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RE-USE AESTHETICS AND THE
ARCHITECTURAL ROOTS OF
ECOLOGICAL CRISIS

Ben Sweeting

Aesthetics of re-use

Architectural design is complicit in the planet’s enveloping ecological crisis. The energy embod-
ied in and consumed by buildings is a major contributor to carbon dioxide emissions, driving
climate change. Buildings destroy habitats through the land they occupy, the pollution they
cause, and the resources they extract, leading to biodiversity loss. Attempts to mitigate these
harms have been primarily framed through a technical discourse concerned with efficiencies of
matter and energy, and understandably so. However, to focus only on matter and energy is to
accept, at best, a limited understanding of ecology and its relationship with architecture. Given
the prominence of this technical framing, the way that aesthetic considerations feature in the
work collected in this volume is notable. A circular economy for the building industry could be
implemented without making a difference to how buildings look and feel. From the technical
framing of matter and energy, what buildings look like is of minor importance. Indeed, aesthetic
considerations of any kind might be dismissed as a distraction in the context of a contemporary
crisis that demands immediate practical action. But, for many of the projects presented here, it
matters not just that material is re-used but that this re-use is experienceable. Is this “just” an
aesthetic?

In a sense, the emerging re-use aesthetics is a kind of style — one that returns to the modern-
ist tradition of developing architectural interest out of technology but now reflecting a radically
different mode of construction. The re-use of what would otherwise become waste as construc-
tion material offers many aesthetic possibilities, from ad hoc juxtapositions to the embodiment
of cultural memory. These qualities are valuable in their own terms, independent of the practi-
cal benefits of re-use. Are there also ways that the aesthetics of re-use might contribute to the
environmental agenda that they reflect? One way of thinking about this possibility is in terms of
promoting the wider adoption of re-use. If material circularities are valuable for more than just
practical reasons, then this, in turn, makes re-use more feasible and desirable.! In this way, the
aesthetic qualities of re-use can support its adoption, such that attention to aesthetics pays off
even in technical terms. From this perspective, the environmental value of re-use aesthetics is
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as a matter of advocacy — something to be judged, in the end, through the logics of matter and
energy. There is, I suggest, more to it than this.

Rather than thinking of re-use in terms of style, the focus on the aesthetic that I develop in this
essay is rooted in a concern with systems that is implicit in the idea of the circular economy (and
sustainability transitions more generally). Systemic and aesthetic considerations are not usually
associated with each other, so, perhaps, this will seem odd at first. Creating circular economies
of materials entails shifting focus from the design of individual buildings to the design of the
building industry, and so to the political, social, economic, infrastructural, and environmental
systems in which the building industry is embedded. Decentring individual building projects in
this way would seem to also decentre the aesthetics of those projects. But in another sense, the
aesthetic qualities of architecture are full of possibilities for systemic change — for transforming
the understandings, assumptions, and relationships within which architecture and much else is
made. What I outline in this essay is an expanded reading of the ecological relevance of archi-
tecture, where the aesthetic qualities of buildings are understood to make a difference in their
own terms, for good or ill; something to be considered alongside technical concerns with matter
and energy.

In making this argument, I draw on the work of anthropologist and cybernetician Gregory
Bateson (1904—1980), whose later work was developed in the context of the emerging environ-
mental consciousness of the 1960s and 1970s. Bateson was a key figure in the development of
cybernetics, an unusual transdisciplinary field that contributed to the foundations of contem-
porary ways of understanding systems, including in design.? Both cybernetics and re-use are
concerned with circularity. Whereas re-use is concerned with material, cybernetics is focussed
on informational and organisational circularities across multiple domains, including ecological,
biological, social, and technological contexts. An example of cybernetic circularity is feedback,
where the outcomes of action are taken as inputs for further action, forming a causal loop. Feed-
back can lead to the maintenance of conditions in a changing environment, such as steering a
steady course when sailing a ship. Feedback can also lead to runaway, such as increasing global
temperatures leading to the melting of polar ice caps, which, in turn, leads to less sunlight being
reflected away, further increases in global temperatures, and so further melting.

Bateson understood one of the root causes of ecological crisis as the “hubris” of Western cul-
ture’s tendency to see humans as separate to, above, and in competition with their environment
and each other, contrasting this attitude with indigenous ways of knowing.> While environmen-
tal challenges have shifted focus and intensified in the decades since Bateson was writing, this
recognition of hubris as an underlying cause remains pertinent. Hubris can be reinforced even
in well-meaning attempts to be sustainable, with the result that it is hard to identify and address.
The aesthetics of re-use have a potential role to play in challenging hubris, complementing the
immediate practical contributions of circular economies in mitigating the harms caused by the
built environment.

Bateson understood ecology in terms of patterns of learning and communication through
which organisms and environments are interrelated. The difficulty of appreciating these patterns
within a conventional scientific focus on matter and energy led to Bateson arguing for the need
to incorporate aesthetic concerns in the developing science of ecology. In this sense, aesthetics
is not style or appearance, or a matter reserved just for art critics, philosophers, or even humans,’
but, instead, a sensitivity to and empathy with the patterns that connect all living things.

While Bateson was focussed on the context of science, similar concerns are also relevant in
designing architecture. It is not just science that shapes humans’ understandings of the worlds



Re-use aesthetics and the ecological crisis 45

they inhabit. The built environment does this, too, through the ways in which built spaces frame
everyday experiences. In so doing, the built environment can both obfuscate and uncover eco-
logical patterning. It is through this lens that I propose understanding the aesthetic qualities of
re-use in architecture. Not as style or advocacy. But as a way in which aspects of ecological
pattern can be made tangible within everyday experiences.

Roots of ecological crisis

As a point of departure, I take Bateson’s “The Roots of Ecological Crisis”, which originated as
testimony to a committee of the State Senate of Hawaii in 1970 and was subsequently published
in Steps to an Ecology of Mind. In a style that is more direct than much of Bateson’s other work,
this short text warns against ad hoc solutions to ecological problems that focus on symptoms
and leave underlying causes in place. Bateson identifies three underlying root causes of ecologi-
cal crisis, naming these as population, technology, and hubris.” These each have the potential to
be self-reinforcing and reinforcing of each other, producing runaway feedback.

The first of these three roots, population, needs some reframing from the context of the 1970s
in which Bateson was writing. Bateson refers to “population increase” and “the population
explosion”, which were concerns of the time.® It is not the number of humans per se, however,
but the demands that the human population places on the planet through consumption that are
at issue. This root of ecological crisis is thus best understood as growth in a general sense.’
The demands humans place on the planet are globally and socially unequal. They can acceler-
ate even for a static population because of commitments to economic growth and rising living
standards. While one can conceive of the rate of increase of these demands slowing (degrowth,
more efficient use of resources, increasing environmental awareness), it is difficult to imagine
how to halt or reverse this growth in a managed way. Many claims to reduce carbon emissions
are actually claims to increase them by less than one would have done otherwise. It is politically
difficult to agree on courses of action such as reducing living standards, and there are ethical
difficulties in doing so because of the intersection with social and global injustices.

The second root of ecological crisis that Bateson identifies, technology, is closely linked to
growth. The demands of human society drive developments in technology. In turn, technologies
make other technologies possible, permitting and prompting the demands of human society to
grow further. The rapid technological developments of recent centuries have led to widespread
pollution, ranging from microplastics to carbon dioxide emissions.

In one sense, of course, technological developments can be a way to reduce demands that
humans place on their environment, for instance, by making energy usage more efficient or less
polluting. But because of the reinforcing feedback between technology and growth, technology
will always have a double relation to ecological crisis. Like growth, it is difficult to imagine how
to undo technological change, as humans become dependent on the technologies they develop.
For instance, it is not possible to simply step back to pre-industrial agriculture because society
has become dependent on the increased yields that industrialisation made possible. Similarly,
in sustaining itself, the design industry is structurally committed to innovation, profit, and nar-
ratives of technological progress. Bateson articulates ad hoc technological measures as a kind
of addiction."

The third root of ecological crisis that Bateson identifies is the hubris of Western culture’s
conception of humans as separate to and in competition with the environment and each other.
Hubris, excessive pride or overconfidence, is less tangible than growth or technology. It is one
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part of the peripeteian structure (the dramatic reversal of fortune) of Greek tragedy, which is
apt as an analogy for human-made ecological catastrophe. Hubris is made manifest in attempts
to bend ecosystems to human will. The most obvious examples are where humans destroy their
environments in extracting resources or making human habitats. Hubris is closely coupled with
both growth and technology. Hubris motivates control over ecosystems through technology and
supports the extension of human activities at the expense of the wider ecosystem. It is reinforced
by “success” in these endeavours. Sustainable design itself is not immune from hubris. Even
well-meaning attempts to address ecological problems can be manifestations of hubris in the
sense that they can proceed from humans’ faith in their own expertise and capacity for unilateral
action.

The most extreme example of hubris is geoengineering — the use of technology to control the
temperature of the planet in response to the climate crisis. One scenario is the continual injec-
tion of sulphate aerosols into the stratosphere, providing a cooling effect by preventing sunlight
from reaching earth. As the climate crisis worsens, well-meaning proposals for geoengineering
projects such as this will gain traction as technological responses to rising temperatures. The
limitations of geoengineering proposals are most obviously their treatment of symptoms (tem-
perature) rather than causes (greenhouse gas emissions). The justifications given for geoengi-
neering recognise this limitation, arguing that such projects buy time while other technological
solutions are developed. However, it would be difficult to stop geoengineering once it has been
started, without creating sudden shocks.

By focussing on temperature, geoengineering mischaracterises the issue it seeks to address
in more ways than one. While greenhouse gas emissions and the failure of the world to reduce
these may be causes of rising global temperatures, they are also symptoms of deeper problems.
The problem of geoengineering is not just that it treats only symptoms but that it intensifies the
underlying causes of crisis by reinforcing hubris.

Geoengineering projects would completely enframe the planet using technology. One might
even say that geoengineering would effectively turn the planet into a building — an interior
space — subject to human will at planetary scale. This intensification of causes is the case even
if geoengineering was “successful” in its own terms, as this would build further human over-
confidence in being able to manipulate ecosystems through technological expertise. How would
subsequent manifestations of ecological crisis be responded to? The consequences of geoengi-
neering are not just for climate but for how humans understand their relation to the ecologies
of which they are part. It is possible to save the planet in ways that go on to destroy the planet,
depending on sow one does the former. Actions are not just what we do but the things that are
produced by the ways in which we act, even when these are unintended. Means are also ends,
having consequences.

Geoengineering would have uneven global effects. Reducing the amount of sunlight falling
on the planet would have variable consequences in different parts of the globe. Yet the power
to decide over how to do this would rest with those countries that control the technological
infrastructure. If enacted, geoengineering would be one more instance of the way that the hubris
of Western culture has supported and been propagated by processes of marginalisation and
colonialism."

Hubris is deeply rooted in Western culture and especially in its epistemology — its ways of
thinking and knowing. It is not that conventional Western epistemology is the only shit epis-
temology. But it is the shit epistemology that has been globalised through colonialism and the
internationalisation of design during the twentieth century. A limitation of this essay, and my
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work more generally, is its emplacement within Western culture. I lean here not just on a West-
ern thinker (Bateson) but also on examples from the Eurocentric architectural traditions within
which I have been educated. Yet, unmaking hubris is not as straightforward as adopting an alter-
nate epistemology. To pick up another epistemology without critically addressing one’s own
is likely to distort the former through the latter. Appropriation is one manifestation of Western
hubris, after all.

Bateson suggests that hubris is the easiest of these three roots to reverse and that acting on
one of the three may be enough to avert catastrophe.'? From today’s perspective, however, it
would seem that hubris is no less straightforward to counter than the other two roots and that it
is the feedback relations between all three that need to be addressed. Many sustainable design
projects are focussed on technology, growth, and the relation between the two, where efficien-
cies in technology reduce, mitigate, or at least slow the increase of demands that humans place
on the planet. Further attention needs to be paid to hubris and its relations to growth and technol-
ogy — the ways that they reinforce and are reinforced by hubris. For the most part, mainstream
design still operates from within a hubristic conception of growth (the idea that human activity
can continue to expand unchecked) and through a hubristic mode of technology (unilateral,
instrumental control of ecosystems).

There is a paradox of sorts to hubris. Escaping hubris is not as simple as reaching some
“correct” epistemology (as Bateson sometimes seems to imply). To see oneself as having done
this would be hubris itself. It is tempting to associate hubris with other people: with adherents
to whichever political and philosophical commitments one objects to. Systems thinkers might
locate hubris in reductivism, constructivists in realism, progressives in conservatism, and so on.
But setting oneself apart from others is part of hubris. Thinking one has overcome hubris is a
form of hubris. To take hubris seriously is to examine one’s own part in it. Hubris can even arise
in attempts to escape it — the hubris of overcoming hubris, a conflict across what Bateson would
refer to as logical types. Given this, it is difficult to address hubris directly.

Aesthetic engagements with ecosystems offer one possible way to bypass this paradox. If
hubris is seeing oneself as separate to and in competition with the environment, then hubris can
potentially be countered by cultivating perceptions of one’s embeddedness within and depend-
ence on the ecosystemic relations of which one is part. Architectural design has something to
contribute to such an effort, given its traditional roles in orienting humans within the worlds they
inhabit. How might the aesthetics of re-use contribute to this?

Architecture and hubris

The built environment is closely related to all three of the roots of ecological crisis that Bateson
identifies. This is most obvious in the cases of the first two, the growth of the demands that
humans place on their environments and the development of the technologies through which
they do it. Buildings are, after all, one variety of technology. Like other technologies, they
consume energy and material resources while producing waste. Buildings are constructed in
response to various kinds of growth and, in turn, support and prompt further growth. As well as
meeting humans’ spatial needs and desires, increasingly buildings even play a role as financial
assets, driven by the growth of investments."

Buildings are also closely related to hubris. The built environment prioritises human activi-
ties and extends human control. The hubris of the built environment is clearest in large-scale
attempts to control climatic conditions through technology: proposals for a geodesic dome over
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Manhattan, contemporary plans for building mega cities across deserts, and ultimately, the
enframing of the planet through geoengineering.

The built environment can also imply hubris in how it is experienced in a more everyday
sense. Hubris is implicitly reinforced by the way that the conventional built environment sepa-
rates human and ecological worlds. Buildings (literally) construct relations between human and
ecological worlds. For the most part, these relations take the form of sharp distinctions (such
as walls and windows) that separate out the two, allowing humans to exert control of internal
conditions such as temperature as well as who and what enters and leaves. Consider the rooms
that you have been inside today as examples of this. Who and what would and would not be
welcomed inside? The separating out of human and ecological worlds reinforces hubris by pre-
senting ecological relationships as if they are distinct from the human world.

This separation is sometimes heightened by the aesthetics of architecture. Consider, for instance,
the Farnsworth House designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe for Edith Farnsworth (Plano, IL,
USA; constructed 1945-1951). Its form and material contrast with its surroundings, with the built
form held elegantly apart from the ground. The architecture implies separate “human” and “natu-
ral” worlds seemingly corresponding to inside and outside respectively (Figure 2.1).

The glass walls open the interior to its surroundings, which Mies expressed in terms of let-
ting the outside in."* This mode of apparently connecting to nature actually implies a separa-
tion: “Nature, too, shall have its own life . . . If you view nature through the glass walls of the

FIGURE 2.1 The Farnsworth House

Source: Carol M. Highsmith Photographs in the Carol M. Highsmith Archive, Library of Congress, Prints and Photo-
graphs Division. LC-DIG-highsm-13100
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FIGURE 2.2 The Farnsworth House flooded by the nearby river
Source: Mills Baker. CC BY 2.0. www.flickr.com/photos/millsbaker/2861738008/

Farnsworth House, it gains a more profound significance than if viewed from outside”."> The
implied idea of separation is an erroneous one. What is outside is not natural, and the human
world inside is subject to its environment, as becomes explicit when the building is flooded by
the nearby river (Figure 2.2).

Bateson expresses hubris not only in terms of humans seeing themselves as against nature
but also as against each other. And, indeed, the human-nature hubris performed by the Farns-
worth House intersects with human-human hubris in the architect’s attitude to the client. Mies
treated Farnsworth as “a means to an architectural end”,'® with the architecture that sets up the
binary contrast with nature also neglecting the client’s needs and desires in its absence of pro-
grammatic consideration.

A more complex example is the Flower Tower, an apartment block designed by Edouard
Francois (Paris, France; completed 2004, Figure 2.3). This building might be casually called
“green” because of its use of planting as part of its facade. It is claimed that this “embodies the
expression of desire for nature in the city”,'” and it succeeds in blurring the boundaries between
architecture and environment. It seems like this is the sort of architecture which makes the rela-
tion between humans and nature more ambiguous, an antidote to the sharp boundaries of the
Farnsworth House.

But what idea of nature is implied by this building? What idea of humans’ place in the world
is being performed? A species from somewhere else on the planet (bamboo) is enframed within
the architecture, with giant concrete plant pots integrated into the structure. The building, along
with countless others, positions nature as something under the control of humans.

The aesthetics of re-use is one of the ways in which architecture has the potential to counter
rather than reinforce hubris. If hubris is understanding oneself as separate to the environments
on which one depends, then the aesthetics of re-use challenges this by making present some of
the systemic relations in which humans are embedded.

Consider the Waste House (Figures 2.4-2.7), designed by my colleague Duncan Baker-
Brown. The Waste House has been an important precedent in establishing the feasibility of
re-use in architecture, demonstrating that it is possible to make permanent public buildings
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FIGURE 2.3 The Flower Tower
Source: Fred Romero. CC BY 2.0. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Paris - Tower Flower (24954421025).jpg

FIGURE 2.4 The Waste House, exterior
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FIGURE 2.5 The Waste House, interior

FIGURE 2.6 Carpet tiles find a new role as cladding
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FIGURE 2.7 Discarded video cassettes helping insulate the Waste House

from what would otherwise be waste materials. The aesthetics of the Waste House are less
commented on than its technical value as a prototype. But its aesthetics matter. By this, I do not
mean only what it looks and feels like, although this is part of it, but, rather, how the building
works as a way of looking and feeling, a means of perceiving.

Baker-Brown describes the project as “more of a provocation than a future way to construct
buildings”,'® positioning the Waste House as a form of advocacy. The building makes explicit
the amount of waste produced by the building industry and beyond, acting as an educational
resource within the university and in hosting visits from local school children. The provocation
of the Waste House, as I choose to interpret it, goes beyond advocacy, however. It may be inter-
preted not just as a prompt to reconsider the building industry but also to reconsider one’s place
in the systems of which one is part in a more general sense.

The Waste House uncovers the stories of materials, where they came from, where they would
have gone, and how they came to be here — the material flows that so easily go unnoticed even
when participating in them. The vapour control layers are made from festival banners I likely
would have walked past in Brighton. The building is clad in carpet tiles that I might have walked
on (Figure 2.6). Sitting in the building, I am insulated by discarded denim, DVDs, video cas-
settes, and floppy disks — all things that have been part of my life at some point (Figure 2.7). The
building can be read as one moment in the journey of its many parts through their contributions
to multiple wholes, being assembled, de-assembled, and (hopefully) assembled again. In using
the building, I become a part of these histories and futures, these wholes. In affording sensitivity
to these relations between wholes and parts, the building offers a way of cultivating sensitiv-
ity to wider patterns of ecological relationship. In this move to an aesthetic way of reading the
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building, cybernetic (informational, organisational, ecological) circularities come into relation
with the material circularities of re-use.

Not all instances of re-use cultivate sensitivity to parts and wholes. Thought of in terms of
style, the aesthetics of re-use are open to becoming distorted and commodified, leading to the
architectural equivalents of selling pre-ripped jeans.!® There is also a need to be wary of virtue
signalling, greenwashing, and uncritical attitudes to recycling. By attending to the aesthetic
qualities of re-use, it is possible for architectural spaces to offer ways of developing sensitivity
towards ecological patterns and one’s situatedness within them. In this way, the environmental
benefits of re-use are not limited to the mitigation of the harm caused by the built environment
in terms of material and energy. The aesthetic qualities of re-use are also a way to counter the
hubris that is one of the underlying roots of ecological crisis.
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