an object together in an uneasy relationship with an inaccessible real thing. 

The clearest example of this species of allusion is probably the description of the 

Cthulhu idol from “The Call of Cthulhu”: “If I say that my somewhat extravagant imagination 

yielded simultaneous pictures of an octopus, a dragon, and a human caricature, I shall not be 

unfaithful to the spirit of the thing… but it was the general outline of the whole which made 

it most shockingly frightful…”36 In this passage, the reader is forced to imagine something 

through hints of various real and known references. A full or complete picture can never fully 

come into being. Another example of this first scenario is the angle of masonry. Harman notes 

how at times, Lovecraft is prone to “splitting a thing off as a dark, brooding unit in distinction 

from its palpable qualities.”37 This happens when the sailor Parker in “The Call of Cthulhu” 

who is “swallowed up by an angle of masonry… which was acute, but behaved as if it were 

obtuse.”38 In these two examples, Lovecraft creates passages that are impossible to visualize. 

This impossibility is a product of the first ontography of a tension between a real object and its 

sensual qualities. 

Ontography two: time. The second ontography Harman defines is the tension between 

sensual objects and their sensual qualities (SO-SQ): this he refers to as a cubist tension because 

it requires a pile-up or excess of qualities to be described. It is an overburdening of sensual 

 
36 Lovecraft, “Call of Cthulu,” 169. 
37 Harman, 34. 
38 Lovecraft, “Call of Cthulu,” 194. 
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planes and an unsettling and confusing range of traits. Here, no allusion is made that exceeds 

the power of language. Numerous bizarre or troubling features are added together such that it 

becomes impossible to describe the thing as a single object. These descriptions split the usual 

relationship between an accessible sensual thing and accessible sensual qualities. In this sense 

it acts like a cubist painting because there are so many versions of it, it cannot be described by 

any single summation of them. To produce a strain which forces objects and qualities to crack, 

one technique is to multiply the qualities to an extreme where their unity becomes 

overstressed until a kind of independent force lies at their base. Harman terms this ontography 

“time” because it depicts what the experience of time entails: a fluctuation of numerous 

qualities around somewhat enduring but not permanent objects that maintain themselves 

despite the flow of time.  

For Harman, a good example of this second type is found in the description of the 

witch’s familiar Brown Jenkin from “The Dreams in the Witch House” when an “unsettling 

range of traits” appears.39 The following quote is taken from the story: “Witnesses said it had 

long hair and the shape of a rat, but that its sharp-toothed bearded face was evilly human while 

its paws were like tiny human hands… Its voice was a kind of loathsome titter, and it could 

speak all languages.”40 In this scenario, the object—here Brown Jenkin—is more cohesive than 

the previous descriptions of the Cthulhu idol and the angle of masonry. Yet it is far from 

familiar. A second example of this second type is found in the Antarctic City in “At the 

 
39 Harman, 35. 
40 Lovecraft, “Witch House,” 658. 
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Mountains of Madness”: 

There were truncated cones, sometimes terraced or fluted, surmounted by tall 

cylindrical shafts here and there bulbously enlarged and often capped with tiers of 

thinnish scalloped discs; and strange, beetling, table-like constructions suggesting piles 

of multitudinous rectangular slabs or circular plates or five-pointed stars with each one 

overlapping the one beneath. There were composite cones and pyramids either alone 

or surmounting cylinders or cubes or flatter truncated cones and pyramids, and 

occasional needle-like spires in curious clusters of five.41 

 

Here, as with a cubist painting, multiple facets of an object are represented. The object in the 

end remains only as that which is able to hold together various features. 

Ontography three: eidos. For Harman, this third ontography manifests in a tension 

between a sensual object and its real qualities (SO-RQ). This form of tension occurs in 

Lovecraft most often when scientists in the story. It is a perfectly accessible or perceivable 

object where some of its features withdraw but others, we are powerless to describe. Here the 

tension describes unintelligible but real features of an object. It is a tension between accessible 

sensual objects, and the inaccessible qualities that are important for them. It is usually a 

scientific failure to identify the real qualities. Harman names this third ontography “eidos” 

because some qualities are essential to define what a thing is for us. These can be found through 

eidetic reduction. This, and the example of time, are forms of fission. They do not melt together 

objects and qualities that are normally linked. They break apart pre-existing everyday bonds 

between objects and qualities. When we take away qualities from an underlying object, the 

liberated qualities take on new form or new object. 

 
41 Lovecraft, “Mountains of Madness,” 508-509. 
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The best example of this type is from “The Dreams in the Witch House,” where a 

knowable object contains elements that are unknowable: “Professor Ellery found platinum, 

tellurium, and iron in the strange alloy; but mixed with these were at least three other apparent 

elements of high atomic weight which chemistry was absolutely powerless to classify. Not only 

did they fail to correspond with any known element, but they did not even fit the vacant places 

reserved for probable elements in the periodic system.”42 In this scenario, the reader is faced 

with an object that is present and supposedly accessible through study. Scientists are able to 

record and describe it, but it retains aspects that are in-decipherable. Another instance of this 

type is found in “The Colour Out of Space” when fragments of a meteorite emitting strange 

unidentifiable colours are tested by scientists: “Aside from being almost plastic, having heat, 

magnetism, and slight luminosity, cooling slightly in powerful acids, possessing an unknown 

spectrum, wasting away in air, and attacking silicon compounds with mutual destruction as a 

result, it presented no identifying features whatsoever; and at the end of the tests the college 

scientists were forced to own that they could not place it.”43 Here again scientists fail to 

decipher an object despite possessing all the latest scientific equipment and means of study. 

Ontography four: essence. This last scenario is a tension between a real object and its 

real qualities (RO-RQ). Harman describes these as cases where the outermost regions of the 

cosmos are ruled by forces so bizarre that only a name can be used to describe them. In these 

scenarios no tangible qualities are accessible to human understanding; they exist entirely as 

 
42 Lovecraft, “Witch House,” 677. 
43 Lovecraft, “The Colour,” 344. 
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allusions to deep and less tangible qualities which replicate the real properties. An object and 

its features in these cases all resist description; neither the object nor its qualities are accessible. 

He refers to this fourth case as “essence” because of its resistance to all accessibility.  

An example of this is from “The Dreams in the Witch House” that describes an: 

“Ultimate Chaos, at whose centre sprawls the blind idiot god Azathoth, Lord of All Things, 

encircled by his flopping horde of mindless and amorphous dancers, and lulled by the thin 

monotonous piping of a daemoniac flute held in nameless paws.”44 In this fourth ontography 

we cannot use the descriptive words literally since we know from other parts of the story that 

the name Azathoth is a stand-in for a deeper nuclear chaos. Given that this impossible object 

is represented by dancers and the pipping of flutes by nameless hands, it is not something to 

be taken literally. Flutes here are simply an allusion to deeper and less tangible means of 

describing an already indescribable thing.45 

These four ontographies show how the tensions between objects and their perceptions 

can create opportunities for a de-anthropocentric narration beyond human master-ability of 

the world. Harman’s analysis implies is a mode of writing without certainty, without pre-given 

forms and categories to which the human can comfortably base all truth. 

Beyond these four scenarios, other examples of how Lovecraft works against the 

anthropocentrism of narrative should be brought forth for their relevance here. One of these 

is Lovecraft’s frequent trivialization of human and planetary history. This aspect allows a 

 
44 Lovecraft, “Witch House,” 664. 
45 Harman, 37. 
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certain degree of downplaying human knowledge across time. Specifically in a passage in “The 

Call of Cthulhu” Harman notes the use of language can allude to: “Theosophists have guessed 

at the awesome grandeur of the cosmic cycle wherein our world and the human race form 

transient incidents. They have hinted at strange survivals in terms which would freeze the 

blood if not masked by a bland optimism.”46 Harman suggests that the word theosophists here 

alludes not only to industrial-age mysticism but also back through to Platonic and Indian 

schools. He continues: 

Lovecraft makes sure to intertwine his fictions with the accumulated classical wisdom 

of the centuries. It is common for Lovecraft to mix the names of his fabricated sages 

with those of genuine Renaissance alchemists and medieval Arab and Jewish thinkers. 

In this way his writing acquires a sense of historical bulk–as though not Lovecraft 

himself, but all of human history, were quietly involved in struggles with the hidden 

beings who now erupt into Massachusetts, Vermont, and the Antarctic.47 

 

In this way, Lovecraft renders a world that “serves only to place humans in a context that 

trivializes their sum total of political, intellectual, and technical achievements, and reduces 

their long history to the blink of an eye.”48 Against the lessons learnt from heroic human tales 

of conquest, the opportunity for fiction in this Lovecraftian sense could be what it teaches us 

about our limitations as humans.  

Another example of a kind of Lovecraftian downplaying of the human is in several 

passages of animals in his story whereby keen senses of animals detect danger far more easily 

than humans. Harman notes: 

 
46 Lovecraft, “Call of Cthulu,” 167. 
47 Harman, 56-57. 
48 Harman, 57. 
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Enlightened, rational humans scoff at all hidden or occult qualities, and offer palpable 

evidence for their conclusions. In this way, enlightened humans are able to reject many 

of the gullible superstitions of the past. But by the same stroke they also become over-

intellectualized, which means that they are sadly mesmerized by the surface qualities 

of things. Only when these qualities go terribly awry, such as when we witness 

indescribable idols or “colours only by analogy,” or hear some “ghastly, infra-bass 

timbre,” do we slowly become attuned to the fact that the fault-lines of the cosmos 

have ruptured. Animals, by contrast, seem to have deeper if more erratic contact with 

the essence of things. It is a well-known trope of both life and literature that shifty, 

stealthy people are often recognized by barking or growling pets before humans notice 

anything wrong with these individuals.49 

 

Many examples across Lovecraft’s fiction demonstrate this downplaying of human rationality 

and over-confidence about their terms of the realm through animal characters like wolves, 

horses, dogs and other local pets detect early on that some danger is about to ensue which the 

human characters do not. In all cases in Lovecraft stories, the animals have a sharper intuitive 

instinct leading them from harm.50 

Harman acknowledges the difficulty to see Lovecraft’s work apart from its horror 

fiction context but suggests that the relevance of his work is not strictly in this genre. It is 

possible, after identifying these narrative strategies to imagine them functioning in other 

genres of fiction for other purposes.51 In this way, the purpose of this section has been only to 

reveal techniques from which architectural education could depart and themes applicable to 

the Anthropocene context we have described.  

While Thacker’s descriptions of Lovecraft depart more from its use of horror, a similar 

 
49 Harman, 122-123. 
50 Harman, 122-123. 
51 Harman, 4. 
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premise opens regarding human know-ability of the objects and events of a story. Thacker’s 

claim within Tentacles Longer than Night: Horror of Philosophy Vol. 3 is that by reading 

Lovecraft and other authors of fiction as if they were philosophers, we can reveal certain 

undercurrents of thoughts and ideas that can be more relevant to their study than typical 

literature studies topics like characters, genre and setting.52 Like Harman, Thacker analyzes a 

particular anti-anthropocentric agenda running throughout Lovecraft’s work. For his analysis, 

he focuses on what Lovecraft’s fictions tells us in a more cosmic way through its particular use 

of horror as an absence of human truth. Thacker reveals this understanding of Lovecraftian 

horror through what he terms the limit of thought and “the frozen moment” where sense is 

rendered absurd, where language falters and where thought becomes silent.53  

The horror that characters in a Lovecraft story face, he argues, are thus engaged less in 

emotional or stimulus responses to horrific events than they are in a complete “freezing of all 

effect, resulting in a combined state of dread and fascination. . . . In stories like these, horror 

is a state of frozen thought, reason’s dark cyclopean winter.” 54  For Thacker, Lovecraft 

represents a kind of supernatural horror where something indistinct defies easy categorization 

as the source of terror. In Lovecraft fiction there is a supernatural element that bears little to 

no relation to the natural world, unlike most versions of the supernatural that either dictate 

nature or otherwise are directly embedded in it. Lovecraft works at a different level. Thacker 

 
52 Thacker, Tentacles, 11. 
53 Thacker, 110-115. 
54 Thacker, 113. 
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writes: 

The supernatural functions via a double negation that is not simply an affirmation—a 

logic of neither/nor. Here the supernatural has no positive content; it neither stands in 

relation to the natural, nor is it an autonomous entity in itself. Here the supernatural is 

a negative term. It displays an anti-empiricist tendency, in that it is not something that 

can be directly experienced or that is available to the senses. It also betrays an anti-

idealist tendency, in that it is not something that can be inscribed within the ambit of 

thought—at least of human thought. And yet the supernatural persists, in its being 

unavailable to the senses, and inaccessible to thought. In short, the supernatural is less 

about any relation to the natural, normative world, and more about the very 

impossibility of this relation, or indeed, of any correlation at all.55 

 

Thus, in Lovecraft stories, the supernatural creatures or experiences have no relation to the 

natural nor are completely autonomous. They are manifestations of impossibility signifying 

the limits of human thought. The supernatural here is the impossibility of this relation 

between human and experience. In this sense, Lovecraft horror is more concerned about the 

limit as thought, not of thought as “a strange but perhaps enchanting abyss at the core of 

thought itself.”56 Horror here is “the vacuity of any correlation between subject and object, 

between self and world.”57 This vacuity presents an anti-anthropocentric world in so far as 

aspects of reality remain un-graspable and un-masterable by the human: a creature among 

many, with limits. 

This supernatural horror of Lovecraft for Thacker is anti-anthropocentric given that it 

has no truth to tell except for non-truth and even questions the entire human apparatus that 

defines privileged human access to the world. Thacker uses the term cosmic horror to define 

 
55 Thacker, 114-115. 
56 Thacker, 120. 
57 Thacker, 121. 
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this condition. For him this is a kind of horror that positions itself against anthropomorphism 

(our recognition of the world, our personification of the world as a human world and seen in 

the shape of the human) and anthropocentrism (the world made for human use and benefit). 

He argues that Lovecraft's work goes even further beyond misanthropy, where the human is 

rendered as simply an accident or insignificant. Thacker suggests rather that many 

supernatural horrors invert anthropomorphism and anthropocentrism leading to this form of 

misanthropy. The danger of this, he suggests, is simply an anthropic conceit whereby we are 

left with the impression that the world is always against us. Lovecraft’s fiction avoids this by 

going a step further to a state of worldly indifference. Here it is neither anthropic nor 

misanthropic, simply indifferent. In this sense, Lovecraft’s supernatural horror presents a 

healthier anti-anthropocentric vision being that it does not necessarily depict humanity as a 

foreign entity acting against the world, only that the world we inhabit is indifferent to what 

we need in ways that Western religious dogma has tended to mislead us against.58 

This possibility of a fiction without final truths echoes what Meillassoux, from his 

Speculative Realist standpoint, has referred to as extro-science fiction. Here, Meillassoux notes 

“the guiding question of extro-science fiction is: what should a world be, what should a world 

resemble, so that it is in principle inaccessible to a scientific knowledge, so that it cannot be 

established as the object of a natural science?”59 For Meillassoux, the difference between 

science fiction and extro-science fiction relates to a metaphysical problem with induction, the 

 
58 Thacker, 125-126. 
59 Meillassoux, Extro-Science Fiction, 6. 
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necessity of the laws of nature coming from Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature and Enquiry 

on Human Understanding which takes for granted that scientific knowledge will allow us to 

grasp reality. A truly anti-anthropocentric world for him would have to entail the possibility 

that there are no inherent laws to reality or that we cannot have complete knowledge of them. 

This is because there is no sufficient reason that at any moment they could not alter. Yet 

Meillassoux refutes the impossibility of extro-science fiction worlds, suggesting we cannot 

deny the possibility that a world in this lens is still possible. He offers instead three possibilities 

of extro-scientific worlds that alter depending on their relations to science and human 

consciousness. 

The first type of extro-scientific worlds are irregular worlds that do not affect science 

or consciousness.60 They are less strict, offering science a chance to interpret reality. Here, 

both science and consciousness would persist with only moderate departure from the principle 

of causality. Inexplicable events would be permitted to consciousness that again are 

irreproducible and infrequent, despite their realness in terms of inter-subjective witnessing. 

The second type of extro-scientific worlds are those whose irregularity can abolish science but 

not consciousness.61 In these worlds, it would be impossible to decipher a science of nature. 

Yet, daily life would be stable enough to permit conscious activity. In these worlds, strange 

events would be indecipherable by science, since they would be too common and inconsistent 

to permit any reliable response. Attempts to predict events in the future would be nearly 

 
60 Meillasoux, 34-36. 
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impossible. These second types of worlds are the most compatible to Lovecraft in the sense 

that science has limited or no capacity to understand, control or predict the phenomenon that 

occurs. The third example of an extro-scientific world is for Meillassoux, not exactly a world 

at all. This third type would be devoid of any necessary laws of nature. Events of disorder 

would be too frequent to permit the conditions of science or consciousness.62 

Concluding this section, it will help to describe how Lovecraft’s work might offer a 

means of situating education. Jason Wallin, writing from a posthuman educational perspective, 

argues that fictions like Lovecraft present a testing ground to imagine education differently. 

Wallin describes Lovecraft in similar terms as Thacker as embodying a scepticism of 

anthropocentric judgment, which he uses to highlight a contemporary issue in education. 

Using Lovecraft’s weird fiction “The Unnamable” as an example of how fiction can de-center 

human significance, he describes an unnameable and unknowable force within the storyworld 

that intervenes with the sense of human exceptionalism felt by the characters.63 Within the 

story, the term unnameable signifies the existence of reality beyond human empirical 

perception and sense. During the debate between the two characters a series of speculations 

on the existence of unknowability and disembodied intelligence are presented and refuted. 

Are there some aspects of reality that escape human capability to classify? One of the 

characters is mocked for his disbelief in such a reality, claiming that human ability could not 

be presented anything unknowable while the other character claims advantages to blind faith. 

 
62 Meillasoux, 40-42. 
63 Lovecraft, “The Unnameable.” 
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The work, he argues, explores a non-anthropocentric fiction by exposing a world of 

existence beyond empirical human perception that can serve as a mode of acknowledging and 

understanding “more-than-human” worlds. These more-than-human worlds impose a limit to 

knowledge on the characters and readers of the stories. They approximate a cosmic 

indifference of the world to the concerns of the human species. Lovecraft’s work, according to 

Wallin then, decenters human perception by rendering the limit of human experience. For 

Wallin, fiction like Lovecraft’s presents an educational opportunity to shock representations 

of the world as defined through a normative humanist lens pre-defined by categories and 

meanings of the world as they pertain to the human. He writes: 

Lovecraft’s skepticism of anthropocentric and anthropomorphic thought is prescient 

for thinking research in a more-than-human-world. As if by Lovecraftian augury, 

human civilization today confronts the horrific prospect of a post-anthropocene 

alienated from humanist conceptualizations of history, time, and scale—palpating the 

nightmarish realization that we might no longer live on that benevolent and certain 

oasis by which we have characterized the Earth. The humanist image of the world as it 

is for us is today beset by the rise of planetary transformations indifferent to human 

desire and aspiration.64 

 

He continues: “in the reduction of the world to metrics of human epistemology and 

representation, education implicitly supports an anthropic bias that correlates reality with its 

a priori givenness to human thought and cognition.”65 Departing from works like Lovecraft, 

“the challenge for educational research confronted with the horrific ‘outside’ thought of the 

inhuman pertains to thinking without theory, philosophy, and transcendent hermeneutics, 

 
64 Wallin, “Pedagogy at the Brink,” 1101. 
65 Wallin, 1102. 
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insofar as each reifies a reactive commitment to a world always-already given to human life.66 

Weird fiction of writers like Lovecraft can serve as examples because they point to theoretical 

means of rendering “imperceptible temporalities, scales, and life-forms astride our own attests 

to a key caveat for research in a more than human world.”67  

Scales, beings and concerns beyond our benefit are necessary components in the future 

of education in what Wallin defines as the post-Anthropocene epoch. Characterized by a 

world indifferent to the goals of a single species, the post-Anthropocene offers a way of 

rethinking rhetoric like environmentalism, outside of the human vantage points of biological 

and utilitarian value. In this world, nature is no longer a romantic getaway from culture. A 

Lovecraftian departure allows us to rethink the aesthetic dimensions of the world similarly to 

what was defined as a posthuman aesthetic in section “2.5 Dark ecology: A Posthuman 

Aesthetic.” 

The opportunity of this for an architectural education is in its capacity to support the 

backdrop, atmospheric setting or context of a world not made for us along with objects, events 

and beings that resist our ability to concretely define them. How can students learn to work 

in a world where the objects of study are not pre-given and where knowledge is incomplete? 

Against a mainstream discourse of green-building and optimistic portrayal of worlds where 

architecture serves as a heroic combatant against climate change, Lovecraft offers a pessimistic 

backdrop to imagine worlds of a different nature not belonging to the human. Here, cultural 

 
66 Wallin, 1105. 
67 Wallin, 1105. 
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means of facing bleak and uncertain living conditions in light of the Anthropocene must be 

integrated, tested and explored in pedagogical models. 
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3.4 Haraway’s SF: Science Fiction, Speculative Fabulation, String Figures… 

 

Donna Haraway’s work is a necessary example of fiction to review within the agenda 

of this dissertation for its depiction of multispecies worlds that explore symbiotic relationships 

between humans and nonhumans. She has written on the theoretical capacity of literature 

throughout her career, often illustrating her points by the use of other stories: novels, myths, 

and science fiction, among others within this theme. This practice is seen throughout the 

theoretical and fictional aspects of Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene 

which outlines alternate ways of living through science fiction, critical art projects, science 

and technology, evolution, biology, anthropology, philosophy and feminism, among others. 

As a creative writer, she has also written her own fictional stories to engage in the possibility 

space of hypothetical worlds and to test her theoretical claims. These fictional works elicit 

contradictory and imperfect relationships that emerge in species cohabitation, demonstrating 

principles of care, responsibility and acknowledgement of humans as subjects in constant 

symbiotic relationships with nonhuman species. Whether through theory or fiction, these 

various aspects come together in what she terms SF. The following section will briefly review 

this concept to introduce her work. 

Scholars across other creative disciplines such as literature, theatre and visual arts have 

also opted to explore ways of life departing from Haraway’s term “worlding” to frame fictional 
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narratives. 68  These fictional worlds, rooted in the interactions between humans and 

nonhumans, explore alternative “non-anthropocentric” cultures through fiction as a means of 

theoretical discourse.69 The end goal of Haraway’s narrative world-making is not to invent 

Utopian visions that strive to achieve realizable solutions to climate change mitigation but 

rather to make comprehensible, a complex series of ethical issues related to human 

responsibility for the planet and nonhuman beings.  

Although she denies her own direct alliance with the term posthumanism, she 

recognizes its necessity; preferring instead to think of the posthuman condition through the 

term compost as an etymological link between the word human to humus. Humus signifies a 

reconfiguration of the human as “being part of the making of the soil and the earth” rather 

than the phallic symbol of earthly dominance traditionally granted to the human in the West.70 

Haraway’s work was central to the branching out of various streams of posthuman thought in 

the late twentieth century. The primary text for this is her essay “A Cyborg Manifesto” first 

published in 1985. The work questioned and rendered more concretely the instability of 

traditional boundaries and autonomies of the human subject, the animal and the machine. 

These boundaries were contested through theories of evolution blurring the lines between 

human and animal, industrial production and twentieth century machines blurring categories 

of natural and artificial; and most recently, microelectronics and political agendas blurring the 

 
68 See Ghosn and Jazairy, “Gaïa Global Circus,” 2016 and Tsing et al., Arts of Living, 2017. 
69 Haraway, “SF,” 2011. 
70 Haraway, Manifestly Haraway, 261. 
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immaterial and physical. For her, it was longer possible in a contemporary world to define one 

without also having to include the other. For Haraway the greatest flaw of posthumanism 

seems to be more what the term could imply, though she contends that there are certain groups 

who use the term in positive ways.71 Her work is not at odds with the agenda of posthuman 

in this sense but creates new vocabularies, means of storytelling and fiction that lie outside of 

traditional genres and categories. This kind of practice she defines as SF.  

One of the most important concepts in her work, SF, is the central idea behind much 

of her multi-meaning tapestry of texts. SF is both a practice and process; it is a symbol of 

becoming-with and a figure for ongoingness: the promotion of continuity and the present. SF 

is an acronym used interchangeably to suggest the following notions: science fiction, 

speculative fabulation, string figures, speculative feminism, science fact, and she calls it a form 

of worlding and storying that “stays with the trouble.” 72  In this way, it permits fiction, 

storytelling and fact within the same domain as a mixture of possible worlds and times. 

Borrowing from LaBare, she suggests that it is not fundamentally a specific genre, including 

film, comics, books, and magazines, but instead, a means of giving attention that combines a 

theory of history together with a practice of worlding anew.73  

 
71 Haraway, 261. 
72 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 2-3. 
73 Haraway, 120. 
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3.5 The Matters We Think Other Matters With 

 

A central argument throughout Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the 

Chthulucene is that: what stories tell and how they tell it, work in unison. In this section we 

will review the interrelation between three concepts that Haraway uses to reorient the 

ecological present away from anthropocentric representation: the Chthulucene, Terrapolis and 

guman/humus. These three words, found in her theoretical texts, are attempts to situate 

present biases while suggesting alternatives to the inadequacies of dualities and other 

commonly used terms that perpetuate them. 

Anthropocentrism is hard to avoid when it has been hard-wired into the familiar 

human narratives that perceive life on Earth as a resource or something that requires more 

clever problem solving. For Haraway, new words create new ways of understanding a familiar 

phenomenon. She writes: “it matters what matters we use to think other matters with; it 

matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what 

thoughts think thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters 

what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories.”74 One of the driving themes guiding the 

invention of new terms throughout her work relates to boundary blurring developed in her 

earlier work, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” for dualities such as nature-culture and subject-object. 

For Haraway, an important aspect to countering anthropocentrism is that these categories do 

 
74 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 12. 
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not pre-exist their worlds but that they instead make each other through reciprocal and 

constant intertwining. In this way, her texts do not seek to define new categories, so much as 

to situate what is normatively assumed while presenting a nonprescriptive means of 

overcoming its fault. 

 One of the most important illustrations of this is one of her invented terms: 

Chthulucene. As opposed to the Anthropocene, the Chthulucene is a more complex but 

productive call-to-action. She distinguishes it between the customarily used term 

Anthropocene to define our geological epoch. Haraway sees the Anthropocene as more of a 

“boundary event than an epoch,” that establishes discontinuities between the periods before 

and after.75 She is against the idea that the Anthropocene sparks for a self-making man and 

the managerial, market based, technocratic associations of those who use the term.76 Her goal 

is to do away with the Anthropocene by considering it only as a transition period, instead 

focusing on ways to collaborate through multispecies participation in the present, not in a time 

to come. It is not that she denies the existence of the Anthropocene or the idea that humankind 

has become the biggest influence on Earth’s environment, it is that she believes the term is 

unhelpful through its supposition of inevitability. In this sense, the concept of the 

Anthropocene pre-destines its continuation. It is common to hear, for example, of the negative 

world-altering effects of the planet defined along with this term and in a certain sense this 

inhibits present action. It also continues to place humankind at the centre stage of everything 

 
75 Haraway, 100. 
76 Haraway, 49. 
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that happens in the world. It is this affirmation of an anthropocentric perspective through the 

Anthropocene that Haraway argues is responsible for our problematic relationship with the 

nonhuman world. In this sense, the use of the word Anthropocene to define the current 

geological epoch, she argues, constrains our capacity to cope with it in a meaningful way.  

Rather than submit to the Anthropocene, Haraway proposes that it is necessary to 

describe this current period with a new name; evoking it as a multi actor dynamic of forces 

and powers with intense commitment and collaborative work and play toward flourishing for 

rich multispecies assemblages that include people. She proposes to call this new big word the 

Chthulucene: “an ongoing temporality that resists figuration and dating and demands myriad 

names.”77 The Chthulucene is neither sacred nor secular. The etymology derives from a species 

of spider called Pimoa cthulhu referred to throughout her text. The spider’s web is discussed 

metaphorically to describe a sense of interwoven human and nonhuman life, lacking 

hierarchy. The suffix, kainos, or “-cene,” signifies newness, invoking a new age. For Haraway, 

the Chthulucene is timeless and without history. It is a time where humans make worlds with 

critters from the ground up. It is made up of multispecies stories and practices of becoming-

with humans and nonhumans unlike the Anthropocene where the human takes the centre 

stage of the narratives. She writes: 

To renew the biodiverse powers of terra is the sympoietic work and play of the 

Chthulucene. Specifically, unlike either the Anthropocene or the Capitalocene, the 

Chthulucene is made up of ongoing multispecies stories and practices of becoming-with 

in times that remain at stake, in precarious times, in which the world is not finished 

and the sky has not fallen—yet. We are at stake to each other. Unlike the dominant 
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dramas of Anthropocene and Capitalocene discourse, human beings are not the only 

important actors in the Chthulucene, with all other beings able simply to react. The 

order is reknitted: human beings are with and of the earth, and the biotic and abiotic 

powers of this earth are the main story.78 

 

Thus, in the age of the Chthulucene, humans are conceived of as humus not homo; compost 

not posthuman as will be described below. In this re-conceived epoch, the grand stories of 

capitalism and the Anthropocene are side-stepped, offering only apocalyptic futures as an 

escapism from living in the present, staying with the trouble. In this sense it presents a way 

out of an anthropocentric linear time and its claims to prediction rather than a suspension of 

belief about the future. 

Language can evoke a sense of fluidity and openness to human-nonhuman interaction 

rather than categorization and difference. Haraway’s terms often operate between categories, 

bearing in many cases more than one definition. This between condition re-conceptualizes our 

relationships to the world by refraining it against the rigidity of definitions. This provokes new 

conceptions of the ways things really work in the world. One of the best examples of this 

word-creation from Haraway is Terrapolis. Terrapolis, as opposed to Earth, is a space inhabited 

by the critters (note the use of critters in place of the familiar character) of her stories. She 

writes: 

Terrapolis is a fictional integral equation, a speculative fabulation. Terrapolis is n-

dimensional niche space for multispecies becoming with. Terrapolis is open, worldly, 

indeterminate, and polytemporal. Terrapolis is a chimera of materials, languages, 

histories. Terrapolis is for companion species, cum panis, with bread, at table 

together—not “posthuman” but “com-post.” Terrapolis is in place; Terrapolis makes 

space for unexpected companions. Terrapolis is an equation for guman, for humus, for 
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soil, for ongoing risky infection, for epidemics of promising trouble, for permaculture. 

Terrapolis is the sf game of response-ability. Companion species are engaged in the old 

art of terraforming; they are the players in the sf equation that describes Terrapolis. 

Finished once and for all with Kantian globalizing cosmopolitics and grumpy human-

exceptionalist Heideggerian worlding, Terrapolis is a mongrel word composted with a 

mycorrhiza of Greek and Latin rootlets and their symbionts. Never poor in world, 

Terrapolis exists in the sf web of always-too-much connection, where response-ability 

must be cobbled together, not in the existentialist and bond-less, lonely, Man-making 

gap theorized by Heidegger and his followers. Terrapolis is rich in world, inoculated 

against posthumanism but rich in compost, inoculated against human exceptionalism 

but rich in humus, ripe for multispecies storytelling. This Terrapolis is not the home 

world for the human as Homo, that ever parabolic, re- and de-tumescing, phallic self-

image of the same; but for the human that is transmogrified in etymological Indo-

European sleight of tongue into guman, that worker of and in the soil.79 

 

The invention of the world Terrapolis, as opposed to Earth, presents a vision of how to 

conceive the world differently through fiction as an exchange between multiple “critters,” 

human and nonhuman. Contextualizing the new word against common or overcharged 

rhetoric prompts a way out of the rhetoric that biases our thinking. This renaming helps us to 

understand the world through a speculative, indeterminate and polytemporal lenses that 

combine different languages, stories, history and materials, making space for unexpected 

connections and fostering a sense of responsibility for a shared world. Terrapolis is a web of 

too much connection and excess responsibility between species that is otherwise masked by 

rhetoric already clinched in man-making, world shaping endeavours. It is a form of SF through 

multispecies storytelling. For her, these stories are about recuperation in complex histories 

between human and animal. It is not only about reconciliation or restoration, but rather partial 

recuperation and simply getting on in the present with things. It is an issue of the present, not 
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something to be planned now and acted later. Multispecies stories, thus, are ones with many 

multispecies players enmeshed together in imperfect relations of living, dying, flourishing and 

recuperation. 

A new conception of the human follows from this world and from multispecies 

storytelling. In place of the familiar figure and definition of the human as opposed to the 

animal, she uses the term guman to signify a combination of genders and genres who work of 

and in the soil. 80 This human as a non-totalizing guman represents a greater capacity for 

things nonhuman, in so far as its definition is in flux and not categorically opposed to the 

nonhuman. Another redefinition of the term human in Haraway’s text is the term humus 

which she uses in many instances alongside guman. She writes: “Human as humus has 

potential, if we could chop and shred human as Homo, the detumescing project of a self-

making and planet-destroying CEO. Imagine a conference not on the Future of the Humanities 

in the Capitalist Restructuring University, but instead on the Power of the Humusities for a 

Habitable Multispecies Muddle!”81 Here, hummus posits the human as inseparably responsible 

for other nonhuman beings. 

New language has the potential to critique the givenness of the present while 

redefining, promoting and envisioning new directions through fiction. Haraway invents new 

words to theorize and enact through fiction how these might play out as cultural 

manifestations. Between the Chthulucene, Terrapolis and guman/humus, Haraway also 
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attempts to avoid a Utopian vision of a stable world state for the human but rather a world 

where the human is constantly in tension with their own notions of responsibility. These 

theoretical concepts link to her fiction as discussed in the next section “3.6. Intergenerational 

Multispecies Worlding: The Camille Stories” where there is no bright future, no right course 

or path, only “staying with the trouble.” 
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3.6 Intergenerational Multispecies Worlding: The Camille Stories 

 

“The Camille Stories,” published in the last chapter of Haraway’s Staying with the 

Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, is an intergenerational multispecies story that 

imagines present and future ways of life in the context of global warming and nonhuman 

extinction. It is an example of SF where factual places and events combine in practices of 

theorizing new potential worlds. Situated around the damaged landscapes of abandoned 

mountaintop removal coal mining in West Virginia, the story also extends to other territories 

through a focus on the migratory paths of the monarch butterfly. Both temporally and 

spatially, the story transcends the bounds and concerns of the lifespan of a single human 

character, offering ways to depict the world through nonhuman perspectives. Paralleling the 

world while imagining it otherwise, the story offers inspiration for how collective action, 

decisions and responsibility can reconfigure anthropocentrism. 

The work began in a 2013 colloquium and workshop organized by Isabelle Stengers on 

gestes spéculatifs.82 The workshop separated attendees into small writing groups and asked 

them to create a collaborative story. The collaborative story had to bring a baby to life and 

articulate how that baby would exist throughout the timespan of five human generations. 

From this event, the Camile Stories were written together with the filmmaker Fabrizio 

 
82 Here gestes spéculatifs refers to explorations in the conditions of possibility for speculative “gestures” 

considering a widespread crisis of modern thinking modes. See Debaise and Stengers, Gestes spéculatifs. 
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Terranova and psychologist, philosopher and ethologist Vinciane Despret. The version 

Haraway writes in her book is inspired by the one told collectively from the event, but 

Haraway notes that the stories have an ongoing character and that each author has since 

written their own versions.83 

Like any fiction, Haraway’s envisions a world and context that parallels and critiques 

our own. While the world she imagines is familiar to our present condition, she introduces a 

few deviations. In 2020, a community is built in a fictional city—New Gauley—in a period 

referred to as the Great Dithering—a period of “ineffective and widespread anxiety about 

environmental destruction, unmistakable evidence of accelerating mass extinctions, violent 

climate change, social disintegration, widening wars, ongoing human population increase due 

to the large numbers of already-born youngsters (even though birth rates most places had 

fallen below replacement rate), and vast migrations of human and nonhuman refugees without 

refuges.”84 This passage sets the tone of the present, the state of dissatisfaction against which 

her fiction works.  

In this fictional world, human populations recognize the limit of Earth’s resources and 

the negative effects of human activity on the planet and address it through collective action. 

In response, they gradually reduce populations through a practice called kin making: “the 

linking practices grew from the sense that healing and ongoingness in ruined places requires 

making kin in innovative ways. . . . Kin making [is] a means of reducing human numbers and 

 
83 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 136. 
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demands on the earth, while simultaneously increasing human and other critters’ 

flourishing.”85 In the Communities of Compost, kin making with other species is prioritized 

over the increase in human population. The story offers a glimpse of what it might look like 

to place nonhuman species on an equal plane of consideration with the human. In this way, 

the fiction contests present reality by imagining the large-scale emergence of ground-up 

collectives like the Communities of Compost.  

The use of intergenerational judgment in the story contributes to forming new 

communities where considering nonhuman life as a good in itself is a fundamental aspect of 

establishing alternative ways of life. The story begins around the time of birth of Camille 1, a 

child from one of several emerging Compost Communities across the world. These 

communities, fighting against nonhuman extinction rates, seek to repair damaged landscapes, 

define alternative ways of living symbiotically with nonhuman life and to reduce human 

population numbers through collective responsibility. Camille 1 is the first of a five-generation 

lineage who is born with responsibility over the monarch butterfly species. Camille 1 is born 

in 2025 and Camille 5 dies in 2425. The story spans all five generations. The wisdom and 

experience of the preceding is passed on to the next. Each generation learns new ways of living 

in symbiotic relationships. In this sense, symbiotic life involves several lifestyle changes such 

as gene reception. For instance, Camille 1 begins through education, storytelling and play to 

experiment with fresh ways of thinking while Camille 2 focuses on building activist networks 
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and establishing connections with communities along the migratory path of the monarch. 

When the first Camille is born, there are eight billion people on Earth. When the fifth Camille 

dies, three billion people live on Earth; two billion of whom are human-animal symbionts. 

Because the story is intergenerational, it attempts to transcend normative human time frames 

of a single life experience in favour of thinking how present ways of being relate to a distant 

and normatively unthinkable future. 

Beyond nonhuman timescales, “The Camille Stories,” are geographically configured 

around nonhumans spatially through the needs of the monarch butterfly species. Though the 

monarch species does not face extinction in a global sense, two specific migration paths are at 

risk in the story. The first from Canada to Mexico and the second from Washington to 

California. Camille’s parents select the butterflies of these two passages as the symbiont species 

for Camille. The specificity of place in these instances defines how courses of action and ways 

of life apply to real and existing scenarios while offering a parallel to other contexts. The larvae 

of the butterflies along these migratory paths face genetic and chemical challenges sparked by 

mass industrial agriculture, which affect the primary source of food for the migratory paths. 

This manipulation has led to failed migrations to winter homes. Here, specific details about 

the variations of milkweed species and their growing locations are introduced into the story. 

In this way, the world of the story itself operates in a more-than-human lens where the 

nonhuman world is not reduced to the needs or utility of the human. The birth of Camille 

becomes a direct response by the Compost Communities to recognize these factors, to address 
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them in dialogue with local regions and in protest of the large corporations that ignore these 

injustices. In this way, the stories protagonists serve entirely nonhuman ends as ends in 

themselves through building better migratory connections.  

Another parameter of the fiction that supports a de-anthropocentric means of fiction 

involves the collective ways of life of the invented communities. In the Communities of 

Compost, birthing a human infant is a group decision rather than an individual one. Once the 

birth of a baby is decided, the one who will carry the pregnancy is the one who selects the 

animal symbiont for the child. These choices are structured around threatened migratory 

species. In this way, human life is associated at the forefront with animal responsibility. For 

such responsibility, it is necessary to travel to care and restore the corridors of connection of 

ruined land, water, other species and humans.86 These associations, recalling one definition 

we discussed earlier, see humans and nonhumans as humus rather different species. By 

describing these communities, Haraway encourages possibilities for a responsible future.  

The story in this way, is a call for readers to make linkages between the ideas in non-

literal ways. The symbiont children often have bodily modifications. At birth, genes and 

microorganisms from the animal are added to their bodies to increase sensitivity and response 

to allow the human child to perceive more vividly how the animal they are responsible for 

perceives the world. Camille 1, for instance, receives genes to be able “to taste in the wind the 

dilute chemical signals crucial to adult monarchs selecting diverse nectar-rich flowers and the 
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best milkweed leaves for depositing their eggs. Camille 1’s gut and mouth microbiomes were 

enhanced to allow per to safely savor milkweed plants containing the toxic alkaloids that the 

monarchs accumulate in their flesh to deter predators.”87 There is also the potential for these 

symbionts to add further bodily modifications either for aesthetic purposes or work. In this 

way, Haraway refrains from a literal know-how in favour of analogy. Body modifications like 

the implantation of genes or even antenna seek to infer the necessity of coming to terms with 

ways of being for nonhuman animals. 

Beyond Utopian visions of the future, “The Camille Stories” should be understood as a 

pilot project, as a model and play object to be used toward collective projects of sym fictions. 

In this way she directly acknowledges the stories are bound to make political and ecological 

mistakes. The reader instead to read the stories with suspicion. In this way, the fiction posits 

the fiction as a tool of inspiration rather than a prescriptive guide. Haraway writes: 

Each time a story helps me remember what I thought I knew, or introduces me to new 

knowledge, a muscle critical for caring about flourishing gets some aerobic exercise. 

Such exercise enhances collective thinking and movement in complexity. Each time I 

trace a tangle and add a few threads that at first seemed whimsical but turned out to be 

essential to the fabric, I get a bit straighter that staying with the trouble of complex 

worlding is the name of the game of living and dying well together on terra, in 

Terrapolis. We are all responsible to and for shaping conditions for multispecies 

flourishing in the face of terrible histories, and sometimes joyful histories too, but we 

are not all response-able in the same ways. The differences matter—in ecologies, 

economies, species, lives.88 

 

While these are unrealizable futures in a literal sense, they work by analogy to provide the 
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ethical principles and questions related to their aim. Fictional worlds like these can be become 

essential components to the collective imagination in the same way that myths situate humans 

in their own worlds. For Haraway the aim of the fiction is to affect the way we see the present 

and to spark ideas for potential human relationships with and attitudes toward nonhuman life 

whose imperfect but necessary realization is continuously emphasized throughout the story. 

In discussing “The Camille Stories,” this section illustrates how an intergenerational 

multispecies story can help to imagine future ways of life in the present context of ecological 

degradation and nonhuman extinction. Using her concept of SF where history, factual places 

and events are combined as a practice of worlding, the story aims to illustrate new ways of life 

locally through the imaginary scenario of reviving a mountaintop landscape devastated by coal 

mining in Western Virginia. In a global way, the story addresses the overpopulation of the 

human species through imagining its dissipation as a part of growing collective understanding 

and responsibility for nonhuman life. Extending issues across territories through the migratory 

paths of the monarch butterfly, the work permits a de-anthropocentric form of storytelling, 

both temporally and spatially, where the bounds and concerns of a single human lifespan are 

contested.  

Although Haraway’s text reads as an optimistic future for humanity’s relationship to 

the nonhuman, the story is not Utopian in that its attempts to thwart extinction are not always 

successful. By the end of the story, the pursuit to thwart the extinction of Monarch butterflies 

fails. Speakers of the dead uphold a new community role for the remembrance of the species. 
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The story portrays not only the profound sense of responsibility felt by the human characters 

but the emotional response to extinctions and loss of nonhuman life. Because the work sets 

itself outside of the temporal bounds of present reality, it is free to imagine what future worlds 

through imaginary collectives. The stories are fictions to strengthen and encourage ways of 

being in, “near futures, possible futures, and implausible but real nows.” 89  In this way, 

Haraway constructs the work as a response to current ways of life addressing demographic and 

ecological threats, economic and social crises in a world where traditional ontological divisions 

and existing ways of living are contested.  

The intergenerational and multispecies aspects are essential aspects to take forward in 

architectural education, considering how rarely architecture in the present addresses scales 

beyond the specific site and the lifespan of human clients. By accepting Haraway’s call to adapt 

her work in new ways, we could enact the communities of compost within an architectural 

worldbuilding setting. Here architectural education would address issues of ecological 

thinking from the level of culture, where ecological concerns are addressed beyond 

performance evaluation criteria in favour of an unachievable future. 

 
89 Haraway, 136. 
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3.7 Umwelt 

 

An important contributor to depicting nonhuman inner realms is Jakob von Uexküll 

(1864–1944), the Estonian-born German biologist attempted to imagine the inner space and 

perceptual realm of nonhuman animals and their environment through what he defined as 

Umwelt. Throughout Uexküll’s life he wrote about the lives of different beings he observed 

from sea creatures, spiders, bees, flies, tics, dogs to slime and oak trees, among others. His work 

was later foundational to fields like animal studies, biology, bio-philosophy, literature studies, 

ecology, systems theory and anthropology, among others. Adventuring into perceptions of 

these diverse beings, his aim was to prove that organisms are not simply mechanically reacting 

objects or things. Instead, he posits animal beings as subjects that interpret and adapt to their 

worlds like humans; showing that consciousness and intelligence do not belong to humans 

exclusively. To situate the fictional works discussed in sections 3.8-3.9, a review of Jakob von 

Uexküll’s early twentieth century work on the animal will help address the limitations of life 

sciences to engage in the understanding of the nonhuman world whilst perpetuating the 

undertaking. In parallel, Herman’s narratology beyond the human in the next sections departs 

from this life science perspective while opening up nonhuman inner worlds in fiction as a 

means to render the world as shared by multiple subject points. 

His famous concept of Umwelt attempts to abandon anthropocentric perspectives in 

life sciences as much as possible to engage in the interpretation of the natural world itself. This 
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German word Umwelt connotes “environment,” “life world” or “experience world” and refers 

to the unique reference worlds of different beings. Recalling the discussion in section “1.6 

Amerindian Perspectivism,” this approach of Umwelt is an undertaking to understand 

nonhuman beings from within their own perspectives. As American author Dorion Sagan 

writes: “Uexküll is a kind of biologist-shaman attempting to cross the Rubicon to nonhuman 

minds, and a humble naturalist closely observing and recording his fellow living beings.”90 In 

this way, his conception of the nonhuman raises important scientific implications for 

understanding nonhuman consciousness not as a reflective stimulus-response or cause-effect 

activity, but like humans, they too are constantly interpreting signs within their environment. 

All nonhuman beings at all scales, from whales to microorganisms interpret and act upon signs 

in their world. Such an agenda is vital to emphasize in a contemporary setting because the 

attempt to understand caries ethical implications of how we view or interact with the 

nonhuman other. The agenda throughout his work is a quest of dehumanizing classical 

concepts of nature as a single world composed of many living beings to be composed of infinite 

perceptual worlds exclusive from one another yet linked.91 

Uexküll wrote against the oversimplification of modern science that tended toward 

mechanistic explanations of causality, isolating and abstracting one facet of study from the rest. 

He did not believe that natural selection could adequately explain how the present links to 

evolutionary change. For him, it could only provide an anthropocentric or mechanistic 

 
90 Sagan, Foray, 20. 
91 Agamben, The Open, 40. 
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rendition. An understanding—or attempt at—understanding the inner world of nonhuman 

beings can help explain evolutionary lineages and break down the idea of a distinction between 

creature and environment. The goal of his work is not so much to gain conclusive knowledge 

as it is simply to understand that other animals perceive and have worlds of their own. His 

work provides the initial intent and groundwork to figure out what these worlds are like as a 

fundamental aspect in understanding the behaviour of the nonhuman other. In this way he 

acknowledges that the complete overstepping of anthropocentrism is not entirely possible to 

achieve. We, as humans can never fully claim a complete understanding of the life-worlds of 

nonhumans but, by attempting to do so we do produce a perspective outside of the human and 

become more inclined to establish a bond with the complexities of extra-human life. Despite 

our incomplete access to the perceptual world of the other, Sagan states “fiction itself, creating 

characters with whom we can identify, creates at least the illusion of experiencing foreign 

sensoria.”92 

Uexküll's work often includes illustrations which suggest how things could look from 

the perspective of nonhumans as a way of entering the space of another's perceptual world. 

An example of Uexküll's work is his analysis and illustrations of an oak tree which comprises 

many beings whose Umwelten relate to the tree in very different and yet very interrelated 

ways (Figure 1). These ways of being with the tree belong to different perspectives, yet they 

each take part in the same tree through different worlds. He writes about a series of 

 
92 Uexküll, A Foray, 21 
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illustrations depicting different perceptions of the tree: 

For the fox, who has built its den among the oak's roots, the oak has become a solid 

roof which protects it and its family from the perils of the weather. . . . The oak 

possesses neither the use tone from the forester's environment nor the danger tone 

from the little girl's environment, but only a protection tone. However else it might be 

configured plays no role in the fox's environment. The oak also shows a protection tone 

in the environment of the owl. . . . This time, it is not the roots, which lie entirely 

outside the owl's environment, but the mighty branches that serve the owl as a 

protective wall. For the squirrel, the oak, with its many branches offering handy 

springboards, takes on a climbing tone, and for songbirds, which build their nests in 

the remote twigs, it offers the needed carrying tone. In accordance with the different 

effect tones, the perception images of the numerous inhabitants of the oak are 

configured differently. Each environment cuts out of the oak a certain piece, the 

characteristics of which are suited to form the perception-mark carriers as well as the 

effect-mark carriers of their functional cycles. In the ant's environment . . . all the rest 

of the oak disappears behind its furrowed bark, whose peaks and valleys form the ants' 

hunting ground. The bark beetle seeks its food beneath the bark, which it tears away. . 

. . Here, it lays its eggs. Its larvae drill their tunnels underneath the bark, where they 

can continue to feed, protected from the dangers of the outside world. But they are not 

completely protected, for not only the woodpecker, which splits the bark with 

powerful blows of its beak, is after them. The ichneumon wasp, whose ovipositor 

penetrates the (in all other environments) hard wood of the oak like butter, also 

eliminates them by injecting them with its eggs. . . . From these eggs, there emerge 

larvae, which batten on the flesh of their victims.93 

 

Each of these individual worlds comprises unique sign interpretations and with distinctive 

spatial and temporal conceptions. Uexküll notes that despite their differences, these beings all 

take part in a larger coexistence. In this way, the individual being operates internally and 

externally. He continues: 

In the hundred different environments of its inhabitants, the oak plays an ever-

changing role as object, sometimes with some parts, sometimes with others. The same 

parts are alternately large and small. Its wood is both hard and soft; it serves for attack 

and for defense. If one wanted to summarize all the different characteristics shown by 

the oak as an object, this would only give rise to chaos. Yet these are only parts of a 

 
93 Uexküll, 129-132. 



199 

 

 

subject that is solidly put together in itself, which carries and shelters all 

environments—one which is never known by all the subjects of these environments 

and never knowable for them.94 

 

This way of perceiving the nonhuman world through the example of the oak tree as an 

accumulation of infinite perspectives sparks an ethics of consideration for life beyond the 

human. In this understanding, one comes to terms with the fact that one is simultaneously 

oneself and not oneself at all given times; signaling us to question the anthropocentric ways in 

which humans throughout Western history have failed to recognize culture as a by-product 

of our ongoing relation to the nonhuman other. 

 

 

Figure 1. Various illustrations of an oak tree from the perspectives of an owl, ant, bark beetle, 

ichneumon wasp (from left to right).95 

 

 

Having reviewed Uexküll’s work and concept of Umwelt, we have suggested the 

limitations of the human in understanding nonhuman perception. Despite this gap in 

knowledge, Uexküll’s work suggests the importance and implications of seeking to understand 

 
94 Uexküll, 132. 
95 Uexküll, 129-132. 
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in itself. By attempting, we are more inclined to set up a bond with the complexities of 

nonhuman life. In this way, fiction serves an important role in providing an imaginative lens 

through which to imagine it. Because all architectural acts think about the other in some form, 

his work offers an example for architecture to engage nonhuman subjects, beyond the typical 

human client. Despite that in methodological terms, this work in life sciences lies beyond the 

scope of architectural education, the representation strategies he uses to depict nonhuman 

worlds are applicable thinking tools for students of architecture to make nonhuman perception 

legible. 
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3.8 Narratology Beyond the Human 

 

Throughout thousands of years of human history, humans have represented animal life 

through spoken and written language, often only using animal characters as means of 

communicating our own human affairs. Recent years have seen increased efforts to think 

through animal minds to think and see what they do to reject orientations that place humans 

as exceptional beings.96 David Herman’s work on narratology offers an important framework 

for fiction within this scope. With a research background in narrative structures, Herman’s 

discourse provides a vocabulary and means to discuss with greater precision how specific 

narrative structures, genres and medium work to de-center anthropocentric biases. In his most 

recent work, Narratology Beyond the Human: Storytelling and Animal Life, Herman merges 

several years of earlier research and publications on the subject into a single work. The text 

outlines and establishes a cross-disciplinary communication space between narratology and 

cultural conceptions of animals. He writes: 

Overall, my emphasis in the present study is on the power of narrative to reframe the 

cultural models or ontologies that undergird hierarchical understandings of humans’ 

place in the larger biotic communities of which they are members. It is also important 

to acknowledge, however, the way narrative can at the same time be used to shore up, 

reproduce, and even amplify human- centric understandings of animals and cross- 

species relationships. One way of describing the brief of a narratology beyond the 

human is to say that it aims to map out, both genealogically and in any account, the 

interplay between anthropocentric and biocentric storytelling traditions, and to 

explore how specific narrative practices emerge from—and feed back into—this 

 
96 Rudy, “If We Could Talk,” 151. 
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dialectical interplay.97 

 

For Herman, narratology focuses on the structure, meaning and usage of narratives, while 

narratology beyond the human focuses on the study of cultural conceptions of animals through 

narratives and how these can reveal attitudes toward animals as formed through a variety of 

cultural practices. In this way, his work highlights the role of fictional narratives in 

understanding, challenging and reconfiguring understandings of the nonhuman world. 

Related to the aims of this dissertation, Herman’s research is concerned with how 

narratives address ontological questions related to the nonhuman animal. Throughout his 

work, and in parallel to the agenda of the posthuman education theorists outlined in the second 

chapter, is an explicit focus on challenging the hierarchical, dualist beliefs about human and 

nonhumans. Herman’s research thus analyzes a range of what he refers to as “post-Darwinian” 

works of fictional and non-fictional narratives found across novels, comic books, graphic 

novels and films to understand the differences and opportunities of a range of narrative 

techniques and genres. These post-Darwinian works take a critical approach to the 

anthropocentric narratives of the West, often involving animal characters or stories told 

between human and nonhuman perspectives within a single storyworld. His hypothesis is that 

experiments in narrative form like this can help reshape defunct assumptions concerning 

nonhuman life, multispecies subjectivity and human-nonhuman relations.  

Approaching narratology from different perspectives of the human and the nonhuman, 

 
97 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 4. 
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the work is divided into two parts. The first deals with storytelling and selfhood and describes 

how narratives can reveal human subjectivity as in constantly formed through 

interdependence with nonhumans. The second deals more with stories about animal worlds 

and human-animal relationships in a larger societal scale; revealing and critiquing ethical 

issues of nonhuman perception as it manifests in cultural biases. These second examples will 

be more pertinent to discuss in relation to the aims of this dissertation, though the themes of 

subjectivity often overlap across the two parts. Within these second sets of narratives, Herman 

dedicates a large part to graphic novels. Combining image and text, his analysis of these 

narratives offers representational clues relevant in the education of architecture which 

operates primarily with the same medium. 

A major focus of his study is an attempt to rework assumptions about what constitutes 

a self within a narrative. Herman’s aim in this is demonstrating how narrative structures can 

render the human species as less privileged characters within storytelling by embedding them 

within larger-than-individual scale ecologies. His research investigates techniques of human 

de-centering through narratives that employ temporal shifts forward and backward through 

time, as well as strategies of embedding stories within stories or even characters within 

characters to emphasize the multitude of perspectives surrounding events. This is especially 

clear in his survey of hybrid narratives that are told across species. These kinds of narratives, 

he argues, can evoke the under-acknowledged boundary conditions between species by re-

animating events across multiple perceptions. These narratives can play a role in reforming 
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hierarchical values through a sympathetic identifying-with or becoming-like an animal within 

the storyworld. In these scenarios it becomes possible to momentarily suspend the dominant 

logic of separation and exclusion between species to generate multispecies connections along 

with opening new nonhuman spatial regimes. This can impact our understanding of the 

dominant logic of separation and exclusion in architectural discourse; between city and nature 

as two polar extremes. This thinking through the separation space between the human and 

nonhuman has resonance with projects such as the introduction of the peregrine falcon in over 

fifty cities across North America throughout the late twentieth century. This type of boundary 

questioning is what Stoner refers to as a reterritorialization that blurs the boundaries of urban 

and ecological through a partial forgetting of history and materiality and the introduction of 

nonhuman use within the city.98 

The works surveyed show scenarios in which human protagonists lose access to 

traditional notions of the self and human sovereignty by shifting or playing with traditional 

distinctions of subject-object and or self-other. Further, his survey takes interest in shifting 

notions of the individual in narratives that move beyond the scale of the individual to include 

population and species. Here, Herman argues that a narratology beyond the human can help 

formulate stronger individual and collective narratives that expand the sense of the self’s 

relationally by reintegrating self-hood across species. For him, this is important not just for 

human survival but for the continued survival of Earth’s entire biotic life.  

 
98 Stoner, Minor Architecture, 99. 
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A useful framework for envisioning this can be seen in the continuum of strategies 

diagram (Figure 2) for depicting nonhuman experiences through narrative. In it, Herman 

defines four categories of narrative according to various levels of truthfulness to animal 

representations as beings in themselves. In course-grained accounts such as animal allegories, 

nonhumans are often little more than stand-ins for humans. An example he frequently uses to 

describe this category is narratives such Aesop’s Fables where the animal subject behaves no 

differently than a human character would. In HSAT (Human-Source-Animal-Target) 

projections, there is a slight shift to the nonhuman; but human motivations and practices 

continue to be draped over the interpretation of nonhuman actions. In these examples, 

attempts are not made to understand what the perceptual realm of the nonhuman animal 

might be like. For ASHT (Animal-Source-Human-Target) projections, cultural understandings 

of animal experiences and capabilities are translated into human terms as a means of 

comparison. This narrative strategy shows what it might be like for human characters to take 

on nonhuman attributes. These types ask readers to use own their perceptual framework to 

frame an animals’ qualities and abilities instead of imposing human frames of reference onto 

nonhuman characters. At the final end of the diagram, Herman uses the term “Umwelt 

modelling,” to refer to narratives that attempt more faithful representations of nonhuman 

experiential worlds. Undoubtedly such a claim is liable to raise suspicions of the validity and 

of the representational accuracy of depicting nonhuman life. An important aspect to address 

in this concept of “faithful” representation is the capacity for which humans can ever faithfully 
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represent the experiences of nonhuman species. In other words, how can we assume to know 

the nonhuman other? Herman argues this point by suggesting that: 

Counterfactual modeling of this sort is tantamount to ascribing to animal agents, on the 

basis of their distinctive sensorimotor repertoires, other-than-human perceptual 

discriminations, or possibilities for interaction with their surrounding environments, 

social as well as material. In turn, attempting to imagine how other animals negotiate, 

on a moment-by-moment basis, the world we share with them may not be an 

inherently anti-anthropocentric enterprise; but it does provide means for rethinking 

value hierarchies that confer normative status on human modes of sense making. . . . In 

describing this fourth strategy, I draw on Uexküll’s Umwelt concept to suggest how the 

emphasis is less on mapping human-generated understandings of animal worlds back 

onto the domain of the human than on using narrative thought experiments to 

construct models of the lived, phenomenally experienced worlds of nonhuman animals 

themselves. Such exploratory modeling has the potential to reshape humans’ ways of 

engaging with their own worldly environments—and hence with the other kinds of 

animals who inhabit those environments.99 

 

Here, as in the work of Uexküll discussed above, the concern appears to be less in an accurate 

representation than what the attempt itself implies. Here the representation of nonhumans 

always remains in the realm of fiction, yet some representations attempt truthful depictions of 

nonhumans.  

 

 

Figure 2. A continuum of strategies for presenting nonhuman experiences  

in narratives.100 
 

 

 
99 Herman, 139-140. 
100 Herman, 139. 
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An important aspect of his spectrum of left-to-right Umwelt modelling is questions of 

disagreement, in cases where the spectrum may be assumed differently by other interprets of 

other stories. How can we ever know we are accurate in our depictions of nonhuman worlds 

in the first place? He responds by suggesting that the Umwelt modelling requires a critical and 

reflexive approach to accuracy or plausibility suggesting that it is more productive in light of 

accuracy to ask what the intent of the technique is; inclusive of the contexts, effects and 

consequences that the writing or modelling seeks to achieve. 

 For Herman, the goal of Umwelt modelling in texts like these is not their accuracy, it 

is a form of representing a potential life while also making this incomprehensibility apparent. 

Carson’s Undersea is an example of Umwelt modelling where the text simultaneously denies 

and enacts the possibility to imagine the worlds of animals in the deep sea.101 He suggests that 

in Carson’s work there is never a one-to-one perfect correspondence between forms of mind 

representation and a level of detail in experiential worlds. There is always an explored gap or 

tension between both the intent and the acknowledgement of impossibility that can generate 

possibilities and paradoxes. For Herman, these possibilities and paradoxes allow the reader to 

form key questions regarding the interrelations between human and nonhuman mental 

capacities. Rather than proposing a concrete method for Umwelt modelling, this implies a 

more diverse conception of the mind-narrative relation for non-human subjectivity. 

 
101 Carson, Undersea. 
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3.9 Narratology Beyond the Human in Graphic Narratives 

 

Issues of medium and genre are foundational for any inquiry into how stories shape 

and are shaped by engagements with worlds beyond the human. One question of Herman’s 

work is how graphic narrative theory, when applied to graphic novels or comics about 

nonhumans and human-nonhuman relationships, configures a narratology beyond the human. 

Here, he is interested not necessarily in the stories themselves and their cultural-historic 

contexts but in highlighting their possibility: how the medium specifically can contribute to 

the re-figuring of nonhuman life that is central to his work. Drawing on other research by 

Groensteen and Baker,102 Herman suggests that there is an intersection point in animal comics 

and graphic novels that lies somewhere between children’s literature and satire or fable 

wherein there is an enhanced space to afford animal disruption in narrative given the 

flexibility and lack of rationality necessary in both genres.103 Within the chapter he asks how 

readers use the verbal-visual aspects to construct storyworlds beyond the human:  

Rather than transgressing the rules of orderly narrative, animal comics can be described 

as texts that use the narrative system, implemented on a multimodal platform of words 

and images, to explore understandings of where and how animals should be placed in 

cultural as well as physical territories, and to model what it may be like for nonhuman 

others to negotiate those territories—in ways that have the potential to reshape 

concepts of the human, and human places, in turn.104 

 

Comics and graphic works that tell stories between image and text often exploit capacities that 

 
102 See Groensteen, Animaux en case, and Baker, Picturing the Beast. 
103 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 120. 
104 Herman, 121. 
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written stories can not by showing how cultural institutions and our life practices maintain 

certain boundaries of human and nonhuman through separating the experiences of each rather 

than representing how these subjectivities intertwine.105 

To demonstrate this, it is necessary to define an intersection between transmedial 

narratology and the study of animal geographies. Transmedial narratology is a reassessment of 

the ways narratives are always based on previous bodies of stories and suggests how such a 

corpus shapes the claims of a narrative. Animal geographies is the study of animal-human 

relations in space, place, location, environment and landscape that addresses primarily, 

conceptually and materially, the placements of animals as humans decide these placements to 

be and the disruptions animals give to them. A review of three examples of graphic narratives 

will help to clarify this. Below, this section will look at Bye, Bye Birdie by Shirley Hughes, 

several illustrated versions of Kafka's Metamorphosis (originally published in 1915) along with 

Hine’s Duncan the Wonder Dog. 

 Bye, Bye Birdie is a thirty-two page comic without text by Shirley Hughes, a British 

illustrator and writer of books for children. In this case, she chose to illustrate for an adult 

audience, as evidenced by the gruesome imagery and human sexual relationships portrayed as 

a predator-prey dynamic. In these ways, Hughes uses the space of the story to question the 

differentiation point between human and animal, in this case, man and bird along with gender 

roles.106 

 
105 Herman, 121. 
106 Hughes, Bye, Bye Birdie. 
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In the story, a man casually strolling through the city encounters a lavishly dressed 

woman attempting to seduce her until he persuades her to accompany him at his home a few 

blocks ahead. In the house he begins quickly to take off her coat and scarf, startled by what he 

sees. Without the hat that had previously concealed much of her face, she was no longer the 

“catch” he thought she was. Instead, a grotesque face of a bird now stands before him in the 

same female body he had previously lifted through the door. Running toward him, she grabs 

him and pulls him to the couch. Sitting beside her temporarily in disbelief, the man feels 

extremely uneasy about the whole situation and decides it is time to flee.  

Escaping through window, a massive bird figure–much larger than the one he had just 

escaped–eventually appears before him and consumes his entire body. Landing into the pit of 

her stomach, he sees a light in the distance that leads him to a cozy living room not much 

different from the one in his very own home. This peace does not last long, however. The half 

women half bird who had chased him out of his home appears once again from within the 

domestic space of her own stomach. Forcing him to eat at the dinner table, a massive flight of 

angry black birds rushes out from her pie as he races away from the angry flock racing behind 

him.  

Escaping from the window a second time, he sees a group of people up ahead, huddled 

together in conversation. As he runs toward them, calling for help, they slowly turn around 

from their huddle, revealing their large beaks that begin to cackle and caw at him. He veers 

from their direction and proceeds to escape from the flock of little black birds still following. 
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Inevitably, they catch up to him. They poke and prod him angrily from all directions; fluttering 

rapidly around him for some time until they grow tired and decide to retreat. Unable to locate 

himself any further, he finds a spherical nameless statue from which a large beak cracks 

through. Before he has a chance to escape, he is once again swallowed by the large bird creature 

tumbling down toward the pit of her stomach.  

Herman notes a series of tensions between the title Bye, Bye Birdie as the only text in 

the story.107 The “birdie,” he suggests, simultaneously connotes young woman and literal bird, 

the two ironies being that the two birdies in the story are each not what they appear. Further, 

the aspect of “bye, bye” is both the attempt of the character to flee from the bird creature and 

allusion to the many shifts in the bird scale force the abandonment of old categories of thought. 

The use of the comic book as a medium allows the illustrator a unique situation where 

the space inside and outside the species can be conflated in ways that a written narrative 

cannot. Herman suggests that the work figures “a world in which the inside seems to be outside 

and vice versa—an M. C. Escher–like milieu in which humans control and contain nonhuman 

animals but also the reverse—Hughes uses species of space to destabilize the spaces of 

species.”108 At times in the story, the human and nonhuman species are inseparable and at 

other times they are seen dominating one or the other. He writes:  

Hughes uses narrative space to suggest the need to disentangle concepts of species 

difference from ideas of human exceptionalism, so that differences in kinds of animal 

life do not get automatically translated into hierarchies of value. In other words, in 

twisting storyworld space into a Möbius strip, and thus intertwining human and 

 
107 Hughes, Bye, Bye Birdie, 124-125. 
108 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 124. 
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nonhuman domains, Hughes counters the logic of what earlier epochs had figured as a 

Great Chain of Being . . . which projected a horizontal axis of morphological difference 

onto a vertical or hierarchical axis of ontological status—and moral worth.109 

 

Here, Herman claims that the author presents a scenario through the medium itself where the 

two species are inseparable, and the story presents a tracing of this anxiety from the perspective 

of the individual. In this way the text acts as a kind of analogy for imagining ways in which 

representation can capture ongoing presence of human animal as a formation of both 

characters toward a de-anthropocentric storyworld. 

Herman argues that the comic-like space of Hughes’ narrative allows a suspension of 

Euclidean space to challenge cultural paradigms of a human-nonhuman boundary through a 

conflation of contained and containing. He writes: 

Hughes manipulates spatial imagery—in particular fluctuations in size or scale, and 

strategic conflations of contained and containing spaces—to map out mind-bending 

geographies in the storyworld. Her text uses such anomalous locales to suggest, in turn, 

the difficulty of situating the human-nonhuman boundary in logical space, despite 

cultures’ investment in establishing and maintaining a strict demarcation between 

these domains of animal life.110 

 

The ability, he suggests, for a graphic narrative work outside of the dominant Euclidean space 

of human culture offers a means to critique the place of the human-animal within it. This, he 

argues, is a product of the type of medium itself which works beyond text to physically locate 

the reader in impossible spaces. He writes that the flexibility of the medium of ink and paper 

ends up promoting a de-anthropocentric understanding of humans as at equal footing and in 

 
109 Herman, 126. 
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constant tension with the nonhuman other. He continues:  

Hughes’s text thus uses features of her text’s visual design, including shading; the 

arrangement of characters, objects, and places within the mise-en-scène of individual 

panels as well as the mise-en-page established by multipanel sequences . . . and shifts 

in size or scale as well as perspective to enact and thereby call into question the logical 

structure of contemporary animal geographies. More precisely, Bye, Bye Birdie 

translates into the spatial organization of its image sequences the incompatible 

geographies entailed by the clash between anthropocentric and biocentric 

understandings of human-animal relationships . . . with anthropocentric ontologies 

prescribing a vision of nonhuman spaces as separate from, contained within, and 

dominated by human spaces, and biocentric ontologies enabling human and nonhuman 

spaces to be seen, instead, as overlapping domains with the larger realm of creatural 

life.111 

 

The impossible spaces that Herman notes in Hughes’ work to address and critique cultural 

understandings of the human and nonhuman by decentering the human’s position as 

characters of the story and as a reader (Figure 3). The type of illustration in Bye, Bye Birdie, in 

a certain way anthropomorphizes certain aspects of the connection between the two beings in 

order to de-anthropocentrize the relationship of the two species. 

 
 

 
111 Herman, 127. 
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Figure 3. Man being swallowed in Bye, Bye Birdie.112 

 

In Herman’s discussion of Kafka’s Metamorphosis he explores the notion of the vermin 

to illustrate and critique how animals become problems when they enter spaces normally 

designated for human use. Herman defines vermin exactly in this context to be species that 

enter spaces where they are not supposed to be according to a culturally based hierarchical 

understanding.113 Many scenes throughout Metamorphosis explore this relation. In the story, 

a young salesman Gregor Samsa who lives with his family wakes one morning transformed 

into a huge insect. As the story progresses, a physical struggle between Gregor and his new 

 
112 Hughes, Bye, Bye Birdie, 8. 
113 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 129. 



215 

 

 

body transforms into an increasing dismissal of him by his family while his body becomes 

increasingly less human and relatable. Likewise, the relationship of the characters to the space 

becomes markedly different as the story progresses from a sense of intrusion to abandonment 

and death. Herman argues that the text is less concerned with depicting a real creature than to 

describe a creature suggestive enough of the category of vermin to explore the effects and 

conditions of how this category of creature is created through its relation to space as noted by 

the highly detailed descriptions of the domestic space of the house in which Gregor resides 

throughout the story.114 

Although Kafka originally never intended the story to depict a clear representation of 

the character Gregor, Herman argues that the use of the space of the comic in its later 

illustrated versions helps to exploit the medium to toward an alternative animal geography.115 

Herman writes: “with individual scenes figuring human characters and the member of a 

disfavoured species as co-inhabitants of the same physical spaces, the adaptations momentarily 

arrest Kafka’s overarching narrative sequence, which tells the story of the violent expulsion of 

Gregor from human territories. Such medium enabled moments of arrest or stasis suggest an 

alternative, biocentric spatial logic, in which humans and their verminous others share a 

common space haunted by residual (or could it be future?) kinship relations.”116 These graphic 

editions can, he argues, help to re-frame animal geography as biocentric instead of 

 
114 Herman, 129. 
115 Corbeyran and Horne, La Métamorphose. Mairowitz and Crumb, “Adaptation (and explication).” 

Kuper, Metamorphosis. 
116 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 129-130. 
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anthropocentric. 

Herman uses the example of the scene from Metamorphosis where the furniture in 

Gregor’s room is being taken out by his mother and sisters (Figure 4). In this scene, Gregor 

faces the elimination of his memories he has of humans and sees the configuration of the space 

change to an empty room more suitable to what the human characters suppose are the needs 

of a vermin. Herman analyzes three illustrated versions of Kafka. All three recast the vermin 

as a companion species (given his position simultaneously as a member of the family), 

triggering the reader to question the division of spaces between the vermin and the human. 

Herman writes: “by using the visual track to figure human-vermin co-placement as at least a 

momentary possibility within a dominant logic of separation and exclusion, and by thus 

opening a path to new forms of trans-species affiliation and hence new spatial regimes, the 

adaptations provide impetus for readers to ask: ‘In what ways is my home—and the family I 

belong to—something other (and more) than I had always assumed?’”117 Herman suggests that 

in this way, the illustrations help to call in to question hierarchies between human and 

nonhuman. The visual presence of the vermin in scenes of domesticity that provide monetary 

glimpses of that the text-only version does not offer. Here the home, or centre of diversity, is 

opened up to nonhuman creatures. Considering Ernst Haeckel’s 1866 invention of the term 

ecology in contextual biology was derived from the Greek word “home” calls us to question 

what storyworlds like Metamorphosis can contribute to recognizing the Earth home as 

 
117 Herman, 134. 
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something more-than-human. 

 

 

Figure 4. Gregor in his room while his furniture is taken away.118 

 

Graphic novelist Adam Hines’s Duncan the Wonder Dog acts as a compendium of 

graphic methods between illustration, collage and digital media for narratives beyond the 

human. The graphic text was written and drawn with the goal to reveal animals as thinking 

beings critical of the human cohabitants they share their world with. The work, which 

presents several short stories, was constructed under the premise that if animals could talk, 

they might turn against humans or at least that humans would perceive them differently. 

 
118 Corbeyran and Horne. La Métamorphose. 
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Through various representation strategies of mappings, collages, hybrids of newspaper 

clippings and full pages of animals depicted in their environments, the stories open up spaces 

to question how representation can convey human and nonhuman perspectives. While some 

scenes depict animals in direct dialogue about their lives in situations of mistreatment, others 

show animals seeking revenge on human injustice. Other scenes simply portray animals in the 

nearby environments equally with the events of human life to entice notions of coexistence 

even in moments of indirect relation. 

In the text, animals like birds, dogs, monkeys, frogs, cats, among many others, are 

constituted as subjects through the ability to communicate with one another and in some cases 

humans to describe their inner experiences. The use of text bubbles is the primary way of 

doing this, yet, in the text these communication bubbles are not always understandable. Like 

in architectural representation, the text space becomes a kind of marker or indicator of various 

types of information. Herman identifies several of these such as national flags to paint context 

to a scene depicting ships stationed in the waters of New York City119 or household noises like 

typewriters that float out from apartments windows. 120  Cases like these are not always 

additional to understanding animal experience, but this creative use opens up other 

possibilities. Herman notes how the use of empty balloons for speaking animals in the text as 

a means to communicate signals that humans cannot interpret from the animal (Figure 5). 

Herman writes: 

 
119 Hines, Duncan the Wonder Dog, 6. 
120 Hines, 7 and 11. 
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Here the distribution and contents of the balloons suggest different conditions of 

possibility for, and different modalities of, intra- and interspecies communication, 

depending on the particular animals, circumstances, and creatural relationships 

involved. In this context, featuring an empty speech balloon floating over a male deer 

or buck, suggests not a general but rather a localized non-translatability of nonhuman 

communicative signals, perhaps for a hypothetical human focalizer (a hunter?) who 

could in principle have observed, or be observing, this scene.121 

 

These moments perhaps allow for a certain level of suspicion and doubt in the reader to 

question the possibility of human-animal communication. They allow untranslatable events 

and the impossibility of complete understanding between species to counteract the various 

moments of human-nonhuman communication in the story. 

 

 

Figure 5. Moose with blank speech bubble.122  

 

 

In another scene from one of the stories, Hines blocks out human speech instead of the 

animals. Instead, the story proceeds from frog perspectives as they engage in conversation and 

 
121 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 148. 
122 Hines, Duncan the Wonder Dog, 130. 
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critique of the humans in the scene while aspects of the grasshopper’s dialogue interferes and 

sirens in the distance.123 Herman suggests that in scenes like these involving animal critiques 

there is a potential to invoke in more explicit philosophical debate within a larger story to keep 

the reader reflecting throughout the text. He writes: 

Significantly, in the verbal track, the most vocal frog asserts that there being a word for 

a situation, object, or event does not make it ‘true.’ Here the text stages a critique of 

human languages’ putative superiority over other species’ communicative abilities . . . 

that paradoxically undercuts the HSAT [Human-Source-Animal-Target] projection 

that makes this very critique possible. Furthermore, in the frogs’ communicative world, 

humans, shown here bending over the riverbanks, presumably as they hunt for frogs 

to capture, are known only as ‘takers.’ This label suggests that humans’ asymmetrical 

stance toward the biotic communities from which they only take, without giving in 

return, may account for the incomprehensibility of their communicative signals for 

other participants in those larger ecosystems—and vice versa.124 

 

In this way, not only does Hines achieve a rendering of the frogs as subjects, he also takes the 

opportunity to comment directly on the tendency for humans to disregard this very perception 

by making the animals the very ones to draw this conclusion for themselves. Thus, despite not 

literally exploring the perception differences between animals and frogs in a scientific way, 

through rendering the scene in terms of animal scales, the work provokes a way of registering 

the ways in which humans trespass in nonhuman worlds.  

By recounting various examples from Herman’s narratology beyond, this section 

described how fiction can toil with text and image to construct narrative thought experiments 

which depict the lives of nonhuman animals. In these examples, the goal has been to open-up 

 
123 Hines, 270-271. 
124 Herman, Narratology Beyond the Human, 148. 
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aspects of nonhuman inner worlds. Through this, the section has outlined directions to 

challenge and reconfigure dominant modes of depicting the nonhuman. Working at the scale 

of the individual being, these narratives reform hierarchical assumptions through a 

sympathetic identifying-with or becoming-like an animal. Departing from Uexküll’s work and 

concept of Umwelt, Herman’s work likewise recognizes the limitation of the human in 

interpreting nonhuman worlds. The texts serve a form of representing a potential life while 

simultaneously making this incomprehensibility apparent. In this sense, the medium becomes 

a vector toward de-anthropocentric narration. Of particular interest going forward is the 

capacity to explore nonhuman inner worlds through between text and image, given that it is 

the most common mode of architectural representation in practice and education. 
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3.10 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has outlined three categories and scales of fictional discourses that offer 

theoretical alternatives to anthropocentrism. These three types of fiction have been named 

according to the central themes and literary strategies used by the authors discussed. Working 

at three scales—firstly, the metaphysical and aesthetic dimension of Lovecraft, secondly the 

territorial, political and Earth-scaled concerns of Haraway’s fictions and thirdly, the interior 

worlds of nonhumans depicted in Herman’s analysis of narratives beyond the human—the 

fictions in this section provide the possibility for overlap in the many scales of concern in the 

discipline of architecture. The goal of this chapter has not been to determine one or other 

approach as the best, but rather to contextualize the many facets and opportunities of these 

toward new pedagogical models. 

The first type of fiction is Weird Fiction and the Unknowable which is derived from a 

theoretical link between the philosophical movement Speculative Realism and Lovecraft’s 

weird fictions. In describing this mode of fiction, this chapter has outlined the tenants of 

Speculative Realism as an emerging philosophic movement and situated two of the most 

extreme views within that movement: the first of these proposes the increasing 

disenchantment of reality (Transcendental Nihilism) and the other that posits the limit of the 

human as a form of re-enchantment (Object-Oriented Ontology). Arguing that the latter 

provides the most appropriate direction for a de-anthropocentric mode of thinking, an analysis 
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of Lovecraft through the lens of Object-Oriented Ontology has been examined. In both the 

philosophy and the fiction, events are described without pre-given forms and categories to 

which the human can comfortably base truth. In this type of fiction, unusual, unpredictable 

and indecipherable climatic regimes and nonhuman beings ground the conditions of human 

reality. Thacker likewise describes Lovecraft as a depicting the limit of human thought. For 

Thacker, Lovecraft’s defiance of categorization in experience renders the world in a manner 

beyond human sense and compressibility. Following Wallin, Lovecraft’s work provides a 

theoretical direction for education, rendering the imperceptible aspects of the human relation 

to the world and to situate students in a paradigm of climate change. Here, scales, beings and 

concerns beyond our benefit become necessary components of educational thinking. These 

de-anthropocentric worlds present potential settings for architectural education where 

previous assumptions can no longer be upheld and new forms of collective life emerge. 

The second type of fiction, Fiction and Multispecies Worlding is derived from Donna 

Haraway’s theoretical and fiction writings which envision new directions for human and 

nonhuman coexistence. Here, the chapter has reviewed Haraway’s work in relation to what 

she calls SF storytelling. This mode of fiction is meant to inspire forms of critical and creative 

thinking toward practices outside of traditional categories of humanism. One of the most 

important concepts in her work is the multi-meaning tapestry of words and texts that combine 

fiction, storytelling and fact within the same domain as a mixture of possible worlds. One 

example of this is “The Camille Stories: Children of Compost.” Here, Haraway tells a fictional 
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multigenerational story about the communities of compost who are provoked by the rate of 

nonhuman extinction. The goal of the communities in the story is to outline the complex 

factors involved in regenerating damaged places while advocating the necessity to reduce the 

human population globally as a means to curb its ecological impact. Modifications of human 

bodies from gene reception to implantations from nonhuman characters in the story provides 

a non-prescriptive analogy, to address the possibility that understanding nonhuman perceptual 

worlds takes many forms. In an educational sense, Haraway’s fiction can serve as a model for 

how to envision and or repair human and nonhuman relations in light of the ongoing mass 

extinction of the present. The considerations in her work, such as the relation between people, 

plant species, organizations and resistance, can become foundational elements in architectural 

education.  

The third type of fiction discussed in this chapter is derived from Herman’s work 

Narratology Beyond the Human which discusses nonhuman representation in literature. To 

situate his work, this chapter has contextualized its relation to Jakob von Uexküll’s early 

twentieth century work on animal perception. Uexküll’s work in biology imagined the inner 

space and perceptual realm of nonhuman animals and their environment through what he 

defined as Umwelt. In parallel, Herman’s narratology beyond the human analyzes fictional 

works between text and image to open-up aspects of nonhuman inner worlds; rendering the 

world as shared by multiple subject points. In outlining the main tenants of his work, the 

chapter has highlighted ways that narratives can help understand, challenge and reconfigure 
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perceptions of the nonhuman world. Fiction in this sense allows us to momentarily suspend 

the dominant logic of separation and exclusion between species to generate multispecies 

connections along with opening new nonhuman spatial regimes. Recognizing the limitation 

of the human in interpreting nonhuman worlds, the texts represent a potential life while 

simultaneously making this incomprehensibility apparent. The graphic strategies used here 

will become important aspects in the architectural imagination to think through nonhuman 

perception.  
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Chapter 4: Fiction in Architectural Education 

 

To carry this discussion of the practice of architecture further, it is necessary to make a 

distinction between the professionals and the professors of architecture in order to focus on the 

differences between the devising of architecture for delight and the professional devising of 

built environments for business. On the one hand, the professional is a businessman/architect 

who assumes that design is a service, a transitive activity supporting another, more important 

endeavor-the functioning of the building from the image to the heating, ventilation, and air 

conditioning (HVAC). Architecture is then subordinate to a more important task for which is 

becomes the medium. On the other hand, the professor sees architecture as an intransitive mode 

constituting a primary activity that cannot be subordinated to another enterprise. For him the 

product is a project, not a design. For a professor, architecture exemplifies and suggests rather 

than determines or imposes. The professional carries out a duty, whereas the professor enjoys 

the pleasure of a demonstration. 

 

 Marco Frascari, Monsters of Architecture, 1991 

 

- 
 

The use of fiction in architectural education is under-acknowledged in comparison 

with quantitative aspects of design. The teaching and representation of architectural design 

through fictional narratives is likewise overlooked, despite the numerous methodological 

paths it can offer in contesting present practice through alternative forms of cultural 

expression. Although it is arguable that some degree of fiction is embedded in all architectural 

education already—for example, in studio course models that ask students to design fictive 

buildings—these models tend to be predictive. In these normative circumstances, the design 

process tasks take, without critique, all the definitions of programs and forms of the present 

practice of architecture and reproduces them into new site conditions. This common practice 

of education does not so much ask how architecture could be done differently (one of the true 
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values of fiction) but instead asks students to repeat principles of building already observable 

in the present. Against these common approaches, this chapter will look at educative aspects 

of fiction in both architecture and non-architectural specific contexts of literature and 

speculative design to highlight fiction’s role in challenging cultural norms. If we assume 

education is not about training employees for work in predictable office settings, but instead 

providing tools for thought and self-navigation, then architectural education can make use of 

fiction in a much more critical manner. Considering the works discussed in the previous 

chapter, the present aims to highlight the opportunity and methods of fiction toward a de-

anthropocentric pedagogy of architecture. The chapter will take two main approaches to this 

agenda: one contemporary and one historical.   

The first approach is a critique of contemporary architectural education and its 

technological and scientific definitions of the environment. As argued in the following section, 

these definitions contribute to anthropocentric models of thinking insofar as they implicitly 

prioritize human aims. Against this, the chapter identifies several researchers who question 

the focus of education on building performance evaluations in favour of more culturally based 

approaches that question ecological responsibility.  

Secondly, the chapter locates the early Renaissance as an important historical moment 

in the education of architecture. Here, translations of Vitruvius and ancient texts were 

influential in two directions of education: those that favoured more prescriptive instruction 

and those that explored education in a more open-ended way through fiction. Specific 
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attention here will be given to Filarete’s Libro architettonico (1461-63), an educational treatise 

of architecture written as a fictional dialogue. Shifting from anecdotes, drawings, long 

digressions and descriptions of the landscape and ways of life, the treatise instructs architecture 

as an act of world-building rather than an isolated task of building construction. 
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4.1 History and Current Context of Environmental Education in Architecture 

 

Curriculum professor Bernadette Baker provides a framework for curriculum analysis 

that can help situate the biases of environmental education in architecture. She argues that 

“curriculum studies can now be conducted and debated as the ‘cultural studies of education’ 

with research into overt (formal or written content), hidden (incidental or implied learnings), 

and null (what could have been taught but was not) curricula taken-for-granted. Such 

formations had to become legitimate sites for posing questions in ways that decades past did 

not allow, a process that in some cases stifled the careers of those who raised such questions.”1 

Following Baker’s framework, the history of the term environmental architecture below will 

reveal that architectural education continues to play an overt role in addressing questions of 

ecology through technological means and environmental performance metrics. This overt 

content, as argued below, suggests a hidden learning result where anthropocentric definitions 

of a positive ecological approach are taken for granted. Such biases can be read in the persistent 

preoccupation with human comfort over nonhuman life in definitions of environmental 

architecture. Following these conclusions, we can argue that current educational content is 

null to opportunities to contest the omission of nonhuman life as a category of concern. 

A variety of questions open up regarding ecological responsibility in architecture. 

Should we continue with our Promethean hubris and assume that technological capacities can 

 
1 Baker, “Borders, Belonging, Beyond,” x. 
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eventually lead to a more stable balance between the “human and nature” as most discourses 

around sustainability and LEED assessment measures appear to vouch for? Here we would 

continue to explore the latest technologies, the most energy efficient HVAC systems and 

automatic self-regulating systems. But can we ever get it “right” considering the inverted 

utopia of the present that Günther Anders proposes? This is a condition completely unable to 

predict the outcome of what we make in terms of our ever-increasing technological 

production.2 Or do we simply take the opportunity in an educational setting to take time to 

reflect and question where these inherited assumptions of “the environment” might come 

from? Here, questioning and disenchanting ourselves from terms like environment, 

sustainability and green building could promote greater responsibility for nonhuman life. 

Various criticisms of a technological conception of the environment in education have 

endured since the early twentieth century when it was first introduced into architectural 

education as a discipline of environmental engineering. recalling the history of environmental 

education in architecture, the architecture professor Thomas Leslie notes its origins following 

the late nineteenth century flourishing of interest in the interior conditions of buildings as a 

result of industrialization and air pollution. Although labelled environmental design, in this 

earlier context, the term environment referred specifically to the interior environment of 

buildings with little regard for their outward effects.3 The field of environmental engineering 

emerged by the late 1920s which saw the introduction of mechanical ventilation and air-

 
2 Müller, Prometheanism. 
3 Leslie, “Environmental Technology,” 306. 
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conditioning in building construction and eventually their introduction into architectural 

curricula by the aftermath of World War II. Through a review of early papers on the 

implementation of mechanical and electrical services in education, Leslie notes that the 

earliest proponents of environmental engineering within curriculum placed all emphasis of 

design on the comfort of human occupants through means of codification and the review of 

suitable market-technology.4  

These influences persist today. This is seen most strongly in the impact of the 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certification system which has 

emphasized the quantitative, scientific assessment of environmental design since the late 1990s 

and to grounding of environmental education in scientific evidence-based discourses. Here, 

the reduction of energy is seen as the primary consideration for environmental thinking.5 As 

a result of the continuous debate noted in his research, Leslie concludes his paper by noting 

that the most “forward-looking” paths of architectural education today are attempting non-

exclusionary hybrid models of education that promote the combination of technological, 

active and passive, social and environmental along with economic benefits.6 

Daniel Barber surveys early climate research groups from the 1950s such as the Form 

and Climate Research Group from Colombia, the Climate Control Project conducted by the 

House Beautiful magazine and the American Institute for Architects which demonstrate a 

 
4 Leslie, 306. 
5 Leslie, 311. 
6 Leslie, 305. 
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preoccupation with human comfort over the external environment.7 Barber suggests that the 

desire for technological control over interior environments supported an ideal image of 

modern man whose life could be freed from the constraints of the natural environment.8 Such 

premises have been a major contributor to the acceleration of anthropogenic climate change. 

At its outset then, the technological approach to the environment sought to reject the 

conditions of the buildings’ setting within the larger ecological milieu, treating the 

surrounding geographic context as an obstacle to human comfort. As a backlash, advocates of 

regional and natural environmental based traditions began promoting passive, traditional 

modes of controlling the interior environments of buildings, arguing further that technology 

divorced architecture from its situation within a particular landscape. Since the early 

twentieth century, the debate between the technological approach and traditional, passive 

approach to the environment within education has been ongoing. Despite this, most 

approaches to environmental education in architecture today still proceed with the assumption 

that issues of the environment can be understood and managed exclusively by technological 

means.  

Kiel Moe offers evidence to this when he suggests that the current paradigm of 

environmental education in architecture is influenced by earlier exaggerated rhetoric on 

energy initiated by the early 1970s oil shortage that sparked concern over an approaching 

 
7 Barber, “Form and Climate,” 315. 
8 Barber, 305. 
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energy crisis.9 He notes the tendency for architecture to be instructed through aspects of 

technical practice as a separate domain of knowledge. This favours technological determinism 

over a socially constructed understanding of environmental issues. He gives the example of the 

use of air conditioning as a social practice, not a technological given. He argues that limiting 

education to technical components, building systems, and strategies for energy conservation 

limits the potential for creativity with what it means to be sustainable and that only once 

technological aspects are understood as socially constructed, can students of architecture 

develop alternate models.10 

In the European context, technological rhetoric in architectural education is further 

exemplified by a 2010 report that collected several essays on various approaches to 

environmental curriculum across universities in Europe by the European Association for 

Architectural Education (EAAE). Looking at some the findings below can highlight trends in 

the present. 11  The 2010 report, titled Teaching a new Environmental Culture: The 

Environment as a Question of Architectural Education sought to address issues of climate 

change and the environment beginning with the premise that buildings and their construction 

are major contributors to gas emissions and energy consumption globally and that a new 

conception and implementation of architectural practice through education could offer a 

means of eventual transition into a more healthy practice. Individuals and group 

 
9 Moe, “Compelling yet Unreliable,” 24. 
10 Moe, 28. 
11 The EAAE is an international association that establishes communication between major European 

schools to create dialogue and educational policies to address issues of architectural education at large. 
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representatives from member schools were invited to present the structure, content, outcomes 

and teaching approaches of their environmental courses. Within the forty schools surveyed, 

the pedagogical models presented rarely discussed issues beyond energy and material 

conservation despite creativity in approaching these subjects. 

One of the common issues identified across the authors of the EAAE report was a 

concern that environmental courses are often not integrated within studio design courses. 

They argue that this gives students the false impression that environmental issues are a separate 

subject matter or meant only as an optional concern and consideration of design.12 Andrzej 

Baranowski argues that the separation of environmental issues from studio education fails to 

engage students in the notion of environmental thinking as a socio-cultural issue. He argues 

that the failure to recognize this instead results in the confinement of sustainability to a narrow 

division of primarily technological knowledge. In another related claim, Vivienne Brophy, 

argues that students are generally poor at applying knowledge from environmental courses 

from outside of studio into the design thinking of studio, suggesting the segmentation of 

knowledge between courses.13 

Generally, current architectural education engages poorly with student imagination 

and critical thinking skills. Andrea Giachetta argues that environmental education also must 

take an ethical and political stance with regard to issues rather than to restrict concerns of 

 
12 See Havik and Veldhuisen, “Terristories,” and Garofolo, “Environment as an Issue.” 
13 Brophy, “Linking and Integrating Environment.” 
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education over the technological notions of sustainability. 14  Sang Lee argues for a more 

holistic approach in order to tackle the false perception built into the media and organizations 

such as LEED that promote sustainable design issues are solvable through sets of prescriptive 

measures and mechanical systems.15 Nikos Panagiotopoulos further suggests environmental 

education needs theory and history in order to provide an extended context to issues of the 

environment and climate change.16 Giovanna Franco discusses the dangers of the many user-

friendly tools and programs that have gained widespread circulation for energy simulation and 

other functions in architectural education. 17  She suggests that these programs have the 

potential to misconstrue simulations with real-life conditions and fail to engage students with 

the critical thinking necessary to perceive architectural design as a part of other diverse and 

complex processes. 

Traci Rose Rider draws similar conclusions in her analysis. She proposes that more 

traditional architectural faculty often treat green building as additive and separate theme of 

design taught as separate lecture-format or elective courses and that faculty members who are 

concerned with issues of green building are often not given the opportunity to present 

environmental themes as integral aspects within the design processes employed within a studio 

context.18  Rider shows that environmental educators are dissatisfied with the amount of 

 
14 Giachetta, “Teaching Sustainable Design.” 
15 Lee, “Aesthetics of Sustainable Architecture.” 
16 Panagiotopoulos, “Introducing Sustainability.” 
17 Franco, “Acting upon 20th Century.” 
18 Rider, “Reinterpreting Architectural Education.” 
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context exploration in courses and curricula of architecture. Her survey of educators 

encourages further efforts to incorporate context to broader the scope of other important 

environmental topics. This implies more attention to aspects of connections, references and 

linkages involved in environmental design that are not apparent in current approaches. Rider 

argues that these approaches tend to view architecture instead as “an object placed within a 

landscape,” suggesting a need to situate environmental issues and related paradigms, including 

philosophical positions and strategies to incorporate a deeper understanding of design 

impacts.19 

Rider has developed a framework to study the introduction of green building and 

sustainability principles in an architectural curriculum. While we should have caution to the 

meaning of these words, the framework yields relevant results. She identified two core 

categories of agreement: Student Engagement and Repositioning the Worldview, that 

reappeared throughout the educators’ recommendations for a successful environmental 

education. This agreement was found to be consistent regardless of whether educational 

models were used within the actual institutions that the interviewed educators taught in. Rider 

focuses on the “Repositioning the Worldview” category wherein the educators agreed a 

“holistic curricular response” was needed to suit the demand of a new worldview for 

architecture and the environment. 20  The importance of studio courses as a method of 

achieving these ends was emphasized across educators in her study, deeming it a fundamental 

 
19 Rider, 94. 
20 Rider, 95-96. 
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model for architectural education. The educators also agreed upon the importance of support 

courses that can explore more specific topics as foundational knowledge to be explored further 

within the studio context. They further agreed that understanding sustainability at a 

philosophical level can provide a better framework for decision making to guide a student 

throughout their education and practice, as well as to provide clarity to the use of various terms 

involved in environmental education. 

Research on Universities in the United States by Iulo et al. has similarly concluded that 

there is a general prioritizing of technological over cultural approaches to environmental 

curriculum. 21  The prevalence of the energy rhetoric in the 1970s prompted the core of 

sustainability principles in architecture to make energy conservation its primary goal. This 

mainstream effort to curb energy use continues today as the basis of assessing the 

environmental impact of architecture, as suggested by the review of environmental pedagogy 

in the United States and Europe. 22  The researchers, comprising of educators from the 

Department of Architecture and The Pennsylvania State University, compared the curricular 

approaches of six architecture programs who they considered leading figures of sustainability 

education in the United States. The six programs were studied according to social, aesthetic, 

and technical aspects of their educational approach. Through their own evaluations of the 

programs and through interaction with representative members of six schools, the researchers 

concluded that while there are many possible approaches to environmental education, a 

 
21 Iulo et al., “Environmentally conscious design.” 
22 Iulo et al. 
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technology-based approach is still heavily favoured in the United States. Suggesting both 

avenues are meaningful in architectural education, the researchers argue that a culturally 

based approach to environmental design education is just as important as a technical one.23 

Despite the call for more culturally based approaches, little is mentioned as to how a culturally 

based approach is defined, what it would entail or how it might be integrated into new or 

already existing curricula. Here again, fiction provides direction. 

All architecture schools are all driven to respond in one way or another to present 

ecological awareness. Outside of classrooms, there is presently an excess of learning materials 

available to students in the form books, articles, magazines, websites, popular media, news, 

etc. that continues to expand and define–for better or worse–what constitutes an 

“environmentally sensible” architecture. 24  This condition, marked by the urgency of the 

Anthropocene and the influx of new learning styles, continues to claim technological 

“solutions” to the hyperobject of climate change.25 Most of these learning materials can be 

easily taken for granted without a historic grounding and contextualization to question the 

motivations and underpinnings of definitions of sustainability and green building. The images 

produced by common educational texts and various mediums furthermore become the 

 
23  Since the researchers chose to evaluate these schools based solely on their literature outputs, 

education awards, and the resources available on program web sites only, their results cannot be exhaustive of 

the overall educational context in the United States. Regardless, what their evaluation does show is that the 

approaches offered at these schools are being recognized, awarded and popularized by external organizations 

and presented as models for others to follow. 
24 Voyatzaki, New Environmental Culture, 154. 
25 Morton, Hyperobjects. 
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structure through which sustainable or “green” architecture is conceived. Despite this context 

of overproduction, the counteraction and generation of new responses and theories cannot 

dwindle. The student of architecture need not be essentially linked to the forms of production 

who validate this type of learning. The university, instead, could provide a place to generate 

counter-narratives to those found in the market-saturated definitions, projects, awards of 

excellence and images we often take for granted. The next section reviews examples where 

some educators have started to respond to these redundancies and biases of environmental 

education in architecture.  
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4.2 Deviations to Common Environmental Pedagogies 

 

This section highlights several approaches that have emerged in recognition of the 

limitations of an exclusively scientific and technology based environmental education. The 

samples below present three alternative models that can address aspects of education which 

the purely technological approaches of the last section can not. The courses below deviate from 

prescriptive models of education by teaching the necessary skills of critical reflection or 

through fiction and storytelling in topics related to architecture and the environment. 

Ayşen Ciravoğlu from the Yildiz Technical University in Istanbul discusses an approach 

to environmental education through a seminar course where students’ critical thinking skills 

are developed in order to help them self-navigate within the large terrain of existing 

environmental discourses and debates. Ciravoğlu suggests the value that this learning 

environment provides is the enrichment of students’ criticality toward issues of the 

environment rather than teaching them what to think. Ciravoğlu writes that the goal of this 

approach is to, “unbuild certain ways, perceptions and patterns of behaviour encountered 

worldwide in many schools of architecture rather than build up these conventions.”26 To do 

this, the course follows three modules. The first module provides a contextual background, an 

understanding and a critique of the connections between green consumerism, sustainability 

and its links to science and politics. The second module concerns the discussion of different 

 
26 Ciravoğlu, “a critical Approach,” 155. 
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sustainable projects, a critique of the award systems of green building, along with the impact 

of the media and certain regulations and building certifications. The third module aims to 

search for alternative sustainable positions by investigating and evaluating the environmental 

and social dimensions of modes of, “resistance, particularly stemming from the neglected 

geographies of the world and presenting different levels of environmental concern.”27 While 

the learning model presented by Ciravoğlu directly critiques the prescriptive and highly 

technological focus of environmental education, the limit foreseeable is that students only 

become equipped to critique existing practices. It teaches what one should be cautious of or 

reject rather than exploring responses. 

In a description of Igea Troiani’s course model, she notes the difficulty of designing 

qualitatively in contemporary architecture due to the pressures of a mainstream tendency to 

measure environmental conditions in a quantitative manner. To counter this, she and Andrew 

Dawson designed a course called the Sci-fi Eco-architecture design studio where students were 

required to design for a fictional apocalyptic future. The studio introduced science fiction 

novels and film into their work as a way to engage in the “qualitative, imaginative and 

fantastical” in order to produce design interventions based on fictional cities facing ecological 

issues.28 Troiani and Dawson argue that by intersecting the fields of ecological architecture, 

sustainable architecture, science fiction into design pedagogy can open new areas of research 

into contemporary issues. The studio, for Troiani, operates under the premise that “what might 

 
27 Ciravoğlu, 155. 
28 Troiani, “Sci-fi eco-architecture,” 313. 
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seem fanciful or farcical technologies could now offer practical sustainable technologies for 

future architects and urban designers.29 Despite the critique of quantitative and technological 

means of environmental education, the studio promotes these means through the adoption of 

not-yet-existing technologies inspired by science fiction to invigorate the imagination as to 

the design of alternative roles of technology in architecture. Here, the studio fails to see 

ecological education as an issue of nonhuman relationality. The studio, though meant to 

prioritize social contribution to ecological degradation rather than being strictly solutions 

based, appears to default to, “practical sustainable technologies for future architects and urban 

designers.”30 In this way it seeks to promote unthinkable and new sustainable architecture 

through further technological breakthroughs and innovation. By limiting designs to conditions 

of ecological degradation in terms of climatic issues, the technological solution driven response 

is given priority. Furthermore, by investigating this case study it becomes evident that the 

choice of fictional works in science fiction rather than other mediums of fiction plays a role in 

supplementing the technological favouritism. Proposing innovative and imaginary 

technological solutions to future conditions is one possible area that fiction can intervene, but 

it is not the only area that defines an ecological approach to design. A broader range of fictional 

works and engaging more critically with literary theory can provide alternative means beyond 

technological fantasy. 

Klaske Havik and Sebastiaan Veldhuisen, professors of Architecture at Delft University 

 
29 Troiani, 322. 
30 Troiani, 322. 
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of Technology, have also deviated from normative models in their Terristories design studio 

course. They advocate that an environmental approach must move beyond a technological 

emphasis toward a more integrated process where, “materials, spaces, scales, users and time are 

placed in an intelligent framework.”31 Attempting to explore environmental issues according 

to larger relationships of the territory and city, the studio connects architecture to literary 

techniques within a design studio focused on site-specific sustainable development strategies. 

They write that environmental design should be, “inclusive, connective and imaginative” 

(inclusive in that architects must think beyond traditional roles toward the landscape and 

territory, connective in that architects must engage various stakeholder perspectives and 

imaginative in that in order to contest programmatic-functionalist thinking, architects must 

be equipped with the skills to produce innovative solutions).32 In this way they use stories as 

a method of addressing design questions because of literature’s capacity to stimulate and 

broaden students’ perspectives of the many scales and viewpoints involved in any site-specific 

project. Conceiving of the city and the landscape as “communicating personalities,” as opposed 

to other kinds of conceptions like building and environment, can help raise suspicion of 

common definitions. 

The studio intends to make the complexity of integrated environmental design legible 

and engaging. The literary approach, they argue further, offers both a playful and productive 

way to address these questions, noting that a story always looks from the perspective of other 

 
31 Havik and Veldhuisen, 227. 
32 Havik and Veldhuisen, 227. 
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characters in order to observe and describe a given environment. The design studio proceeds 

with students selecting which stakeholders they will represent in the project. Such 

stakeholders can include people as much as it can include nonliving entities like water or 

wood. Students first find a trace of their selected stakeholder in the form of an object, sketch 

or text from the given site, then proceed to compose stories where the lifespan of the 

characters, along with future considerations and needs, are imagined. Havik and Veldhuisen 

argue that by analyzing the site with a multiple perspective approach allows for a more 

substantial understanding of how the scales and environmental characteristics interact.  

The Terristories course provides the nearest example of how fiction could play a role 

in a de-anthropocentric architectural education through its consideration of nonhuman 

perspectives. Despite this, the primary ends of the studio appear to be for human wellbeing. 

For example, they state their agenda to make the riverbanks livelier through a cleaning 

strategy and the inclusion of site-specific interventions on the riverbanks. How far did they go 

to challenge the humanness of their designs and means of representation? What criteria are 

being used for the selection of stakeholders? Does this include animals or other marginalized 

characters that may play significant roles beyond the human factors of the design? Despite 

these areas of criticism, the studio offers a strong framework for fiction as pedagogy. These are 

the questions that we must address in the pedagogical model proposed in this dissertation. A 

similar studio model engaged more critically with these questions through the fictions 

discussed in Chapter 3 could be a valuable direction to explore.  
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4.3 Llosa’s “In Praise of Reading and Fiction” 

 

In his 2010 Nobel Lecture “In Praise of Reading and Fiction” Mario Vargas Llosa 

outlines the virtues of fiction as a necessity component of society. It is worth discussing Llosa 

here because he highlights an overlooked potential of fiction in most of architectural 

education. The way in Llosa uses certain terminologies and analogies in this short speech also 

allude to some of the topics in the end of the chapter when discussing Filarete—perhaps not 

so coincidently that it seems they have both arrived at similar conclusions for the use of fiction 

in critique of the ills of their respective societies. For example, Llosa uses the idea of fiction 

serving like a seed that spreads resistance to power. In a similar way, architectural historian 

Alberto Pérez-Gómez notes that Filarete’s educational value is that it acts more like a seed for 

the imagination than a prescriptive set of rules.33 The figure of the labyrinth is also apparent 

both in Filarete and Llosa as an analogy for life, and fiction is the key to navigate this. For 

Llosa, literature helps steer us in the labyrinth of life, a way of cross-referencing reality with 

an alternate version to direct behaviour, like a way-finding device.34 This is a theme that will 

be taken further in the discussion on Filarete’s labyrinth garden in section “4.6 Filarete’s 

Golden Book.” 

By resisting norms, demonstrating dissatisfactions of current life and in propagating 

 
33 Pérez-Gómez, “Filarete’s Sforzinda,” 250. 
34 Llosa, 11. 
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unrest across individuals, fiction offers a means of critiquing by working outside the 

constraints of daily life. As stated by the jurists of that year, the prize was awarded to him "for 

his cartography of structures of power and his trenchant images of the individual's resistance, 

revolt, and defeat."35 A Peruvian writer, politician, journalist, essayist and guest professor at 

numerous universities globally, he is considered one of the most influential writers from Latin 

America with impact internationally. His works often tackle political themes of injustice and 

critiques of dictatorships and control advocating the ability of literature to provoke resistance. 

Influenced by experiences in Barcelona during the Franco regime of the 1970s he directly saw 

the capacity for culture to succumb to the forces of power and to forge resistance from books, 

ideas and artistic explorations. For him, it was the mixing of culture that forced the dictatorship 

to an end. 

Finding out his father had not died as he was told throughout his young life, he resorted 

to writing as a form of refuge from his dissatisfaction with reality. For him, he suggests in this 

period of his early life, “literature stopped being a game. It became a way of resisting adversity, 

protesting, rebelling, escaping the intolerable, my reason for living.”36 From these personal 

reflections, opportunities of fiction beyond the concerns of the individual are made apparent. 

Throughout the speech he alludes to the connective capacity of literature extending between 

individuals and reaching to our base humanity through experience. 

Overall, looking at his speech upon receiving the Nobel Prize of literature, the elements 

 
35 The Nobel Prize, “Mario Vargas Llosa.” 
36 Llosa, “In praise of reading,” 9. 
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of fiction that apply to the context of this dissertation also appear if one accepts to some degree 

that the education system itself enforces strong biases that are difficult to think out of. In a 

passage resonating with the claims of this research, Llosa writes: 

We would be worse than we are without the good books we have read, more 

conformist, not as restless, more submissive, and the critical spirit, the engine of 

progress, would not even exist. Like writing, reading is a protest against the 

insufficiencies of life. When we look in fiction for what is missing in life, we are saying, 

with no need to say it or even to know it, that life as it is does not satisfy our thirst for 

the absolute–the foundation of the human condition–and should be better. We invent 

fictions in order to live somehow the many lives we would like to lead when we barely 

have one at our disposal. Without fictions we would be less aware of the importance of 

freedom for life to be livable, the hell it turns into when it is trampled underfoot by a 

tyrant, an ideology, or a religion. Let those who doubt that literature not only 

submerges us in the dream of beauty and happiness but alerts us to every kind of 

oppression, ask themselves why all regimes determined to control the behavior of 

citizens from cradle to grave fear it so much they establish systems of censorship to 

repress it and keep so wary an eye on independent writers. Whether they want it or 

not, know it or not, when they invent stories the writers of tales propagate 

dissatisfaction, demonstrating that the world is badly made and the life of fantasy richer 

than the life of our daily routine. This fact, if it takes root in their sensibility and 

consciousness, makes citizens more difficult to manipulate, less willing to accept the 

lies of the interrogators and jailers who would like to make them believe that behind 

bars they lead more secure and better lives.37 

  

Here fiction and reading are described foremost as a form of necessary escapism, space of 

reflection for dissatisfactions as well as means for building resistance to dominant ideologies 

that construct thought in certain ways over others. He continues: 

This must be repeated incessantly until new generations are convinced of it: fiction is 

more than an entertainment, more than an intellectual exercise that sharpens one’s 

sensibility and awakens a critical spirit. It is an absolute necessity so that civilization 

continues to exist, renewing and preserving in us the best of what is human. So that we 

do not retreat into the savagery of isolation and life is not reduced to the pragmatism 

of specialists who see things profoundly but ignore what surrounds, precedes, and 

 
37 Llosa, 2. 
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continues those things. So that we do not move from having the machines.38 

 

Extending the argument, he justifies that “the lies of literature become truths through us, the 

readers transformed, infected with longings and, through the fault of fiction, permanently 

questioning a mediocre reality.”39 It is in this sense that the transformative, yet non-obligatory 

function of fiction exerts its influence. Using Llosa as an example of the implications of fiction 

prompts questions about the role fiction plays in our contemporary educational setting. Too 

often, architectural curriculum demands a replication of pre-existent models of architecture, 

limiting the scope of the studio’s own inherent fictivity. 

 
38 Llosa, 11-12. 
39 Llosa, 12. 
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4.4 Speculative Design as Critique and Alternative 

 

In their book, Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming, Anthony 

Dunne and Fiona Raby survey a range of design projects that employ fiction as a means of 

communicating, critiquing and initiating discussion around social issues that emerge from 

areas such as science, technology, ecology and politics among others. They run a design studio 

based in London using design to stimulate discussion between the public, designers and 

industry. Touching briefly here on this form of design will outline its implications in education 

as a means of public engagement and learning. 

Throughout the book, they categorize various approaches, compare several design 

terminologies and discuss several themes of fiction use across a variety of mediums and artistic 

fields in an effort to situate and better define their notion of speculative design. According to 

Dunne and Raby, the difference between speculative design and other design fiction 

approaches is that speculative design aims to provide a critique, to generate discussion and 

harvest debate around a particular social issue rather than to propose a solution directly. 

Speculative design uses a material creation with a fictional function and narrative in order to 

engage an audience’s imagination. Since the function of the work is fictional, it is meant only 

to influence thought and shape opinions; operating under the premise that the ideas generated 

when we engage with art and design also play a role in constructing social reality. As such, 

they stress the importance of creating objects that propose questions. These objects provide 
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educational departure points from which the social imagination can envision alternatives or 

learn to live with such questions. 

In sum, their work is a response to the heavy dependence of market-influences on the 

disciplines of design that prevent certain ideas from being expressed. Unlike typical design 

products whose success depends on the consumer market, speculative designs depend on the 

successful dissemination of ideas. For Dunne and Raby this includes exhibition venues, articles, 

publications, online media or other means. By questioning an issue and materializing it 

through design, they argue that speculative design is concerned with the ethical and social 

considerations of an issue that are otherwise overlooked or taken for granted within the 

marketplace. As backgrounds as educators in arts and design studios, the authors recommend 

higher education to engage as experimenters in the re-imagination of everyday life since they 

are less restricted by market influence. For them, the educational setting proves a place from 

which mainstream definitions of reality can be contested. 

Although they primarily discuss design objects in their work, speculative design does 

not prioritize or rely on any particular medium of representation. Dunne and Raby also analyze 

examples of literature, film and art that engage audiences in similar questions and argue for 

the potential of literature and fine art specifically as the most relevant departure points and 

sources of inspiration. They suggest that “literature makes us work so much harder because 

readers need to construct everything about the fictional world in their imagination,” 40 

 
40 Dunne and Raby, Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming, 75. 
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suggesting that it provides the most engaging medium to envision alternatives. They also argue 

that fictional literature tends to allow for the most extreme variations from what currently 

exists, since literature is more concerned with changing reality than describing it, it offers a 

unique space within which to construct alternatives. 

In the context of architecture, the practice of DESIGN EARTH operates in a similar 

way, delving into questions of storytelling, environmental aesthetics and the necessity for 

architectural drawing to reconcile knowledge between disciplines. 41  The architectural 

practice is founded by Rania Ghosn and El Hadi Jazairy, both architects and professors of 

architecture with backgrounds in the Harvard Doctorate of Design program. The group uses 

architectural drawings, small installations, exhibitions and publications of their work to 

explore interchanges and narratives between the urban and global. The works all aim to 

explore in differing ways what they argue as the contemporary poverty of imagination, both 

spatial and visual, in times of climate change. Concerned with new visual productions, the 

work focuses more on the concerns of technology, and the enduring impacts of oil fields and 

landfills. Similarly to speculative design, the group uses public engagement to circulate ideas 

visually as a means to provoke questions rather than provide solutions. 

Both these kinds of research provide a possible vision of how to address the limitations 

of current pedagogies in architecture through the overlapping of design and fiction within the 

educational context. Whether to contest the overly technological definition of ecological 

 
41 Ghosn and Jazairy, Geostories. 
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building in the market or the overly anthropocentric biases of current ecological thinking in 

the discipline, speculative design provides a framework for critically understanding an issue 

and disseminating an alternative legible to the public. The process of taking a critical stance 

toward an issue engages students in a depth of understanding about a particular phenomenon, 

develops research and critical thinking skills that workplaces rarely engage. 
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4.5 Architecture in the Early Renaissance 

 

The early Renaissance marks a transition from a verbal teaching of architecture to 

textual instruction made possible by the early printing press. A look at this time in history—

by contrasting literary educational models, such as Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia 

Poliphili (1499) with the pragmatic aims of such Serlio’s I sette libri dell'architettura (1537) 

and Palladio’s I quattro libri dell'architettura (1570)—will help provide a historic parallel to 

the present. This parallel can be seen in the use of fiction to contest the prescriptive nature of 

environmental education in architecture discussed in previous sections. Here, the aim will be 

to find past inspiration for fictional education models in the present.42 

 Ingersoll suggests that more attention be given to studies of the fictional works of 

Filarete and Colonna who provide examples of architectural theories where a closer 

approximation to organic processes could be read in relation to the art of building.43 The 

section will begin with a review of the more systematic approaches of Serlio and Palladio, 

 
42 In Theories and History of Architecture, Tafuri provides a critique of what he terms “operative 

criticism,” a form of instrumentally using history. Here, history is used in an operative way to support pre-

determined design trends in practice. For him, operative criticism attempts a “precise poetical tendency, 

anticipated in its structures and derived from historical analyses programmatically distorted and finalised” 

(141). Against this, he proposes the notion of the “historical project,” a form of critical history that does not aim 

for a definitive use or solution; it is always partial and incomplete. Following this example, the aim of this 

section and the following section 4.6 is to revisit the early Renaissance as a parallel context to the present. In 

this way, these sections do not distinguish between past and present ways of teaching architecture so much as 

they call attention to the similarities of present prescriptive and non-prescriptive educational pathways in 

architecture. From this historical study, we can better understand in what ways past approaches of the fictional 

can contribute to a critique of present. 
43 Ingersoll, “Second Nature,” 124-125. 
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followed by Colonna’s enigmatic text to introduce the polarity of approaches within this 

approximately one hundred year period in the early Renaissance. 

Serlio’s I sette libri dell'architettura is one of the first treatise to use a combination of 

text and woodcut illustrations as a means of instruction and setting a precedent for preceding 

treatise.44 His text is concerned foremost with the education of the architect and in making 

this education accessible as reflected in the clear organization of the text as if scientific treatises 

of anatomy. He was also the first to establish the renaissance treatise as an element in 

architectural education between theory and practice.45 He wrote in Italian, rather than Latin, 

signifying his work for a broader audience in Italy. He also had a far-reaching influence in the 

sixteenth century throughout Europe, being translated into seven languages. The treatise was 

influential in the Netherlands, France and England and conveyed an architectural style Italian 

Renaissance through many examples of plans and elevations of classical Roman buildings. 

 His work progresses in neat categories of theory and practice with the initial five 

books of the treatise describing perspective, geometry, through to definitions of the orders of 

architecture and church design. The sixth book highlights domestic buildings from peasant 

housing to palaces, fortresses for tyrants and homes for mercenaries. He ends in the seventh 

book describing real scenarios and potential scenarios that could affect the building on site, 

including the restoration of Gothic facades to follow more systematic principles of proportion 

 
44 Hart and Hicks, “On Sebastiano Serlio,” 157. 
45 This carries through to today’s use of text and image in works like Francis Ching’s Architectural 

Graphics and Architecture: Form, Space & Order. 
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and symmetry. His last book on scenarios was a fist, giving insight into the discrepancy 

between theory and the actual practice. In this way, the text educates by following a linear 

process from drawing to building; serving as a modernized, illustrated version of Vitruvius.  

Throughout the text he takes influence from Vitruvius but he discusses both the good 

and bad of Vitruvius. For Serlio, architects need to be critical thinkers and not simply apply 

theory directly. He believed architectural invention should respect the rules established by 

Vitruvius but he wanted to affirm the architect’s judgement in recognizing some faults of 

Vitruvius. As such, he wanted clear rules for the orders and was the first to codify them into 

rules.  

In a purely visual analysis of the treatise, one marks the total absence of a sense of 

architecture relating to life: people, to site and daily life. Hart and Hicks note the universality 

of the text that aims to apply in all locations regardless of local styles and building traditions.46 

Rather, the kinds of drawing seen in Serlio, lead to the imagination that architecture is a 

building. It is simply an object to be taken and plotted on any piece of land to serve its function. 

In this way the treatise enforces the message that architecture is about the formal composition 

of materials to order space in emulation of ancient authority of Vitruvius (Figure 6). 

 

 
46 Hart and Hicks, 157. 
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Figure 6. Roman Temples from Serlio’s I sette libri dell'architettura, Book 3, 1619.47 
 

 

Serlio later influenced Palladio’s I quattro libri dell'architettura which took much 

inspiration from the style of treatise and the practicality and clarity of building design. 

Sometimes, Palladio’s own projects as an architect became part of his theory, reviving antique 

principles in his own works and exposing their assembly. He believed that one can learn much 

more rapidly from good examples when measuring and observing buildings on paper than in 

written descriptions and that reading is an extraneous endeavour, much more difficult to put 

into practice. 48  Because of this, he also refrains from the use of complex categories like 

Vitruvius or Alberti and focuses his teaching efforts on the nature or class of various building 

typologies. Palladio wanted to be as unambiguous as possible to educate the architect in a direct 

continuity with Serlio. 

A key difference from Serlio’s text is that Palladio does not draw in perspective, only 

 
47 Serlio, Tutte l'opere d'architettura, 63. 
48 Palladio, Four Books, 163. 
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elevation and section. His treatise is in this sense appears even further objectified and less 

engaged with architecture’s physical connection to the world, to people, to nature and more 

connected with formal principles. Around this time, practices of dissection would contribute 

to architectural representation in Palladio’s drawings, with detailed sections composed of the 

material layers of walls (Figure 7). Dissection in this context was a way to find reconciliation 

or unity in a diversity of Christian perspectives under one image of single cosmic order; taking 

priority away from earthly concerns and providing a beyond for which we can see eye to eye. 

This contributes to the anatomical nature of Palladio’s drawings, where dissection of the body 

is like the dissection of the building. In Palladio’s drawings, the body of the building acts as a 

corpse, reflecting his own cosmological views where the well reflected body of the building 

reflects a sense of harmony onto the viewer.  

Recalling Ingeroll’s thesis that the second nature of architecture in the Renaissance is 

a formal imitation of the appearance of nature rather than a participant with the world, 

Palladio describes that because architecture imitates nature, it can not distance itself from what 

nature permits. For him, columns are modelled from tree trunks and their capitals are merely 

expressions of weight from above.49 In Palladio, we also see the emergence of the scientific 

method in architecture. The professor of architecture and architectural historian, Robert 

Tavernor writes: “the treatment of a building as if it were a rational body which could be 

subjected to analysis in order to determine facts and quantities, as well as qualities had its 

 
49 Palladio, 55-56. 
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contemporary parallel in an increasingly scientific appraisal of the human body.”50 In this 

sense Palladio is also the first to strip away the building its material components and structures 

in his woodcut drawings and along with the tradition initiated by Serlio, becomes highly 

influential to the construction manuals that follow until today. 

 

 

Figure 7. Elevation of the Pantheon from Palladio’s  

I quattro libri dell'architettura, Book 4, 1570.51 
 

 

In contrast to the clarity of these practical treatises, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili is likely 

one of the most elusive works ever written, even beyond an architectural context and even in 

its own time. For most of its translators it is nearly indecipherable, using an invented language 

which combines Vernacular Italian, Latin, and sometimes Greek to tell a story of a dream 

within a dream. Although there have been many speculations over the last five hundred years, 

 
50 Tavernor, “Palladio’s ‘Corpus’,” 240. 
51 Palladio, I quattro libri, 276-277. 
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the author remains unidentified. The most popular theory is that the author is Francesco 

Colonna, a Dominican monk from Treviso who was stationed in Venice in 1499 where it was 

first published. 52  Although there is much debate about him being the real author, the 

translator of the most recent 2003 edition maintains that the Dominican monk deserves 

authorship due to a hidden message embedded in the text and a note found in a 1512 edition 

referring to a priest at the SS. Giovanni in Venice.53 

The book clearly expresses the spirit of the Quattrocento, a period of early Renaissance 

Humanism influenced by Cosimo de’ Medici and his Academy in Florence who were spreading 

ancient Greek, Roman and Neoplatonic texts among others to intellectual elites, stirring a 

general awe for a revival of ancient grandiosity. Although it is a dominant Christian world, 

the revival of texts meant here that there was a double interest in surrounding oneself by 

ancient iconography if you were a higher-class citizen, fluent in Latin and able to read the 

translations of ancient works. Colonna’s text is a clear example of this context combining 

Christian and Ancient sources. He had a hostile position in the church, later in his life being 

banished from Venice for slander against his colleagues.54 The book was first printed by the 

Aldine press in Venice founded by Aldus Manutius, a humanist scholar who studied ancient 

Greek literature. He began by printing new copies of ancient texts including Plato and 

Aristotle, making them accessible to a wider audience. 

 
52 Godwin, “Introduction,” xiv. 
53 Godwin, xiv. 
54 Godwin, xiv-xv. 
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The title of the book itself bears a resemblance to this context as it combines three 

Greek words: hypnos (sleep), eros (love), and mache (strife). The aspect of hypnos (sleep) refers 

to setting of the narrative in a dream of Poliphilo wherein he seeks his lost lover Polia. Eros 

(love) in the Neoplatonic context of the text refers to the desire for a reconciliation between 

multiplicity (the physical world) into unity (God). Mache (strife) refers to the emotional 

torment Poliphilo endures in this desire for unity that although it is momentarily felt it 

remains unfulfilled. Poliphilo signifies both “lover of Polia” and “lover of many” while Polia 

refers to a variety of meanings including something that is dead, a city, multiplicity and 

knowledge. The text acts in a very alchemical way in the sense that throughout there are many 

interpretations possible of its many ambiguous references. 

For Colonna, like Filarete and Alberti, there is a strong opposition to modern—or 

barbaric—architectural practice in their day and an overall desire to revive antiquity. He links 

Barbarianism to the fall of language and along with it, the fall of architecture, proclaiming that 

language of architecture has been buried and extinct along with true men; taking with them 

their virtue to the grave, and that this absence has left us with an inherited absence of virtue.55 

The key problems of contemporary architects, Colonna claims further, is their defective vision, 

their regulation of faulty buildings as sacred, profane and the dishonouring of perfect 

symmetry of parts which is nature’s teachings. Neglecting this point of virtue and happiness is 

found in the mean: any disrespect of this point always leads to disorder.56 

 
55 Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 31. 
56 Pérez-Gómez, “The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” 103. 
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Despite its ambiguity, contemporary authors have discussed it in an architectural 

context; some considering the work as a treatise for architectural education. In Polyphilo or 

The Dark Forest Revisited, Pérez-Gómez reinterpreted Colonna in the twentieth century, 

replacing the original Utopian imagery with a technological setting of machinery and airports. 

His appraisal of the book for the contemporary architectural education is that it reinvokes 

questions about the ethical implications of narrative construction. For him, the texts intention 

is to disclose an architectural production which emphasizes erotic knowledge as the locus of 

truth and suggests it “expounds a poetic vision that sets a temporal boundary to the experience 

of architecture, showing that architecture is not only about form and space but about time, 

about the presence of man on earth.”57 This Humanist period was influential to heightening 

the individual’s capacity to have control over shaping one’s life as opposed to medieval 

predetermination where one’s role in society was fixed. The ability to fashion oneself is what 

distinguishes us from animal beings and brings us nearer to the divine because this freedom 

also comes with a personal responsibility toward proper action. This is one of the most 

important themes of the text, whether Colonna is talking about human relations or the practice 

of architecture.  

In this way, the text is not only concerned with building, but with constructing a world. 

A recent article by professor in Plant Ecophysiology, Sophia Rhizopoulou, “On the Botanical 

Content of Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” counts 285 different botanical entities associated with 

 
57 Pérez-Gómez, Polyphilo, or, xiv. 
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672 textual passages.58 This reflects the diversity of Mediterranean ecosystems, wealth of 

resources and attention the reader had to botanical texts. Some plants are medicinal, some are 

symbolic, many are presented as vehicles for emotional expression, some are mythical and do 

not actually exist. It isn’t clear whether they have a specific reason in all cases but many 

references serve “as vehicles for expressing emotions, allegory, historical knowledge and 

environmental attributes, thus indicating links between botany and cultural history of 

plants.”59 In this context, vegetation are all clues to God’s secrets and because the learning 

works as a story, the drawings of buildings are always set within a living world. This 

storyworld sets the background to the events of daily life in contrast to the form seeking of 

Serlio and Palladio. 

For Colonna’s text, the work teaches indirectly. Colonna’s Isle of Cythera is an example 

where the text avoids literal transcription yet is believed to have directly influenced formal 

gardens of France and Italy in generations that followed and inspired the first Italian botanical 

gardens during the 16th century, cultivating and displacing exotic plants. The reciprocal 

relationship between art and nature is found in the association of the Cythera Garden with 

carpets found in oriental rugs which represented gardens. This was a revolutionary 

combination of geometry and garden.60 The Isle of Cythera acts as an ideal garden that on one 

hand reflects the change from a heliocentric universe to a geocentric universe with the 

 
58 Rhizopoulou, “Botanical Content of Hypnerotomachia.” 
59 Rhizopoulou, 8. 
60 Segre, “Untangling the Knot,” 83-88. 
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removal of the square in the circle and replaced only with the circle. The garden reacts to the 

seasonal changes and movement of the Earth around the sun. Cythera relates to several Greek 

mythological themes. It was Venus’ Island, suitable for love and strife, and streams without 

changing waters reflect the many Greek island conditions. Likewise, it takes influence from 

the Christian tradition, it is an island of love, a place of peace and harmony, like a small version 

of Eden.  

The book speaks to the paradox that once you have discovered the reality of your own 

agency, you must then align your free will to divine will. For Poliphilo this is attained through 

magic and architecture is a means to recognize a good life and proper alignment.61 In Built 

Upon Love, Pérez-Gómez calls Hypnerotomachia Poliliphi, the explicit articulation of erotic 

space in architecture. He states that the illustrations “were sources of ephemeral and 

permanent buildings for at least 300 years in Europe.”62 He suggests that because the book 

presents the reality of architecture as erotic and limited, it suggests alternatives to the technical 

emphasis in other treatises. He claims that for this text, the ideal is not worldly, perfection is 

otherworldly but gives a utopian vector for which to pursue the good life on Earth. The key 

lesson is that architecture is found in the erotic impulse, it is not purely visual or intellectual. 

The English philosopher, historian and archaeologist Robin Collingwood renders the 

Renaissance view of nature as a self creating being. He writes: “the naturalistic philosophy of 

the Renaissance regarded nature as something divine and self-creative; the active and passive 

 
61 Pérez-Gómez, 42. 
62 Pérez-Gómez, 39. 
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sides of this one self-creative being they distinguished by distinguishing natura naturata, or 

the complex of natural changes and processes, from natura naturans, or the immanent force 

which directs them.”63 This passage suggests that although there is a divine creator, this does 

not mean that behind each change or occurrence is a direct act or the will of God. Nature in 

this case is understood as the artificer of God’s secrets, requiring an imperfect interpretation. 

The main intention of Hypnerotomachia Poliphili articulates this as a possible ethical position 

or way-finding narrative where meaning and value is interpreted individually, not prescribed 

universally.64 Péréz-Gómez continues: “Once the original covenant between man and God 

was broken, European man had to make up for this lack; the primary issue became how to 

build and yet not dominate nature, how to avoid imposing the order of creation while making 

up for our fallen condition.”65 In this way, it fulfils a role beyond the pragmatic considerations 

of building, defining human life in relation to the world. 

 
63 Collingwood, The Idea of Nature, 94. 
64 Pérez-Gómez, “The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” 103. 
65 Pérez-Gómez, “The Hypnerotomachia Poliphili,” 103. 
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Figure 8. Scene of the three passages from Colonna’s  

Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 1499. 66 
 

 

In this section, two pedagogical models have been contrasted. Both emerge out of the 

early Renaissance, which marked a transition from a verbal teaching of architecture to a 

textual one by the early printing press. This period and its contrasts parallel the aims of this 

dissertation, which seeks to contest the prescriptive nature of environmental education in 

architecture. Here Colonna’s fictional model, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1499) has been 

contrasted with Serlio’s I sette libri dell'architettura (1537) and Palladio’s I quattro libri 

dell'architettura (1570). The role of this chapter has been to introduce this period of history, 

which will be expanded upon in the next section.  

 
66 Colonna, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, 127. 
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4.6 Filarete’s Golden Book 

 

Despite the use of literature in architectural education is no novelty, its use has been 

overshadowed by more pragmatic concerns of building throughout history. As argued below, 

Filarete provides the first known example of fiction in architectural pedagogy in his Libro 

architettonico (1461-63)—which, parallel to the aims of this dissertation, sought to critique 

and redirect what he considered the ills of culture and architecture in his day. This section 

discusses Filarete’s work in contrast to Alberti’s theoretical treatise of the same period. 

Contrasting these two authors will locate the early Renaissance as a period of major 

educational transition in architecture. Following this, an analysis of the golden book as a 

narrative and pedagogical device along with the fictional design for the labyrinth garden in 

his text below will explain the methodology of his fiction writing and offer inspiration for the 

“Epistemic Object” at the end of this dissertation where theoretical claims are put into 

pedagogical practice. 

The Florentine architect Antonio di Pietro Averlino, known as Filarete—a nickname 

deriving from the Greek word Philaretos or lover of virtue—was originally involved in 

sculpture and metal casting. He relocated to Rome to study as an architect during the 1430s 

and during this time built the bronze doors of St Peter’s, one of his most well-known projects. 

As a major representative of Renaissance culture in Lombardy, he eventually worked as an 

architect when in 1451 the duke of Milan, Francesco Sforza, summoned him to work for him. 



267 

 

 

It was during this period in Milan when he wrote the Libro architettonico, bringing together 

his knowledge of Florentine art and Roman antiquity. Although the treatise was dedicated to 

Sforza in the latter half of his Milanese life with a second dedication to Piero de’ Medici, the 

work was originally written for Francesco Sforza, the Duke of Milan, as a tool to help plan the 

city. While in Milan he was involved in a few building projects under Sforza, such as Ospedale 

Maggiore (the hospital for the poor) which informs some aspects of his writing. 

The Libro architettonico is the second architectural treatise of the Renaissance 

following Leon Battista Alberti’s De Re Aedificatoria.67 Despite that both Filarete and Alberti 

depart from Vitruvius, a stark difference is seen between their approaches. Filarete opts for a 

literary approach while Alberti seeks to follow a similar structure of Vitruvius, aspiring to 

clarify and add breadth to his work. Filarete’s is the first treatise written as a continuous 

fictional narrative in the Western tradition and it was the first ideal city of the Renaissance; 

leading subsequently to other ideal cities such as More’s Utopia. Though it is the first of the 

Renaissance, it lacks the cohesiveness of what one would expect of a Utopian city today. Not 

all the elements or all relations between buildings and spaces are equally described and much 

is left up to the author to determine. Frascari notes the text’s hybridity, mixing Renaissance 

ideas loosely into a medieval sketchbook.68 In this way, the drawings in the margins of the 

text help reinforce the ideas of the narrative and serve as a visual stimulus to embed the 

 
67 Although the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili was written before it, it does not have a self-proclaimed 

mission to instruct architecture in the same way and it is debatable whether it merits the title of an 

architectural treatise. 
68 Frascari, “Horizons” 183-184. 
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reader—or in its day, listener—into the story.  

Filarete’s treatise is presented as a fictional dialogue between Francesco Sforza and an 

architect Onitoan (an anagram of Antonio) who is given the task of building a new city 

Sforzinda. Overall, Filarete’s text develops this ideal, circular planned city Sforzinda which 

was meant to disclose an ideal Renaissance society in harmony with a cosmological order. The 

unprecedented building typologies articulated throughout were meant to disclose a model 

humanist polity with each piece playing a role in the whole. It had a strong will to impact 

social matters, as architecture was believed to be an expression of the social conditions of the 

state. It detailed the everyday life of the Italian Renaissance, depicting scenes like trades, 

worker interactions, and other daily pleasures of life and ritual. The work included detailed 

designs for institutions such as hospitals, cathedrals, princely palaces, city halls and prisons, 

among others. Eventually during the story, a second city—a fortified port—is built. During 

the excavations for this second city, a golden book is found buried in a stone time capsule 

which describes the design of a mythical ancient city Plusiapolis (rich city). The king of this 

city is King Zogalia (an anagram of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the son of Francesco) who is also 

instructed by Onitoan on techniques of drawing and building.  

Uniquely of all the Renaissance treatises, Filarete’s instructs ideologically and 

pragmatically through narrative—a premise much unlike the prescriptive tonality found in 

Alberti and other treatises that pursue a pragmatic account of building.69 For Alberti the 

 
69 To date, little attention has been drawn to Filarete with only a selection of articles available on 

various aspects of his work. Even less has been discussed regarding the implications of his work on education. 



269 

 

 

architect is a consultant while for Filarete the architect has a much deeper role as the mother 

of the project who has a responsibility to foresee that the work is done well.70 In order for 

architecture to live like a man, it also must be conceived like one. Filarete describes his famous 

metaphor of the architect as mother: 

The building is conceived in this manner. Since no one can conceive by himself without 

a woman, by another simile, the building cannot be conceived by one man alone. As it 

cannot be done without a woman, so he who wishes to build needs an architect. He 

conceives it with him and then the architect carries it. When the architect has given 

birth, he becomes the mother of the building. Before the architect gives birth, he should 

dream about his conception, think about it, and turn it over in his mind in many ways 

for seven to nine months, just as a woman carries her child in her body for seven to 

nine months. He should also make various drawings of this conception that he has made 

with the patron, according to his own desires. As the woman can do nothing without 

the man, so the architect is the mother to carry this conception. . . . As I have compared 

the architect to the mother, he also needs to be the nurse. He is thus both nurse and 

mother. As the mother is full of love for her son, so he will rear it with love and 

diligence, cause it to grow, and bring it to completion if it is possible; if it is not, he will 

leave it ordered in such a way that it will not perish because of its incompleteness.71 

 

An understanding of the architect as mother and building as body signifies that the building 

process is an organic and vital process born from the equal partnership of patron and architect. 

Instead, Alberti discloses the right for an architect to choose clients and presents client-

architect relations as a much more cautionary tale to his audience: “should you propose to 

supervise and execute the work, you will hardly be able to avoid having sole responsibility for 

all the errors and mistakes committed by others, whether through inexperience or neglect.”72 

 
See Spencer, “Introduction,” xix. and on the future generations and role fiction played in sparking the 

renaissance imagination. 
70 Giordano, “On Filarete’s Libro Architettonico,” 56. 
71 Filarete, 16. 
72 Alberti, On the Art of Building, 318. 



270 

 

 

Despite this, Filarete and Alberti are similar in other ways in their definition of the architect, 

both aspiring to advance architecture as a liberal art and both referred to the value of letters 

and other intellectual pursuits toward this. Filarete’s treatise, however, depicts a much more 

organic approach concerned with the relation of building to the overall world, landscape and 

city and to the presence of the architect on the construction site. His treatise shows how an 

architect can do this despite giving less precise direction, rigorous theories and abstract 

definitions as Alberti.73 

Another aspect where Filarete diverges from the authors in his day is that he writes in 

vernacular Italian rather than Latin. John Onians, Professor of World Art, notes how Alberti’s 

text was written for “a republican aristocracy . . .  while Filarete speaks as a courtier to his 

God-fearing lord.”74 Likewise, Onians suggests that Alberti’s treatise was far more preoccupied 

in Ancient Italy and the re-invocation of Rome (of merit for its wealth, power and humbleness 

and restrain) and that this architecture served as the combination of all good qualities of the 

ancient architecture of Asia (of merit for its size and impressive scale) and following this, the 

architecture of Greece (of merit for its refinement, careful planning).75 It is this restraint of 

the Romans that Alberti admires and his text reads in a similar way following Vitruvius’ 

authority; closely refining where it lacks.76  

 
73 Luisa Giordano argues that this difference constitutes a different role for the architect in each case. 

Filarete defines the position of the architect as a privileged figure in the court, while Alberti depicts the 

architect as an autonomous artist. See Giordano, 56.  
74 Onians, “Alberti and ΦΙΛΑΡΕΤΗ,” 104. 
75 Onians, 97-98. 
76 Onians, 97-98. 
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Through fiction, Filarete’s theory of architecture is read in a much different way. 

Filarete’s treatise engages learning through characters in a storyworld, creating a rich, 

multifaceted pedagogical agenda. The story also has an entertainment component being full of 

events to maintain reader interest, incorporating daily customs and habits of residents of the 

city and landscape and alluding to the ways humans and animals relate through journeys, 

hunting and other events. These excursions add life to the architectural imagination beyond 

the material reductionism common in other treatise of the time. Even though some of these 

excursions into the landscape are related to the architect and patron seeking building materials 

for construction, there is a deeper relation between the built works and the material realities. 

All materials come from places and these materials are bound to lives of other characters and 

beings in the story. For Filarete, the building as a material object is not the only aspect. 

In Alberti, Serlio and Palladio for example, the only understanding one gets of the lives 

his buildings participate in is through building functions and class functions. In this way, 

buildings are reflections of pre-defined categories and clients. In Filarete, descriptions lead to 

other directions. The sense of place that the text describes is up to the readers’ interpretation. 

In Filarete, the landscape itself plays a role in crafting this world with descriptions of clear 

waters full of various species of flora and fauna. The capacity for literature to educate in this 

way is in its aesthetic trace and the impression that this reading leaves behind for each reader. 

Pérez-Gómez likewise refers to the overall text as the seed of a future city–not its literal 
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translation.77 In this sense, the cultivation of the story happens in the mind of the reader, not 

on the page of the treatise. 

For Filarete, fiction was a means of criticism. Spencer, the translator of the most recent 

English version of the treatise, notes one of the driving points of the treatise when he suggests 

“Filarete's attack on the traditional architecture of his time is based on four major points: its 

lack of true knowledge, its derivation from barbarians, its disregard of certain natural ‘laws,’ 

and its failure to conform to the authority of the ancients.”78 Filarete is full of criticism of the 

“barbarianism” of his time: 

I will tell you, my lord. It happened for this reason. [Architecture declined] as letters 

declined in Italy; that is, spoken and [written] Latin became more gross until fifty or 

sixty years ago, when minds became more subtle and were reawakened [to the past]. 

As I say, it was a gross thing. The same happened to this art through the ruin of Italy 

brought on by the wars of the barbarians who desolated and subjugated it many times. 

Then, too, many customs and rites came from the other side of the Alps. Because no 

great buildings were built, since Italy had become poor, men were no longer very 

experienced in these things. As men lost experience, their knowledge became less 

subtle. Thus the knowledge of these things was lost. Then when anyone wanted to 

build any building in Italy, he had recourse to those who wanted to do the work, to 

goldsmiths, painters, and these masons. Even though there are some points in common 

between their trades, there are many more differences. They used the fashions they 

knew and that seemed [best] to them in the modern tradition. The goldsmiths built 

their [buildings] like tabernacles and thuribles. They made buildings in this same 

manner, because these forms seemed beautiful in their own work, but they also have 

more to do with their own work than with architecture.79 

 

This barbarianism referenced throughout his work refers to a recent history of barbaric 

intrusions on Northern Italy from the twelfth to thirteenth century by the Germanic Holy 

 
77 Pérez-Gómez, “Filarete’s Sforzinda,” 250. 
78 Spencer, xxxi. 
79 Filarete, 110v. 
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Roman Emperors. In opposition to this barbarian overturning of established Early Christian 

and Romanesque styles, Filarete wanted to revive the grandeur of Rome and other ancient 

works. The decline of architecture here also marks the decline in textual knowledge of the 

past. His treatise seeks to provide aids to both aspects through numerous historic references in 

his work. 

Toward this, the treatise presents a story to criticize architecture in its time through 

ancient textual authority. Here, drawing on the study of literature from the past while 

incorporating and mixing these elements into the present, Filarete’s text alludes to a different 

form of cities and architecture in the future. By using fiction, he is able to imagine a world in 

which these principles cumulate into a fragmented yet highly suggestive vision of what the 

modern Renaissance city could be. In this way, the text illustrates a potential world and is set 

apart from any specific city despite the repetition of elements from his own building projects 

and real features of other Italian cities at the time. Likewise fictional buildings and programs 

that have neither past nor present equivalents act as demonstrations of possible outcomes from 

studying ancient authority, not prescribed in a literal sense. In this way, architecture is not a 

solution and the instructional aspects of the treatise are presented simply as allusions.  

The labyrinth garden (Figure 9) offers an example of this where the invention of a 

program alludes to a potential future architecture without disclosing its entirety. This example 

will serve not only to reveal and explain the process of Filarete’s own fictional method but—

by analogy to the purposes in this dissertation—will help to suggest a fictional means of 
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instruction combining literary influences for the present.  

The labyrinth garden appears in a section of Filarete’s narrative that recounts imaginary 

ancient buildings found within the hidden golden book retrieved while digging foundations 

of Sforzinda. The golden book serves as the guide for new buildings in Plusiapolis throughout 

the latter part of Filarete’s narrative. As a book within the book, it serves as a narrative device 

to open up possibilities for architecture in the story as if from ancient authority. Throughout 

the Libro architettonico, with the help of a translator, Filarete recites the buildings described 

in the golden book to the duke. These fictional buildings often tie together various ancient 

references in one design, creating fantastical and novel buildings while validating them 

through ancient authorship. 
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Figure 9. The labyrinth garden from Filarete’s Libro architettonico, 1461-63.80 
 

 

To get to the labyrinth garden one has to cross varying bridgeheads, buildings and other 

structures that all play a role in the journey to its centre. The labyrinth is a unicursal–single 

path as opposed to a multicursal–multiple path labyrinth. Professor of the History of Music, 

Craig Wright, notes the difference between these claiming that in the unicursal labyrinth faith 

is required to attain a goal and in the multicursal labyrinth, logic is required to solve a difficult 

puzzle.81 It is necessary to note here that the scale of Filarete’s labyrinth itself is quite massive. 

 
80 Filarete, 121r. 
81 Wright, The Maze and the Warrior, 2001. Penelope Doob notes further that prior to the 

Renaissance, most labyrinths were unicursal. See Doob, Idea of the Labyrinth, 43. 
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The Italian braccia, used as the main measurement throughout the treatise, was at this time 

approximately 58-69 cm in our standards today.82 Filarete recounts that the perimeter square 

has a length is 3,000 braccia meaning in total it would be approximately 1,900 meters in length; 

almost two kilometres. A calculation of the entire length of the path of labyrinth reveals the 

journey is about thirty-six kilometres long—so it was certainly not meant as an easy stroll.  

Due to the elaborate entrance process and written description, we are led to conclude 

that the labyrinth and garden are separate features, although they are both discussed in the 

same part of the treatise as one garden. The labyrinth itself appears more so as a long meander 

or path toward an interior garden described by foliage, water and artworks in its centre. The 

labyrinth garden is likewise the most elaborate of the other labyrinth designs in his text: 

The garden was laid out as is described here. First of all [it was] a square of 3,000 braccia 

and divided into seven parts, 100 land braccia wide. Each of these streets had a little 

shelter at its corners 12 braccia square. From one to the other there is a passage on 

columns like the one above. Thus one can go under cover on the lower level and in the 

open on the upper level from one to the other of these places. They are placed between 

the two streams of water in such a way that whether one chooses the upper or lower 

level of these seven ways, he can always see the water. One stream runs on the outside 

and one on the inside, as I have said. It says that there was a square of 1,000 braccia on 

each side which was reduced to a circle. This, in turn, was laid out like a map of the 

earth. All the streams flowed in and flowed out from the center of this. There was 

another garden built in a new manner. It was more than 100 braccio high and all on 

columns. It also enclosed a palace. It was separated from the mountains as much as it 

was possible to do, as you can see from the map. The palace and garden took up a space 

of 300 braccia. It was in this form, as you can understand from this drawing and from 

this description. As I have said and as you see demonstrated here, the palace was square. 

. . . I know that perhaps you do not understand these dimensions and layout for I do 

not understand them too clearly myself, said the interpreter. My lord also said that they 

were rather obscure for him as well.83 

 
82 Fischer, “Utopia, Science and Garden,” 159. 
83 Filarete, 209-210. 
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Along with this description, it seen in its entirety only in a single plan view (Figure 9). Other 

drawings detailing the interior appear separately. In this way, it is difficult to ever arrive at 

one cohesive understanding of the design. The description likewise remains ambiguous to the 

reader, a concept made explicit at the end of the passage above. 

Filarete had a unique obsession with the labyrinth as compared with other writers in 

his time. Differentiating Filarete’s labyrinth garden from the others throughout the text, we 

can see its intention lies beyond a strictly functional role. In total there are five labyrinth 

designs articulated throughout the text, the first four having a role in surrounding the castle. 

In the first instance, we have a direct reference to its likeness to the labyrinth of Daedalus. He 

furthermore refers to the labyrinth at Porsenna as an example for this design: an undiscovered 

labyrinth tomb housing the sarcophagus of a legendary Etruscan king. In this first example, 

Spencer explains that the tower would have been completely impractical for its day as a 

defense mechanism and too ornate to be considered a useful tower “the intent is clearly to 

make of the castello the symbol of ducal power rather than the instrument.”84 The second 

instance does not discuss the fact that it is a labyrinth at all but merely shows it is one through 

drawing. Here, we also know from the description that it is in service of guarding a tower. The 

third instance of the labyrinth is again part of a tower. In this case, it is strictly functional to 

prevent unwanted intruders from entering. Here, the symbolic dimension of the labyrinth is 

displaced for its more functional role as a deliberate space of confusion for unfamiliar guests. 

 
84 Filarete, 66. 
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In the fourth and final example of the labyrinth, the role is similar to the third serving a 

function role with a combination of secret quick passages and others which are intentionally 

misleading. We can conclude then that for Filarete, the labyrinth serves both symbolic 

purposes as in the case of the first example where ancient sources are credited and for practical 

uses such as guarding towers where no ancient sources are given.  

The labyrinth existed almost exclusively within the context of the interiors of churches 

during the Middle Ages. Only in the sixteenth century, following Filarete and others, did the 

labyrinth become used in civic buildings or private residences. Furthermore, all of the church 

labyrinths were circular in form, whereas of Filarete’s labyrinths are square. This suggests a 

deliberate allusion to non-Christian influences as seen in the example of the ancient Egyptian 

labyrinth. Beyond mention of Daedalus, Filarete also makes reference to Menedotus and 

Velnaron as the first architects and who are said to have built the first labyrinth in Egypt. This 

labyrinth is said to have been visited by Daedalus as inspiration for the containment of the 

Minotaur. 

Perhaps one example of a labyrinth from this period is worth mentioning briefly. 

Although no specific reference is made to this particular labyrinth, it was in proximity to 

Filarete’s stay in Milan at the time of writing. The labyrinth at Pavia (Figure 10) offers a 

Christian vision of the entire history of the world from primordial time to classical mythology, 

Old Testament prophecy and Christian revelation. This example shows some parallels to the 

intentions of Filarete’s work when he describes the placement of statues of influential figures 
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of ancient history within the palace garden.  

 

 

Figure 10. Partially preserved maze from pavement of the church of  

San Michele Maggiore, Pavia Italy.85 

 

 

Beyond the labyrinth, Filarete likely used the Hanging Gardens of Semiramis as a model 

for his descriptions of the garden in its interior. The description of the gardens by the Greek 

historian Diodorus Siculus (90-30 BC) is referenced throughout the treatise.86 It has many 

common aspects including the terrace shaped building on a layered site supported by rows of 

halls and elaborate vegetation and sculptures. Filarete writes: 

It then says that there were a great many ornaments both on the interior and exterior. 

It says that on the top of each corner there was a very large bronze horse, one turned 

 
85 Wright, 31. 
86 Spencer, xx. 
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to the east, another to the west, another to the north, and another to the south. At the 

top of each [corner square] there was a figure of gilded bronze with a banner in its hand 

and arranged in such a way that when the wind blew it turned with the wind. These 

were all gilded. In the other four there were also figures in the same way as stated 

above. These represented the figures of noblemen and inventors of worthy things, as 

for example Saturn, who taught the Italians to cultivate the earth and to sow grain, 

Bacchus, who taught the Egyptians to plant the vine, and Minerva, who taught the use 

of wool. . . . All these things were of gilded bronze and very grand. Carmenta, who 

invente d Latin letters, was also there. Nude Hercules was there with his twelve stories, 

or labors, how he killed Antaeus, how he led Cerberus up out of Hell, how he killed 

Cacus, how he killed Gerion, how he killed the Nemean lion, the boar, and the Hydra, 

Archeloos the bull, the centaurs, the horses of Diomedes, and the Deer, and how he 

killed the serpent that guarded the Golden Apples. All these things were of gilded 

bronze and very grand. Also on the four comers of the water, that is, at the end of the 

streets, as you can understand from the drawing, there were four little shelters, you 

might say as a simile for the winds. They were in the form you see here with a large 

bronze figure at the summit of each one representing that wind.87 

 

The garden in this sense serves as a mnemonic device recalling the history of human discovery; 

a place to recall the origins of our particular givenness in time. His sources are diverse beyond 

the usual Vitruvius and Alberti, Dante, Pliny, poets. Professor of ancient and medieval 

architecture, Berthold Hub notes that Filarete’s text demonstrates a clear familiarity with the 

ancient architecture of the near and far east with the inclusions of labyrinths, pyramids, 

obelisks, spheres and shining towers that can be found throughout his work.88 Additionally, 

the name of the city found in the golden book is Plusiapolis—which is a Greek word meaning 

Rich City. Filarete was also close friends with Francesco Filelfo who was a prominent Greek 

scholar and translator at the time who would send him letters from Florence to Milan. The 

Lord’s poet Iscofrance Notilento from the story is an anagram of Filelfo, a famous Greek scholar 

 
87 Filarete, 211. 
88 Hub, “Filarete and the East.” 
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in Sforza’s court.89 Filelfo was likely the source for much of Filarete’s knowledge of ancient 

Greek literature either as a translator or as an oral transmitter of Greek knowledge.90 Filelfo 

is also mentioned as the translator of the golden book discussed throughout the treatise. In a 

letter given from Filelfo to Filarete we again see evidence of the level of influence of Daedalus. 

In an epigram dedicated to Filarete, Filelfo refers to him as a daidalos—a medieval tradition of 

honouring artists.91 

Though a familiar tale in Greek mythology, the myth of Daedalus is worth briefly 

recounting because Filarete refers to and praises Daedalus several times throughout his treatise 

and because of the priority Filarete gives to Ancient Greek sources over Roman or modern 

Christian ones. Daedalus was a skilled craftsman from Athens associated with practical 

intelligence and ingenuity. He was an inventor of tools and a crafter of lifelike sculptures. 

Daedalus is often represented as the figure of the pre-classical architect who built the labyrinth 

at Knossos. After his expulsion from Athens following a murder, Daedalus went to Crete, 

where he served King Minos at Knossos. After Poseidon gifted a magnificent bull to King 

Minos, Daedalus was hired to construct a lifelike wooden cow covered in leather with which 

to seduce it. Instead, Queen Pasiphae—the King’s wife, after falling in love with the bull, used 

Daedalus’ construction to mate with the bull and together conceived of the monstrous 

Minotaur.  

 
89 Onians, 106. 
90 Onians, 106. 
91 Hub, 34. 
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Pérez-Gómez writes that “the Minotaur was a symbol of both the architect’s technical 

ability and his power to subvert the order of the world; half bull and half human, he had to be 

hidden, but also to be found.”92 With this, Daedalus would craft the labyrinth under the 

command of King Minos to both contain and keep close guard of the dangerous Minotaur. 

According to the myth, the Minotaur was fed sacrificial victims by King Minos to keep it alive. 

Ariadne, the daughter of King Minos fell in love with one of these sacrificial victims named 

Theseus, who was fated as food for the Minotaur. Instead, Ariadne gave Theseus a strategy to 

overcome the Minotaur and to escape. By placing a thread of golden yarn at the entrance, 

Theseus was able to slay the Minotaur and likewise retrace his path to escape the labyrinth.  

A celebratory dance between Theseus and Ariadne followed this victory on the island 

of Delos where the two retraced the path of the labyrinth. Eventually King Minos found 

Daedalus, angered by Theseus’ ability to kill the Minotaur and entrapped Daedalus and his son 

Icarus in the labyrinth. Daedalus crafted wings for the two to fly out, but Icarus flew too high 

and his wings were melted by the rays of the sun and he plummeted to his death. Following 

his description of the myth of Daedalus, Pérez-Gómez writes: 

The labyrinth is a metaphor of human existence: ever changing, full of surprise, 

uncertain, conveying the impression of disorder, a gap (chaos understood in the 

etymological sense) between the only two certain points that it possesses, birth 

(entrance) and death (its centre). When the architect reveals the idea of the labyrinth, 

however, the apparent gap or disorder is revealed as order. This idea of architectural 

order could thereafter be regarded as the essence of cities and buildings, which are 

apparently remote in form from that of a labyrinth.93 

 

 
92 Pérez-Gómez, “The Myth of Daedalus,” 51. 
93 Pérez-Gómez, “The Myth of Daedalus,” 51. 
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The notion of the labyrinth as order is a symbol throughout the Western tradition and the 

architect, through intellect and ingenuity, makes this order from chaos possible. Here, Pérez-

Gómez further contends that the most significant aspect of the labyrinth is the ritual aftermath 

found in the dance. The dance in the choros was a place where individual participation would 

reveal and produce the magical effects of order and spiritual security in the world. By re-

enacting the trace of the labyrinth, Theseus and Ariadne achieve a new sense of order and 

sense of security in their world by reawakening the memory of conquering the Minotaur. The 

re-enactment of the labyrinth by Filarete in his labyrinth design points to this tradition 

wherein the gardens’ visitor retraces the steps of the ancient myth to discover the new—ideal 

polity—as ordered by ancient principles that Filarete’s labyrinth garden palace is meant to 

disclose within its geometry.  

In searching for the meaning behind the labyrinth garden, it is clear that while there 

is no ideal existing city for which the traveller is meant to reach upon their journey to the 

centre of the labyrinth, it is likely that Filarete meant the design as a kind of symbol for future 

building projects. The main illustration and its description are meant to evoke a particular 

worldview within which the future of the city ought to be directed toward. In a sense, this 

design captures the essence of his entire project.  

The device of the golden book provides an important means of understanding Filarete's 

text and how ancient sources are worked into the description of the labyrinth garden. Onians 

notes that there are several works of Plato that could have inspired Filarete’s treatise. The 
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golden book mirrors this scenario in the treatise by occulting all ancient sources into a single 

work. Onians suggests the following three works in particular: the Timaeus which describes 

man as the image of the universe, the Critias which details two cities and their architectural 

organization and the Laws which details laws, economy, political system and education of an 

ideal city.94 The Critias mentions a number of architectural details between the two cities 

Athens and Atlantis which came from Solon, an ancestor who heard the details from the 

written records of Egyptian priests. This aspect, Onians notes, parallels the use of Filarete’s 

own golden book as a kind of manuscript of details from Plato’s works provided by Filelfo.95 

The two cities of each text differ in similar ways with Athens paralleling Sforzinda and 

Atlantis, the luxurious city paralleling the rich and extravagant Plusiapolis.96 Onians goes on 

in his analysis to make further parallels between Plato and Filarete, noting that the Timaeus 

as a creation story could have been inspiration for the creation myth which Filarete’s text 

begins with; comparing God to man and man to building. He writes: “Filarete knew the 

Vitruvian account of human proportions and was inspired by the Timaeus to explain it and 

give it greater authority by linking it to the Christian Creation story.”97 Further, he suggests 

the Laws as possible inspiration for Filarete’s work, noting similar divisions of twelve. The 

Laws is divided into twelve books while Filarete’s text can be divided into two twelve book 

sections (a total of 24 books plus an appendix): one for Sforzinda and one for Plusiapolis. The 

 
94 Onians, 105. 
95 Onians, 107. 
96 Onians, 107. 
97 Onians, 108. 
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final of these two parallels the Laws most clearly, being inspired by a Greek polis that accounts 

for details such as the life of school children, prisons and penal systems among others in 

strikingly identical ways.98 

Thus, one of the most important aspect of Filarete’s teaching through fictional example 

is that of the golden book. The book is a kind of device in which all the ancient texts he had 

encountered through Filelfo were contained. In the story itself, the golden book holds a variety 

of clues to help build the fictional city of Sforzinda. It operates as a kind of stand-in for various 

sources of ancient knowledge, condensed as a principle, instructing that the basic form that 

the right wisdom, whenever in doubt, the ancient text and its translation will come to the 

rescue and will provide all the answers on how a great society and its architecture ought to be. 

By studying ancient sources, Filarete hoped that he could revive an authentic way of 

building in contrast to the rejection with which he and Alberti had with regard to the 

modern—or what we would now refer to as gothic—buildings of his time. In this, we can take 

the labyrinth to have a metaphorical meaning alluding to the directionality of future work. 

The labyrinth garden appears to have no direct function other than a pure excess of 

architectural ingenuity dedicated to no purpose other than to inspire a sense of wonder at the 

marvels of human creation throughout history. The garden serves likewise as a mappa mundi 

wherein all the streams flowed in and out from the centre. Professor of garden art and 

landscape architecture, Hubertus Fischer observes that Filarete’s garden serves as a 

 
98 Onians, 109. 
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reproduction of the world with elements of water, earth, air and fire as exemplified in the 

bronze cast sculptures as well as the four wind towers. 99  Rather than the centre of this 

labyrinth being a dangerous minotaur needing to be slaughtered, or other representations of 

other centres of the world as Jerusalem or Rome, garden art inspired from ancient sources takes 

the new centre of the labyrinth.100 Thus, in his search for authenticity in the present, Filarete 

designs the labyrinth garden through the golden book as a fictional device which threads traces 

of the past into the present.  

The case of the labyrinth garden and the golden book in this way outlines the design 

process for his whole fictional city. A long meandering journey through the labyrinth to a lush 

garden in the centre is the reward for the characters of Filarete’s world but also an expression 

of the journey of Filarete’s own working process to devise the fictional tale when we analyze 

its relation to the device of the golden book. The unicursal journey of the labyrinth acts as a 

kind of the perseverance of twists and turns that took place through the discovery of ancient 

texts, as revealed to him through Filelfo and were fed into and manipulated the courses of his 

own designs. Further, and this point in accordance with Pérez-Gómez’s thinking about the 

myth of Daedalus—Filarete’s garden maintains the principles of human life—or in this case 

what Filarete sought to explain as the true direction forward for civilization: one that takes 

elements of the past through careful research and brings the strengths of these ideas into the 

present whether in regard to methods of ordering the city or creating new spaces to learn and 

 
99 Fischer, 165. 
100 Fischer, 168. 
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educate. The labyrinth garden demonstrates an instructional method for reaching to the past, 

through text and learning, in order to imagine the principles of the present and future. 
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4.7 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has highlighted the relevance of fiction in the pedagogy of architecture 

through two main approaches: one contemporary and one historical. The first approach 

offered a critique of contemporary architectural education and how its technological and 

scientific definitions of the environment contribute to anthropocentric models of thinking in 

the present. The chapter identified several researchers who have problematized the focus of 

education on building performance evaluations and LEED over culturally based approaches to 

ecological responsibility.  

Secondly, the chapter located the early Renaissance as an important historical moment 

in the education of architecture. Here, translations of Vitruvius began to influence new 

educational models: those that favoured more prescriptive means of instruction and those that 

explored the more open-ended interpretations of fiction. Specific attention was given to 

Filarete’s fictional Libro architettonico (1461-63). Shifting from anecdotes, drawings, long 

digressions and descriptions of the landscape and ways of life, the treatise educates through 

world-building rather than isolated tasks of building construction. In analyzing Filarete’s 

work, particular focus was given to his fictional labyrinth garden and its relation to the 

narrative device of the golden book. Following this analysis, Filarete’s pedagogical method can 

be described as a reaching to the literary past to retrieve principles of the present and future. 

In the final section of the final chapter, “The Epistemic Object: Rethinking the Golden Book 
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as Pedagogical Device,” the concept of the golden book will be rethought as a device in the 

present. In this way, the golden book will seek to merge the fictional examples explored in the 

previous chapter “De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction” into a pedagogical model to rethink the 

anthropocentrism of architectural education. 

Although architectural education already operates with a degree of fictivity in studio 

course models where students propose hypothetical building designs, these models tend to also 

be highly predictive. These course methods do not so much employ fiction as they provide 

fictive design scenarios which often take, without critique, all the definitions of programs and 

forms of present architectural practice. These are then reproduced into new site conditions to 

demonstrate future employability by normative architectural offices. This common practice of 

education does not so much ask how architecture could be but instead asks students to repeat 

principles of building already observable in practice. If we contest the idea that education is 

about training future employees, a subject covered in the chapter “Posthumanism as De-

Anthropocentric Education,” then we can make use of fiction in a much more thoughtful 

manner to reflect on the conditions of present practice in the context of the Anthropocene. 

Through fiction, students engage in future tools for thought and self-navigation in an 

increasingly unpredictable world. Against the common approaches of education, this chapter 

looked at educative aspects of fiction in both architecture and non-architectural specific 

contexts of literature and speculative design to highlight fiction’s role in challenging cultural 

norms. 
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Chapter 5: An Introduction to the Epistemic Object 

 

Alongside the written dissertation, Carleton University’s PhD in Architecture program 

requires an epistemic object where the theoretical aspects of the dissertation are put into 

practice. The departure point for the epistemic comes from three key areas of this research: 

the study of de-anthropocentric fictions and their theoretical aims, an investigation of 

Filarete’s Libro architettonico as a historic example of a fiction-based pedagogy and my 

teaching experience in the first-year studio of architecture course at the Azrieli School of 

Architecture from 2017 to 2020. Throughout the years of this dissertation these questions have 

been taken conjointly to develop a course model as the epistemic object. This brief chapter 

focuses on teaching experience with two course models from 2017 to 2020. Here, specific 

student projects and the opportunities of these types of courses are discussed as a parallel to 

the theoretical claims of fiction in this dissertation. The chapter presents these courses as the 

initial thinking and testing phases to frame the final epistemic object for the reader found at 

the end of the dissertation: “The Epistemic Object: Rethinking the Golden Book as Pedagogical 

Device.” 

Parallel to the written work throughout the dissertation, ideas in design studio were 

explored as a means to grapple with the topics and questions addressed. In this way, concepts 

were introduced informally into the courses taught throughout the years of this dissertation. 

By introducing programs related to the animal or climate change, some of the first-year 



291 

 

 

students in these courses explored the possibility of a de-anthropocentric architecture. 

Between the years 2017 to 2019 these questions were asked in the Invisible Cities studio 

primarily through architectural programming where students were called on to design for 

more-than-human scenarios, examples being: a temporary residence for a blind camel, an 

insect taxidermist, a temple for climactic anomalies, a shrine for extinct species to serve as 

mediation spaces between the human and nonhuman. In 2020, this was done in the Marionette 

Theatre which engaged directly with animal perception, representation and fiction. 
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5.1 Invisible Cities (2017, 2018, 2019) 

 

“During a recent visit to an antiquarian book dealer in Rome, I came across a portfolio of 

architectural drawings that had been cut into fragments. The drawings were from two distinct 

sources — a selection of plans taken from a Venetian edition of Serlio’s Tutte l’opere 
d’architettura et prospetiva printed in 1619 and sections from Giacomo Leoni’s beautiful — but 

controversial — English translation of Palladio printed in 1755. The bookseller was eager to sell 

the fragments, as they had been in his possession for several years. He called them bricole or 

‘scraps’. 

 

I took the portfolio back to my hotel and — on closer — inspection discovered a plan for a city 

inside the cover of the portfolio. The plan appears to be a kind of key that the fragments plug in 

to. There is some writing on the plan but it is, for the most part, illegible. The only words I have 

been able to make out are novi orbis and sabbionetta and the numbers 45 and 76. The plan does 

not, however, resemble the Italian city of Sabbionetta that we see today. . . . Our hypothesis is 

that this is a project for a 18C city at an as yet unknown location. Our research this semester is 

to try to reconstruct that lost city and to speculate on what the future of that city might have 

been. 

 

Stephen Fai, Invisible Cities Prompt, 2017 

 

- 
 

From 2016 to 2018 the first-year studio of the Bachelor of Architectural Studies at 

Carleton University took its departure from the fifty-five city narratives in Italo Calvino’s 

Invisible Cities. Throughout the term, students discovered and collectively designed a fictional 

city with intersecting and diverging narratives. The students, navigating through the course 

exercises and imposed limits, were free to roam in their interpretations of the rules to learn 

the value of self navigation while making thoughtful architectural decisions. An 8’x4’ city grew 

for four months in the corridor of Building 22, with one-hundred or so students and seven 

instructors who were each responsible for guiding approximately fifteen students. In either 

case, the course followed the three same phases outlined below. 
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The first phase asked each student to design and model a ruin based on incongruent 

fragments randomly assigned to them. Each student was given one plan fragment from Serlio’s 

Tutte l’opere d’architettura et prospetiva (1619) and two section fragments from Giacomo 

Leoni’s translation of Palladio (1755). The students were told that these lost fragments had 

been retrieved on a trip to Rome by Professor Fai and that their job was to attempt their 

reassembly. The students were asked to translate the orthographic drawings through 

alternating exercises of axonometric projection (Figure 11) and model-making. Though the 

fragments themselves were imposed, students were free to interpret how the drawings fit 

together by imagining new connection details and atypical placements of plan and section for 

drawings that had no relationship to one another. The fragments were transfused by the 

students into classical monsters, sometimes domes were inverted and columns protruded 

horizontally. Beyond classical ruins, a future version of the studio could introduce other layers 

of archaeological history where fragments of buildings from various histories become ways of 

situating the architecture’s larger anti-ecological nature. Here, genealogies such as those 

presented in the first chapter of this dissertation could become part of the narrative.  
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Figure 11. Invisible Cities, phase 1 fragment by Wendy Yuan, 2017. 

 

 

An undulating terrain model was introduced in the second phase. The physical 

conditions of site itself provided an obstacle where students were required to work 

collectively, negotiate with one another and solve problems democratically to design a city of 

ruins (Figure 12). The students were asked to place their models from the first exercise 

anywhere on the site, negotiating territories marked by other students and the requirement to 

provide thresholds, open spaces and corridors. The city likewise posed a 2D plan of 

collaboration, where groups of students worked together to draw their segments of the terrain 

(Figure 13). Throughout the three years, the city was divided in differing ways, sometimes 

students selected sites organically on the terrain and other times it was divided into seven 

villages based on the instructors, with each creating their own narratives that fed into a larger 
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city narrative. Students also imagined different histories, zones or local ecologies of the city as 

they related to their narrative selection based on the descriptions from Invisible Cities. Here, 

each student was asked which description from Calvino’s text they thought best represented 

the city they saw. In this way, the students had to learn to grapple with the city as multi-

perspectival where a variety of viewpoints were constantly at play. Here, for a future course, 

introductions of Amerindian perspectivism, Uexküll's notion of umwelt and Herman’s analysis 

of depicting nonhuman experience could all come together in a way to help to enliven this 

multi-perspectival approach with a nonhuman dimension of consideration and representation 

techniques for making these other realities present. 

 

 

Figure 12. Invisible Cities, phase 2 ruins on terrain, 2019. 
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Figure 13. Invisible Cities, phase 2 ruins on terrain, 2019. 
 

 

The third phase introduced new life into the ruined city through a series of design 

interventions (Figure 16, Figure 17). Each student was assigned an atypical building program 

suggesting a place for a person, persons, or any other endeavour. The atypical nature of the 

programs challenged the triviality of functional planning through explorations in spatial 

narratives free from preconceived assumptions. An example of this being Yana Kigel’s project 

for an insect taxidermist (Figure 14). In the imaginative setting of the studio, Yana took on the 

persona of the character she was designing for by collecting the carcases of insects found 

around the school to assemble new monsters as the basis for her design and challenging her 

own human comfort zone along with the other students in the studio (Figure 15). She also 

devised a map of the insect ecologies of the studio based on her findings in the city. In this 

way, she could tie together various scales in her representations and worldmaking. 
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Figure 14. Yana Kigel, insect taxidermist final project, 2017. 

 

 
Figure 15. Yana Kigel, preliminary insect models, 2017. 

 

 

Students also had to jump from their previous models to intervene on other students’ 

models. By dislocating the students from their initial site of play, students engaged in the 

elements of luck and the unexpected through a deliberate unsettling which caused the 

negotiation of territories and common narratives. As the three years developed, new programs 
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were introduced into the course that reflected the questions of this research to see how fresh 

minds would interpret them. Despite that the theme of de-anthropocentric architecture had 

not been introduced to my own group of students, they connected programs and collective 

narratives about a tyrant mayor and whose political decisions were wrecking ecological 

catastrophe into the city in various ways. Some students’ programs lent well to cleaning up the 

mess, others to contributing more to it, resisting the purity of Utopian thinking. Their 

programs also related to the narratives of Calvino, interpreting his descriptions in ways that 

favoured their own narrative. In the end, the students had designed not only fifteen or one-

hundred architectural projects but an entire world in which all the characters, human or 

nonhuman, had a role in the story. For a future city in a future studio, a more expansive 

definition of the city accounting for nonhuman characters could be a lens to explore in this 

dissertation. A multispecies and intergenerational city account for the tensions between local 

and global like in Haraway’s “Camillie Stories” is one example that will be explored in the 

epistemic object. 
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Figure 16. Invisible Cities, phase 3 final city, 2019. 
 

 

The primary agenda for first-year students was to develop architectural insight and to 

explore the complex relationship between "imagination" and "representation." The studio 

provided a constructive tension between the linear exercises and the non-linear design 

methods to foster cognitive, social and emotional growth. As the different exercises and 

iterations of the city unfolded, the studio model increased in obstacles and constraints to 

introduce new challenges. As such, the studio fostered an inventive framework in which to 

resolve a variety of architectural challenges at three scales: detail, building, and city to create 

a playful simulation of the many phases and considerations of architectural practice. 
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Figure 17. Invisible Cities, phase 3 final city, 2018. 
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5.2 Marionette Theatre (2020) 

 

In an obscure way, the stories we humans have passed on to one another — generations and 

generations past — still have a profound impact on how we think today. Underlying some of 

our most basic instincts about good and evil are stories so remote in time that we aren’t sure 

where or how to locate them… and whether it is still valid to believe in them. The underlying 

ideologies of architecture operate in a similar way. We maintain principles and tell stories 

written over 2000 years ago. These stories haunt the fabric of our buildings and cities — they 

shape our lives. In an unprecedented way, we face the immense burden of testing and 

confirming the validity of these stories (architectural and otherwise) in our theories and 

practices; for the stories we tell today will foreshadow the lives of future generations of human 

and nonhuman species. 

 

This is a lot of responsibility for a student of architecture in their first-year. Despite this, it is 

our starting point to collectively analyze, revise, write anew, and enact or own stories and 

methods of telling stories. The premise of our studio is that — as architects — we have the 

unique skill-sets necessary to consider the multifarious dimensions of meaning-making through 

storytelling. We will engage with questions dealing with atmosphere, materiality, craft, sound, 

lighting, character-to character and audience-to-character relations among others 

considerations necessary to set the stage. Here we have the marionette theatre. 

 

 Jesse Rafeiro, Marionette Studio Prompt, 2020 

 

- 
 

After three years of Invisible Cities, another fiction-based course model was explored 

in 2020: the design and performance of a marionette theatre. In this studio, the architectural 

aim was to retell stories through built artifacts. Here the idea of the de-anthropocentric 

architecture was explicitly introduced in the syllabus and throughout the term it was presented 

as an ongoing question and challenge for students. Using animal narratives directly contested 

the assumption that architecture was strictly related to human comfort. By departing from 

narratives, the studio shared in the contentions of The Dark Mountain Project’s manifesto that 

realities are shaped through the art of storytelling and that the world today needs a 
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fundamental rethinking that the human is the point and purpose of the planet.1 The studio 

term was divided into three phases: the puppet, the theatre and the performance. At differing 

scales, each of these phases prompted different representational techniques and considerations 

related to the nonhuman characters, the audience, performer and performance. 

In the first phase, each student was assigned a short story by their instructor. Students 

were asked to individually design, draw and build a marionette puppet of one of the nonhuman 

characters or events described within the text. Some students focused on the anatomical 

accuracy of the movement of the characters, while others took more abstract or hybrid 

approaches. Sometimes, the puppets were objects that could tell the entire story. Many of the 

stories included in the selection came from those discussed in this research such as Kafka’s 

Metamorphosis, Howard Phillips Lovecraft’s “The Unnameable” or Hughes’ Bye, Bye Birdie. 

Other narratives and genres were also explored, including myths such as the Earthquake Fish 

in Japanese mythology, animal haikus and biblical stories told from the perspective of animals 

in Miguel Torga’s Bichos. Other stories included ones that would not be classified as de-

anthropocentric narratives for the authors described previously. The aim in this was to test 

how and if stories could be retold in new lenses. For example: could a Christian story like St. 

Francis and the Wolf of Gubbio be retold in such a way to focus on the companionship of 

species rather than a hierarchical command from human to animal? In this first phase of 

puppet making, students were asked to step out of their comfort zone, designing and building 

 
1 Kingsnorth and Hine, Uncilivilisation, 29-30. 
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nonhuman bodies and movements that decentered the concern of the human in the making. 

Instead, the human body would need to adopt to the motion of the animal; for example, with 

foot straps and arm straps or other means (Figure 18). This first phase set the tone of the studio, 

encouraging consideration of nonhuman perception, movement and representation. 

 

 

Figure 18. Puppet based on Kafka’s “The Burrow” by Emma Monfette. 

 

 

In the second phase, lasting only two weeks, students were asked to develop a proposal 

for a marionette theatre working in teams of two. Each team was assigned a new story that 

informed the narrative and the architecture of the theatre. Design was to take inspiration from 

a previously made puppet from the first phase. In this way, the stories would develop in a more 

collective way and the details of the puppets in the previous phase would become part of the 

physical puppets could be explored in collapsible theatres. The scale of the puppets 

transformed into details of the theatre also helped to keep the theatre sizes manageable in a 

practical way. There was no rule to the panel other than that it was to communicate the 
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intentions of the theatre to the extent that the narrative and the architecture could be 

materialized in the student's absence. A competition was hosted and the best designs were 

selected to be built based on the criteria of achieve-ability and uniqueness of narrative 

interpretation. In this phase, the question of nonhuman perspectives was further taken at the 

level of narrative. In some designs, the human actors were to take on the persona of the 

nonhuman characters: climbing vertically up the walls of the schools like birds, groups of 

students acting in unison to depict the movements of Kafka’s vermin creature as a large puppet, 

making the audience themselves part of the performance as caged animals in Noah’s ark from 

Torga’s “Vincente,” or the swallowed by a bird creature in Bye, Bye Birdie (Figure 19). Some 

proposals in this phase took departure from Herman’s concept of narratology beyond the 

human, where the groups focused only on drawings to communicate their stories. Here, 

Herman’s continuum of animal representation was a tool that guided students in their 

representations to question the extent their stories contributed to revealing nonhuman 

characters’ subjective worlds or why their means of depicting nonhuman life commented on 

the human-animal interactions in the stories in another way. 
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Figure 19. Theatre design for Hughes’ Bye Bye Birdie  
by Lillian Gao and Eugene Lee. 

 

 

In the third phase of the studio, students were to work in teams of four or five and 

together were assigned a panel from the second phase to re-interpret, draw, build and perform 

as a marionette theatre production. The final built structure was to be performed by all 

members of the group to tell the story within a chosen site in the school of architecture 

building. In this way, the designs and the process would engage other students outside the 

studio, other professors and the public into the questions of the research and serve as a means 

of storytelling within the school’s own community. Although this performance phase of the 

project was halted midway when COVID-19 forced the university to operate at a distance, by 

this point in term, students had already prepared models and drawings for a series of 

performance interventions in empty spaces of the building that would best make use of the 
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space to their imagined audience. In one example, a group of students decided to “flood” the 

school with fish projections in the atrium space. 

Prior to the closing of the university from the pandemic, the students had presentation 

boards and models of what they were going to build in the school. Some students had planned 

the complete occupation of fire exits, others had turned the school elevator into a giant fish or 

washrooms into the stomachs of a bird. Considering the need to work at a distance so late in 

the term, students were asked to work individually, taking their own personal directions from 

the finished proposals of the last phase. In this way, the students could critique the work of 

their peers or pursue other personal avenues. Instead of physically performing the theatres, 

the students were to enact how the performance could be done in the future through drawings 

and the use of film and or stop motion animation. The first example below is a personal 

reinterpretation and critique of the burrow performance designed by a single student 

following the group stage (Figure 20). Here the burrow took the studio theme to heart by 

rejecting the human as performer. Instead, recycled construction material often found around 

the building were re-imagined as the supports for nonhuman life to occupy a vacant exterior 

space of the building where the performance becomes the reclamation of the concrete 

structure. In the second example, the fish character from “The Earthquake Fish” myth seeks 

revenge on the human occupants of the building after it is flushed down the sink. In the 

performance, the staircase of the building itself simulated the effects of an earthquake. In these 

ways, the architectural projects were meant to tell stories and life lessons through film, serving 
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ends beyond productive utility while de-anthropocentrizing the spaces of their own learning 

environment. 

 

 
 

 
Figure 20. Drawing set and model for a theatre design of Kafka’s “The Burrow”  

by Micah McCoy-Cooke.  
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Toward a De-Anthropocentric Architectural Education 

 

This dissertation has critiqued the anthropocentric dispositions of architectural 

education and sought to introduce a “de-anthropocentric” re-direction through fiction. The 

term de-anthropocentric, as opposed to non-anthropocentric, acknowledges the impossibility 

of fully removing human perceptual frames while at the same time, maintaining the attempt 

to do so as an important dimension of architectural consideration for a more-than-human 

world. Toward this, anthropocentrism was defined as a wide cultural phenomenon in the first 

chapter “Anthropocentrism.” Here we have posited links between the proposed Anthropocene 

epoch and its origins in Western ontological and epistemological frameworks. The 

Anthropocene, signifying a strong correlation between human activity, the geophysical 

systems of the planet and nonhuman extinction, is the culmination of these frameworks. In 

this way, a critical reconceptualization of human is presently needed. We have argued that 

fiction is a necessary component to achieve this. The term anthropocentrism likewise provides 

an intersection point with many theories in philosophy, education, anthropology and 

literature whose aims run in parallel to this dissertation. These other disciplines have allowed 

us to contextualize the interrelation between the history of architecture and other disciplines 

across history. This first chapter has clarified some of the ways in which religious, scientific 

and technological epistemologies have influenced the anthropocentrism of the discipline 

across history. Drawing from existing research, this introductory section located an anti-
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ecological foundation of architecture beginning in the textual rules of architecture by 

Vitruvius (1st century BC). Ending the chapter, work in poststructural anthropology was 

introduced to situate Western thinking against Amerindian perspectivism where the human 

takes on a more marginal presence in the world as one form of subjectivity among many others. 

Here, despite an inescapable anthropomorphism, imagining oneself as other forms a crucial 

de-anthropocentric conception of the world. 

Acknowledging the necessity to re-think the human as a species intertwined in life 

with the nonhuman other, the second chapter “Posthumanism as De-Anthropocentric 

Education” discussed links between educational humanism and anthropocentrism. Here, the 

work of posthuman researchers provided context and methods for the analysis of education 

across history and offered departure points to envision alternative models of architectural 

education. The chapter provided a brief genealogy of humanism and discussed common 

critiques of the ways in which anthropocentrism is bound into educational practices. The 

chapter argued that posthumanism offers a conceptual tool to reorient education toward an 

expanded understanding of the human. Without a specific discourse like this in architecture, 

these discourses have helped to situate the wider concerns of anthropocentrism in education. 

Despite their differences, the authors agree on the necessity to problematize the humanist 

traditions of education, calling for pedagogical models that de-centre the human species. Of 

particular interest in their work in this dissertation was their focus on animal studies and 

fiction as means by which the nonhuman world can enter as a disruption to all-too-human 
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educational practices. 

As we have stated, fiction is a crucial medium to decenter the human species and 

imagine cultures of the Anthropocene. Because fiction operates outside of culture norms and 

models of production-consumption, it provides a necessary space to pursue these questions. 

Within these examples, fiction crafts alternative worlds either by unfamiliar landscapes and 

climactic events that supersede human comprehension, by engaging with multispecies 

characters or by investigations into the direct lifeworld of nonhuman subjectivities. This third 

chapter, “De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction,” has argued that fiction presents a pedagogical 

departure point, allowing one to simultaneously contextualize and critique biases while 

dreaming difference. Of particular interest within this scope was the analysis of Howard 

Phillips Lovecraft’s weird fictions, Haraway’s speculative fictions and David Herman’s research 

on narratology and animal representation. Trajectories of these works for architectural 

education will be addressed below. The goal is to review what was discussed in the third 

chapter and suggest how these fictions offer fictional pedagogical models. Adopting these 

general observations, a hypothetical course of architecture will be presented in “The Epistemic 

Object: Rethinking the Golden Book as Pedagogical Device.” This will illustrate some ways 

these fictional worlds can intersect within an architectural education. Here, studio models 

presented in the previous chapter “The Epistemic Object: An Introduction” will be reworked. 

Through fiction, the pedagogical model ties together various threads discussed in previous 

chapters. 
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In the fourth chapter “Fiction in Architectural Education” we have questioned the 

inherited biases of architectural education. Here, common approaches to environmental 

education in architecture reinforce anthropocentric principles by not questioning deeply 

rooted historic grounds and preoccupations with human wellbeing and comfort. Caught 

between the debate of technological and passive approaches to environmental design, the 

relationship between the human-built environment and the nonhuman world has been largely 

ignored in education and practice. Most approaches to education heavily favour a 

technological conception of the environment where architecture is conceived to play a 

fundamental role in mitigating climate change through resource management and energy 

efficient design. Research in the United States and Europe on environmental education has 

argued that this has prompted a lack of cultural imagination in students of architecture in the 

twenty-first century. Some educators acknowledge this gap, experimenting with alternative 

pedagogies to historically and theoretically contextualize these issues. Others integrate fiction 

into pedagogy to critique existing paradigms and allow students to imagine outside of these 

frames. Despite this, none have yet to venture into the sphere of nonhuman wellbeing as a 

point of contestation and in this way contribute to their rendition as a resource for human use. 

Throughout this dissertation we have argued for the necessity of fiction in the context 

of architectural education. In contrast to evaluative measures of education, the learning 

outcomes of fiction are immeasurable. With fiction, we cannot pre-program what is learnt. 

Because fiction provides a momentary suspension of the dominant logic of society, it also does 
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not take for granted that this normative logic is necessary or correct. By questioning and 

reflecting from outside it, fiction allows us to better understand our present position in the 

world. Fiction here exposes our limits, embracing the unknown that lies beyond us. In this 

way, it participates in the unpredictability and indifference of the nonhuman world around 

us. Across cultures, fiction exposes the limits to our understanding of this nonhuman other. 

Yet, such an understanding necessitates fiction, for we can never truly know what 

consciousnesses lie on the other side without it. In this way, fiction is a necessary component 

in understanding and valuing nonhuman life; a necessary space to imagine the shared reality 

and diverse points of view that constitute the world. This momentary suspension, in contrast 

to the control and deliberate planning of educational practices throughout history, provides 

open-ended trajectories subject to constant reinterpretation as stories trickle through the 

cultural imagination. Fiction in this way is a space to critique the present by imagining it 

otherwise. It is a place to dream difference, to articulate dissatisfactions and to show how we 

wish the world could be—despite that this difference is an impossibility. 

Below are some of these trajectories: 

 

Trajectories for Weird Fiction and the Unknowable 

Previously, we have dealt with three authors’ interpretations of Lovecraft’s weird 

fiction: Harman, Thacker and Wallin. While Harman and Thacker outline the ways in which 

Lovecraft de-centres the human through narrative, Wallin suggests his work offers an 

opportunity for education by contradicting educational tendencies to pre-define the world 
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through human categories and meaning. Thus, an important aspect of this type of fiction is 

that it explores an atmospheric setting or context of a world not made for us along with objects, 

events and beings that resist our ability to define them. Against a mainstream discourse of 

green-building and optimistic portrayal of worlds where architecture serves as a heroic 

combatant against climate change, the worlds of Lovecraft provide a pessimistic backdrop to 

imagine different worlds where the human faces bleak and uncertain living conditions of the 

Anthropocene. Works like, “The Colour Out of Space,” provide hostile climactic settings 

where unfamiliar and ominous landscapes resist human description and scientific 

understanding. Lovecraft worlds reject human mastery to will and need. Worlds like these 

provide grounds for architectural learning where unexplained climatic phenomenon shatter 

the possibility of the world as made for the human. Here indifference of climatic forces is 

rendered as a component of everyday life, allowing students to depict habits of life completely 

outside of the comforts of daily circumstances. These de-anthropocentric worlds give us the 

glimpse of a possible future, where unpredictable and harsh climate regimes ground the 

conditions of reality. These give us the settings to image a cohesive world in which previous 

assumptions can no longer be upheld and alternative forms of collective life are integral in the 

face of unpredictability. 

Further, Lovecraft stories offer models for de-familiarizing existing knowledge outside 

of human frames. These models are appropriate for exploring the limitations and potential 

horrors of our technological conception of architecture through cautionary tales. There is 
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always an unexpected consequence to technology use that is rarely considered in education. 

Current education asks students to plan for immediate needs and comfort rather than consider 

the consequences of one’s decisions in the present. In Lovecraft stories, the human is always 

confronted by horror when taking familiar approaches to unfamiliar landscapes or creatures. 

Acting outside of the normative constraints of technology as a “solution” the focus would shift 

to a critique of the futurity that present technological optimism maintains. While a humanist 

education presents habitual and predetermined learning, design within Lovecraft stories 

would require partial methodologies. They would provide a space where normative and 

predictive design procedures are inapplicable. 

These stories could help make climate change and other Hyperobjects more intelligible 

through non-domineering modes of description. In Lovecraft stories, there is often an 

antagonist depicted as an unknown or unknowable force that is barely decipherable. These 

types of beings resist categorization in normal ways, forcing us to make analogies to other 

familiar things. This anthropomorphism depicts what cannot be known to the human mind in 

any other way. Like in Amerindian perspectivism, where the concept of existence prior to the 

world imagines an original state of humanness for all things (subjectivity) this means of 

storytelling takes climatic events outside of the discourse of the sciences and “de-

anthropocentrizes” representation. It helps in making some sense of something through 

metaphor without containing it in the way that “The Earthquake Fish” from Japanese 

mythology helps to understand climatic disturbances through an anthropomorphic lens. These 
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types of representations allow us to create engaging narratives outside of scientific rhetoric 

that claims to master these phenomena. On the one hand, the anthropomorphic descriptions 

provide a limit to our knowing. On the other, they suppose a need to live-with climatic 

phenomenon rather than solve; to co-inhabit, not combat.  

The estrangement of forms in Lovecraft in objects like the Cthulhu idols or the 

architectural descriptions of cities in “The Mountains of Madness” are likewise important 

models of thought to change preconceptions of architectural form. As we have seen in 

Harman’s analysis, written descriptions by Lovecraft often suspend the reader in a state of 

unfamiliarity when one’s response to the story event does not follow predetermined narratives. 

Likewise, architectural form that resists association to existent modes of life presents 

opportunities to consider breaking architectural dualities like inside-outside, nature-culture 

and human-nonhuman rather than to repeat pre-conceived ideas about architectural space and 

program. Lovecraft's ambiguity of form likewise suggests a means to change our perceptions 

of architectural formal links to the natural environment, as they have been prescribed through 

classical rules. By working outside of the formal constraints of architectural language, the 

crafting of space and form can be suggestive rather than to dictate use. Here, the ambiguity of 

form plays a role in composing life as an emergence between beings and space, while the 

inexplicably of form prevents the built environment from being reducible to human principles. 

 

Trajectories for Speculative Fiction and Multispecies Worlding 
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In Haraway’s fictional tale “The Camille Stories,” the process of humans becoming 

symbionts with nonhuman animals adds a degree of unreality to the story to critique Western 

anthropocentrism. Here, human characters attain physical characteristics and senses over the 

span of five generations. Such symbiosis need not be interpreted in a literal sense. Rather, it 

provides a creative vector to highlight the broader implications of multispecies worlding. 

Because bodily modifications of the human characters occur over several generations, we are 

led to suppose that it is not something immediately or fully achievable. Nonhuman 

understanding is instead posited as a long-term project for humanity as anthropocentric values 

are questioned in practices of life. In parallel, the different modifications of human bodies from 

gene reception to implantations in the story signify that there are different means of 

nonhuman understanding necessary—without defining them. In this way, Haraway provides 

a non-prescriptive analogy to address the possibility that nonhuman perceptual worlds take 

many forms and that these forms are not reducible to scientific practices, immediately 

achievable or guaranteed to “operate as planned.” Likewise, this intergenerational aspect 

would prompt student thinking to imagine how effects of the present have consequences for 

unimaginable timescales. In this way, the conventional contract agreement between 

individual client needs and services is challenged. 

These symbiotic bodies can likewise suggest symbiotic programs of architecture as a 

direction for architectural thinking in an epoch characterized by mass extinction. “The Camille 

Stories” presents an opportunity to parallel the hybridized human bodies of the story with 
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hybridized bodies of architecture; positing questions of how cities can listen and understand 

the nonhuman other in similar ways. In the story, it is implied that the ruins of the world 

today are the inevitable grounds of the future. The communities of compost “asked and 

responded to the question of how to live in the ruins that were still inhabited, with ghosts and 

with the living too.”2 In this way, taking the contemporary city as the basis for transformation, 

an architectural expression of this story would need to ask in what ways the supports of 

nonhuman life could be introduced into the existing fabric of the human world. 

The geographical scales depicted in “The Camille Stories” teach that local actions have 

larger than local consequences in a global world. Here, a fiction-based pedagogy departing 

from this type of fiction would prompt architectural considerations beyond material realities 

of built form and human occupancy. Readers of Haraway’s story are embedded across species 

into larger territories. This happens along migratory paths beyond the human scale. The 

category of the political in this story is likewise inclusive of the nonhuman, where the dense 

descriptions of flora and fauna point to a world of extra-human responsibility and ways of 

knowing where the good of the nonhuman other depends on understanding their references 

worlds. The world depicted in the Camille Stories is one about repair. It is about mitigating 

human presence through population reduction in an intergenerational re-conception of the 

human species. Resistant to Utopian models, Haraway acknowledges that her stories are bound 

to create political and ecological mistakes. She invites the reader instead to read the stories 

 
2 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 138. 
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with suspicion. Throughout the text there are several instances where the reader is called into 

a state of doubt. In this world, species extinction continues to occur across the five generations 

of the story, despite human mitigation efforts. 

Haraway’s aim is to inspire participation as a model or pilot project to generate future 

fictions by other communities. In this way the text has a pedagogical function by outlining the 

ways in new communities would engage in such an agenda by fictionalizing community 

change across indigenous storytelling activities, fictions, myths, policy reforms, community 

dynamics, laws, forms of activism and resistance. The combination of these areas reflects one 

of the most important concepts in Haraway’s work: SF. It is an acronym used interchangeably 

to suggest the following notions in her work: science fiction, speculative fabulation, string 

figures, speculative feminism, science fact. It is a multi-meaning tapestry of texts that acts as a 

practice and process. By accepting Harraway’s call to adapt her work in new ways and enacting 

the communities of compost within an architectural world-building setting, architectural 

education could address issues of ecological thinking from the level of culture—outside of the 

performance evaluation criteria that structures the environmental education of architecture in 

the present. The natural inclination of students toward any of the diverse roles in these 

communities can be played out. By inspiring ideas without prescribing them in any strict way, 

students working from this type of fiction would need to carry out individual research to fulfil 

their roles in the fictional community. Since any act of fiction requires research on behalf of 

the writers, “The Camille Stories” serves only to guide where this research is taken. It provides 
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the clues and constraints, not the method.  

 

 

Trajectories for Narratology Beyond the Human 

As discussed previously, Herman’s research aims to highlight the role of fictional 

narratives in understanding, challenging and reconfiguring nonhuman worlds, yielding a 

means to facilitate discussion on how specific narrative structures, genres and medium can 

work decenter the anthropocentric biases of education. In parallel to the agenda of the 

posthuman education theorists outlined previously, his work explicitly challenges the 

hierarchical, dualist beliefs about humans and nonhumans ingrained into the Western cultural 

imagination. Experiments in narrative form like those in his analysis can help offer questions 

to help reshape defunct assumptions concerning nonhuman life, multispecies subjectivity and 

human-nonhuman relations. Herman’s work provides a method of studying fiction to reveal 

how it structures our relationships and perceptions of nonhuman others. The methods outlined 

by Herman’s research on the ways in which fictional narratives construct animal narratives 

could be fruitfully explored within the context of architectural education. Overall, his work 

offers a vocabulary through which to synthesize many of the preliminary conclusions he 

identifies into a model of de-anthropocentric architectural education. Because his work 

addresses specific narrative structures, genres and medium in order to show how these aspects 

might achieve differing messages related to nonhuman worlds, it offers a template through 

which a fiction-based pedagogy could depart. 
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Much of our discussion in previous sections was dedicated to graphic novels which 

combine image and text, a medium highly relevant in the education of architecture. These 

kinds of narratives provoke the under-acknowledged boundary conditions in architectural 

education between species by re-animating nonhumans in the built environment. In this way, 

these narratives present case studies of non-hierarchical values through identifying-with or 

becoming-like a nonhuman character. Through this, it becomes possible to momentarily 

suspend the dominant logic of separation and exclusion in architectural discourse; between 

city and nature as two polar extremes. The graphic narratives of Herman suggest, similarly, 

the narrative depiction of cities through nonhuman perspectives, prompting questions and 

guiding multispecies means of representation. Since comics and graphic works use both image 

and text to depict storyworlds, they can often exploit capacities that written stories can not. 

Here multiple subjectivities can intertwine in the visual track and be placed representationally 

on equal footing.  

Herman’s analysis provides useful departure points in depicting animal spatial 

perception in cities, homes, territories or other environments. These types of questions are 

important for branching architectural education into other realms. Beyond the programmatic 

themes typical to architectural studies such as housing blocks, cultural centres, or homes, there 

are a plethora of other design activities excluded from education that could be extended to the 

realm of the nonhuman. The stories theorized in Herman’s narratology beyond the human 

provide a resource for depicting various scales of space. His work also provokes various 
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questions about how nonhuman perception, movement and social status are configured and 

re-configurable in human culture. The graphic techniques for representation can influence 

architectural drawing techniques and the written individual narratives of students. These texts 

provide the theoretical grounds to question the centrality of the human in architectural design. 

By demonstrating at various scales, the incorporation of nonhuman beings in graphic means 

there is opportunity to include animal perspective into design consideration. 

 

A Guide for Future De-anthropocentric Studio Educators 

While a de-anthropocentric design studio could take many forms—beyond what is 

presented in this dissertation—there are some general parameters that can guide educators 

who want to challenge the anthropocentrism of their own practices. 

A de-anthropocentric design studio brings together diverse resources into a fictional 

storyworld. Here, fragments from other research, real conversations, narrative structures or 

even other fictional storyworlds are adapted as a basis from which to weave together issues 

about a specific place or context. This weaving happens through imaginary dialogues set 

between human and nonhuman characters. Fragments could include other fictions, 

architectural histories, site conditions, biology, human and nonhuman characters, among 

other possible texts. Taken conjointly, the fragments ground a fictional storyworld that is in 

direct confrontation with the human-exclusivity of architectural design as set within an 

ecologically uncertain setting. Through the mixture of texts and human and nonhuman 
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character perspectives, a de-anthropocentric stroyworld prompts the unfolding of other 

fictions. Further, storyworlds should be presented by an educator such that students must 

individually and collectively determine their architectural roles. 

To confront normative anthropocentric timescales in the design process, a de-

anthropocentric design studio necessitates an intergenerational world. To do this, the story 

may consider humanity’s deep past along with a deep future to come. Students can then align 

or contrast their design proposals to ideologies of the past and the unknown future. This could 

take the form of climate change projections for specific regions or through a long-term 

protection of endangered species. It is important to maintain plausibility and to develop 

projections based on demonstrable facts.  This intergenerational aspect positions students into 

a necessary condition of defining life in the Anthropocene and introduces the concept of the 

hyperobject—a concept which transcends normative human timescales and space. The role of 

the educator is to present these histories and possible future conditions while also putting their 

validity in to question. In the examples of de-anthropocentric fictions presented in this 

dissertation, consistent patterns emerge which put into play the marginalization of human 

perspectives through a sense of doubt about what the human can know in the present and 

what will come.  

A de-anthropocentric studio recognizes and participates in a multispecies world. It is a 

confrontation with and a gift to the nonhuman other. Here educators might fictionalize 

conversations between experts in other research disciplines to craft an authentic and detailed 
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nonhuman world. For example, conversations with Indigenous communities or biologists 

might be able to supply information about site-specific scenarios relating to species needs. A 

theory for nonhuman representation such as those taken from Herman’s narratology beyond 

the human could help to articulate nonhuman voices from their own perspectives. Storyboards 

are recommended as a method to extend species boundaries while working within the visual 

and textual traditions of architecture. The depiction of nonhuman perspectives within 

architectural representation opens students to other forms of consciousness in the world, while 

linking the human and nonhuman into reciprocal worldmaking. By giving a voice, 

understanding the spatial reality, body and needs of the other we can articulate de-

anthropocentric architectures by recognizing the normally marginalized beings interwoven 

into architectural design. While advocating for this reciprocal relationship with nonhumans, 

a de-anthropocentric design studio should problematize cross-species representation—making 

it readily apparent that there is always a risk in misrepresenting the other. As discussed 

through the examples in this dissertation, de-anthropocentric fictions frequently present an 

unfulfillable aspect or failed attempt of human intentions to do good on behalf of the 

nonhuman other. Clichéd happy endings should be avoided in favour of moments of 

encouragement within the midst of continual uncertainty. 

Much of the way students will discover their role within the fictional storyworld of the 

studio will rely upon the architectural programs they are asked to address. Apart from the 

traditional understanding of program as a list of required typological spaces and dimensions, 
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the notion of program here should allow for an open-ended engagement with inhabitation 

that is framed by the de-anthropocentric storyworld. Here, names given to programs should 

imply species hybridity and poetic interpretation. A functional and poetic role should be 

deducible in some way from the logic of the story and the students must decide the appropriate 

manifestation of these programs in dialogue with educators and in relation to fellow students. 

In this way, the design process is a conversation between many characters (real and fictional), 

many conditions (human and nonhuman), as well as many theories. Through this, the 

hierarchy between student, educator and subject expert is challenged, allowing group 

conversations and collaborations to decide appropriate decisions.  

Embracing disorientation through the impossibility of absolute understanding is a 

necessary component in fictionalizing a de-anthropocentric world. This disorientation is 

needed to understand the world and to attempt to depict it. This disorientation will happen 

when shifting into nonhuman worlds, different planes of reference, deep time scales and 

overlapping and conflicting concerns. Climate change here must be understood as a daily 

aspect of reality integrated into the emotional lives of characters and not only as a statistic or 

something to be resisted. In this way, students can understand the nonhuman world in terms 

beyond typical resource conservation rhetoric and climate control agendas. Students might 

question ways of life in the present rather than assume it must continue as is. Embracing 

climatic extremities as a condition of life instead of proposing master solutions to counteract 

them reminds students that the world is not made for us.  
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Sites described by nonhuman characters and with unstable climactic forces are 

necessary for a de-anthropocentric design studio. The mapping process to understand larger 

territories and species needs is a layer of site analysis often overlooked in architectural 

education. Habitat mapping is a necessary component for understanding the nonhumans that 

live within the story of the site. The storyworld should allow for ample nonhuman species 

relations. These could be augmented by student research and could unfold to include other 

species relations not mentioned—encouraging students to fully engage with the storyworld 

and to be responsible for it. Which beings exist within and pass through the site? Which 

species are at risk now or could be at risk later? How do they dwell now? How could they 

dwell in mutually beneficial ways? Though site descriptions should be detailed enough to 

ground a variety of programmatic responses from students, they should also attempt to 

transcend human will and to subvert a sense of control over the environment. 

The fictional storyworld should provoke individual and collective research by students. 

It should allude to a diversity of methods and perspectives from which students can choose. It 

is the kind of healthy overburdening from other disciplines that Cary Wolfe suggests marks a 

posthuman interdisciplinary approach. Writing other potential directions and questions in the 

margins about what architecture could be is one way to set into motion some divergent paths. 

Perhaps architecture is the design of a single event, a space for a single insect or a larger scale 

territorial intervention where the role of the human characters in the story is to set a stage 

within which nonhuman life can compose itself in its own way. These possibilities must be 
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explicitly left open for the student to challenge normative architectural scales. It is a question 

for the student to answer through their specific program and species. Space for the unexpected 

is an integral part of such a studio. The text presenting the storyworld is merely the departure 

point from which to seek and contest knowledge from other texts. It is not necessary for the 

fictional storyworld to provide all the information required for the design exercise. Rather, it 

should encourage students to undertake their own research and to question the veracity of the 

storyworld as it is presented. In this way, the authority of the text can be challenged.  

Finally, the main agenda of a de-anthropocentric design studio is to create a learning 

environment to foster collaborative discovery. In a de-anthropocentric design studio, learning 

occurs through the enactment of a fictional storyworld between students and educators. The 

learning objective of such a studio is to develop critical understandings and forms of 

engagement in search of a possible de-anthropocentric architecture. As mentioned above, 

storyboards and graphic texts are important means for students to think through these issues 

by fictionalizing human and nonhuman perspectives in multispecies intergenerational design 

responses and representation. The learning outcome of such a studio is for students and 

educators to gain the ability to reflect upon the anthropocentrism—both in the present and 

future—inherent to design studios and architectural practice. Because there is no established 

method for this, the challenge for students and educators will be in the invention of 

architectural representations that can communicate both a design intervention and a 

worldview within which human and nonhuman perspectives share meaningful perspectives 
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and mutual benefit. The de-anthropocentric design studio educator does not need to be an 

expert biologist or climatologist, they need only to insist that the wellbeing of nonhuman lives 

in their student’s design are considered with the same rigour expected of any human client. 

They must believe that there is no solid basis to think otherwise. 
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The Epistemic Object: Rethinking the Golden Book as Pedagogical Device 

 

Synthesizing the arguments of this dissertation, this last section invites the reader into 

a storyworld that weaves architectural education into a multispecies, intergenerational fiction. 

Conceptually, Filarete’s golden book is taken forward to integrate various sources of fiction 

and nonfiction into a single storyworld. The story presented here is a design studio model, 

intended for students of the first year of architecture but its structure could apply to other 

levels of education with differing degrees of realization. The studio follows weekly or bi-

weekly tasks related to a story that unfolds across the term. Chapters of the story are read with 

images, followed by a corresponding task that fits the narrative of the story. The tasks provide 

a space to learn traditional architectural representations while extending these boundaries to 

considerations beyond the human and beyond the timespan of a single human generation. 

Between the central text and other texts and images in the margins, students decipher their 

role within the course in relation to other student work. Throughout the term, events gather 

students for moments of exchange in demonstrations of drawings, models and other designs 

activities and ideas to allow narrative overlap and coherency between students to unfold. 

The primary fictional sources integrated into the studio are Lovecraft’s “The Nameless 

City” and Donna Haraway’s “The Camille Stories: Children of Compost.” Fragments from other 

stories are also dispersed into the narrative as additional sources and clues for students to work 

with. For example, Jake Richard’s Backwoods Witchcraft: Conjure & Folk Magic from 
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Appalachia provides climatic folkflore of the region that the fictional city lies. Fragments of 

James Bradley’s Clade, another intergenerational climate change fiction, offers an external 

supply of world events for students to base their own narratives. Other fictions told from the 

perspectives of nonhuman animals are also introduced from stories like Ceridwen Dovey’s 

Only the Animals, to remind students of the internal worlds of nonhuman beings that take 

place in the story and to prompt graphic means which students may introduce these internal 

worlds into their own projects. In this way, the theories of narrative explored within the 

chapter “De-Anthropocentrism in Fiction” are channelled into education through narrative 

and graphic means as examples of how to approach design beyond the human. 

The educational model is an adaptation of the Invisible Cities studio model introduced 

in section 5.1 and Filarete’s model of fiction as described in section 4.6. Both use a two-phase 

approach involving a dialogue between two imaginary cities. In the storyworld below, the two 

cities are built upon one another according to a two-phase term project lasting thirteen weeks. 

In the first phase, students build a common city together based primarily on Lovecraft’s “The 

Nameless City” with some inserts from Haraway’s “The Camille Stories: Children of Compost” 

to link the narrative of the first phase to the second. The task itself is like a reconstruction 

project made deliberately impossible. Through Lovecraft’s descriptions of a city of ruins, the 

students must decide collectively how the city is to be arranged based on a series of given 

fragments and narrative clues provided to them. 2D plans and elevations that do no fit together 

become axonometric drawings and card models that fit together on a 7’ circular based model. 
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At the end of the term, each student will have designed an architectural fragment through 

drawings and models and given their design a narrative based on the available clues. Paper 

sizes and other details are provided within the story. Beyond this there is no right way to 

achieve the course objectives. Students determine their own ways of knowing.   

Adapting the first reconstruction of fragments phase of the Invisible Cities model across 

a larger period of history, the records of the city model here parallels key moments in the 

history of Western architecture by fictionalizing the genealogies outlined in the chapter 

“Anthropocentrism.” The story retells, through an imaginary dialogue, elements of this 

chapter as if they were events within The Nameless City. By asking students to reconstruct the 

ideologies and forms of the Nameless City, it teaches them to situate their contemporary 

context according to their own narratives in historical time.3 This depth of narrative also 

suggests that the present is always composed of past ways of thinking. It offers an opportunity 

to expose, contest or bring the past forward in dialogue with the present to contest the 

anthropocentric hubris of a new and better future architecture.      

The second phase of the studio is based on Haraway’s “The Camille Stories” rewritten 

from both the animal and human perspective, following cues from Herman’s narratology 

beyond the human. The studio focuses on the context of the Appalachian Mountains, though 

 
3 In the context of architecture, Sabini argues that this is possible through a non-operational history 

where “history can serve as a ladder with which one may reach a higher awareness of the complexities of 

reality on which architecture has to intervene. It should not be used, however, to formulate specific design 

decisions precisely because the project has to span the distance between the past and the new” (51). This, for 

him, is essential in teaching an “architecture of culture” woven through a thick narrative (54-55). 
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the physical location itself is not explicitly given. This location, if it is to be revealed, is part of 

the students’ own explorations. Through the notions of repair in Haraway’s story, students 

explore a range of representation techniques and scales. Such techniques of representation, 

between the microbial and territorial, are currently explored in urban scale architectural 

offices like SCAPE.4 Here, fictional programs are given to students that relate to “The Camille 

Stories” five generational world in implicit ways. In groups of five, the students are to design 

their program and its narrative enactment across five generations like the characters in 

Haraway’s story. Mimicking Haraway’s story, the boundaries between the human and animal 

are increasingly erased through hybridization of program and narrative. Designs of any scale 

can be made into a project and a de-anthropocentric architecture has no boundaries.  

Throughout the story in the margins, images or text offer prompts to envision 

architecture in diverse ways from events to spaces. By narrating Haraway’s story through the 

human and nonhuman species involved, the students incorporate more-than-human 

perspectives into their representations and design considerations. In this way, the studio takes 

representation strategies explored in section 5.2 which works at various scales of 

representation and performance to tell a story. Here, a final model on the city is not the only 

mode of representation accepted at the end of the term. If a design calls for off-site building or 

other scales, this is decided on an individual basis. By the end of the second phase, each student 

has an individual design and a narrative that ties the five generations of their program to their 

 
4 Orff, Toward an Urban Ecology. 
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group members and the other stories in the studio. Work throughout the term is in constant 

reinterpretation as stories trickle through the studio environment.  

Despite the difficulty in anticipating the learning outcomes of the model presented 

below, the studio intends to leave students thinking differently about the values of the world 

surrounding them. This difference enters through de-anthropocentric fiction as a temporary 

detour within their educational journeys. After which, previous or future pedagogical 

demands are also brought into question. Because architectural education does not often address 

these concerns, the model below is a framework for which students may explore future topics 

on their own in parallel or tangentially to other coursework, despite the tricky situations this 

could provoke with other professors. Here, the learning outcome is a disturbance to normative; 

it is a way to cross-check the anthropocentrism of daily life against an alternative world. It 

provides no promises for how this alternative could become real. Instead, it provides open-

ended trajectories where students can latch on to particular interests in relation to the overall 

studio community. Because the learning happens between a group, each student defines their 

role and their project in a unique way, learning between the approaches explored by each 

other. Contrasting highly programmed and evaluative measures of education, fiction is 

immeasurable. By necessity, the outcome differs from student to student; yet all are related to 

a common critique of the world. 

The fictional model below attempts to suspend and disturb the anthropocentric 

apparatus of contemporary society in several ways by questioning the validity and very 
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possibility of human knowledge, by thinking in time scales beyond a single human lifetime 

and by expanding the sphere of architectural responsibility to a broader range of nonhuman 

subjects. Within a de-anthropocentric framework, it is necessary to expose human limits, 

embracing the incompleteness of knowledge in ecological thinking rather than present 

knowledge as a solution to ecological problems. A fictional based pedagogy does not give 

knowledge to students, it demands instead that they create their own ways of knowing. There 

are no precedents. While we can never truly know who is thinking what on the other side of 

the human world, fiction provides the fleeting possibility to imagine that this consciousness 

exists and to speculate on what it might be thinking. Here, students can begin to imagine ways 

to expose this graphically through mapping, drawing or modelling along architectural 

proposals. These drawings must break the conventions of architectural drawing to 

communicate life. In this way, students might begin to consider the ways in which 

architectural proposals are always already embedded in a shared reality with diverse 

nonhuman points of view that are otherwise only considered background imagery to enticing 

architectural renders. 

Fiction is a place to dream difference, to articulate dissatisfactions and to show how we 

wish the world could be—despite that this difference is an impossibility. 
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