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Homemaking on a Hostile Planet

The built environment has grown into an alarming global force. We impact over 83 per-
cent of the terrestrial biosphere, we dredge more sediment than all natural processes
combined, and after water and air, sand is the most exploited resource, itself now also
endangered. In our age of human-induced climate change, life on Earth challenges who
we are, where we live, and how we live. These are profoundly architectural questions,
if we choose to see the discipline in a broader scope than its increasingly technocratic
confinements. These challenges demand a rethinking of our organized forms of life,
and accordingly, a rethinking of our forms of building.

1. Hubris vs. Homemaking

The dream is to see invisible forms

Of imprecise distance, and, with sensitive
Movements of hope and of will,

To search the cold line of the horizon

For tree, for beach, for flower, for bird, for spring—
The well-deserved kisses of Truth.

— Fernando Pessoa’

There is an old legend that attributes the founding of
Lisbon to the Greek hero Odysseus, mythical king of
Ithaca and traveler in Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey.
The claim dates back to Roman antiquity, but there
is little evidence to support it other than a weak etymo-
logical link between the protagonist’s Latin name,
Ulysses, and Lisbon’s earlier alias, Olissippo.2 Never-
theless, the legend stuck and came to feature promi-
nently in Portugal’s national mythology, most famously
in its two literary epics: Fernando Pessoa’s Message and
Luis Vaz de Camées’s The Lusiads.® Both works refer
to Ulysses in their content as well as in their form.
Written in the literary style epitomized of the hero’s
journey, they recount the fateful trials of a heroic sub-
ject, the Portuguese people, in their nautical adven-
tures “discovering” the world.4 /i

In this cannon, travel is narrated as a rite of
passage, generating a process of transformation and
atonement that, upon cornpletion, grants the hero a
god-like status. Its purpose is thus encapsulated in the
glory of the homecoming. For Ulysses, this meant the
return to Ithaca and his long-waiting wife Penelope;
for Portugal it represented wealth and imperial recog-
nition.® #i2 This articulation of traveling and home-
coming is pervasive to this day in Portuguese culture,
from its penchant for nostalgic art forms, such as Fado,
to its recurrent national justifications for the colonial
impulse as its own manifest destiny.®

In his 1991 book Travel as Metaphor: From Montaigne
to Rousseau, Belgian scholar Georges Van Den Abbeele

speaks of travel as an economy. It offers a possibility
of gain—in power, wealth, or knowledge—as well as

a danger of loss—through poverty, exile, or death. In
order to mitigate this risk, travel needs a fixed point
of reference: the oikos, which is Greek for home and,
incidentally, the root of the word economy.

The positing of an oikos ... is what domesticates the voy-
age by ascribing certain limits to it. The oikos defines
or delimits the movement of travel according to that old
Aristotelian prescription for a “well-constructed” plot,
namely, having a beginning, a middle, and an end. ...
[T]he oikos is most easily understood as that point from
which the voyage begins and to which it circles back

at the end[,] ... a transcendental point of reference that
organizes and domesticates a given area by defining

all other points in relation to itself.”

Although home and travel are binary opposites, the
two are not equal in value: home can only be con-
ceived in function of travel, retroactively, and “at the
price of its being lost.”® Citing Abbeele and this cul-
tural dominance of travel, Portuguese sociologist Boa-
ventura de Sousa Santos interprets “the travel motif
as a core metaphor for the modern way of being in the
world.”? He argues that travel expresses a sense of
movement inherent in the idea of modern progress
seen as the constant pushing of traditional boundaries
against the ‘homelessness’ of the unknown.'® This be-
comes evident, for example, in our depiction of scien-
tific achievements as “conquering new horizons” or
“exploring new territories”—history told as a hero’s
journey. Conversely, home is the vernacular root that
grounds us in habit and tradition; to be native means
“to be born and to live in bondage to a place,” to be a
slave. Home is thus rendered inimical to both progress
and liberation.

Citing Aristotle in her 1958 book, The Human
Condition, political theorist Hannah Arendt explores
a similar equation from an earlier stage of Western
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culture: the private and public realms of ancient
Greece, embodied in the figures of the oikos and the
polis. Oikosis the place of oikonomia or “economy,”
where household management is sustained. Polis is the
place of the politikos or “politics,” where citizenship

is performed.

In this binary, house and city operate complimen-
tary social functions. The purpose of the oikos is to
manage social reproduction by ensuring the laboring
activities necessary to family maintenance, such as
cooking, shelter, cleaning, sex, etc. It is characterized
by three kinds of despotic relationships between the
household head, the paterfamilias, and the household
members subordinated to him: the slave, the wife, and
the child. In contrast, the polis is the realm of freedom
from biological necessity, where the household head
can be free among equals and distinguish himself
individually through the practice of “great words and
great deeds.” ™

To be political, to live in a polis, meant that everything
was decided through words and persuasion and not
through force and violence. In Greek self-understanding,
to force people by violence, to command rather than
persuade, were prepolitical ways to deal with people
characteristic of life outside the polis, of home and family
life, where the household head ruled with uncontested
powers, or of life in the barbarian empires of Asia, whose
despotism was frequently likened to the organization of
the household.'?

So, here too, the house is rendered as a place of co-
ercion and non-freedom, opposed to culture, progress,
and liberation. While necessity is fulfilled in the natu-
ral realm of the oikos, which both contains and hides
the menial labor of biological maintenance, freedom
is achieved through transcendental action, which can
only exist publicly, out in the polis. Women, children,
and slaves must remain confined to a domestic sphere
that is, nonetheless, the pre-condition for the experi-
ence of freedom by others. Consequently, freedom is
conceived as the possibility to leave the oikos, to travel
away from the home. The Human Condition opens with
a telling, more recent illustration of this feeling on a
collective scale:

In 1957, an earth-born object made by man was launched
into the universe, where for some weeks it circled the
earth according to the same laws of gravitation that
swing and keep in motion the celestial bodies—the sun,
the moon, and the stars. ... This event, second to no
other, not even to the splitting of the atom, would have
been greeted with unmitigated joy if it had not been for
the uncomfortable military and political circumstances
attending it. But, curiously enough, this joy was not
triumphal; it was not pride or awe at the tremendousness
of human power and mastery which filled the hearts of
men. ... The immediate reaction, expressed on the spur

of the moment, was relief about the first “step toward
escape from men’s imprisonment to the earth.”13

Arendt notes how this fear of entanglement in worldly
matters has pervaded our culture for millennia:
“Christians have spoken of the earth as a vale of tears
and philosophers have looked upon their body as a
prison of mind and soul.”'* This perceived imprison-
ment within the “natural” realms of the earth, the
body, or the domestic is what drives the travel impulse
to value the home only retroactively, as a nostalgic
point of reference for departure and homecoming. As
our culture reached the Space Age, feelings of con-
tempt for our earthliness were once again magnified,
leading Arendt to wonder:

Should the emancipation and secularization of the modern
age, which began with a turning-away, not necessarily
from God, but from a god who was the Father of men in
heaven, end with an even more fateful repudiation of

an Earth who was the Mother of all living creatures under
the sky? 18 f#ig.3/

Pondering over this question, another moment in re-
cent history stands out with unquestionable impor-
tance. On August 6, 1945, an American plane dropped
the world’s first atomic bomb over Hiroshima in Japan,
immediately killing 80,000 people and destroying

90 percent of the city. Three days later, another bomb
dropped on Nagasaki killed an estimated 40,000
people. #i4 Philosopher Noam Chomsky recalls his
experience of the event:

[In that moment,] it was perfectly obvious ... that humans,
in their glory, had achieved the capacity to destroy
everything. Not quite at that time, but it was clear that,
once the technology was established, it would only be
developed further, escalate and would soon reach the
point of becoming what Dan Ellsberg ... calls a “dooms-
day machine”—an automatic system set up so that every-
thing becomes annihilated—and as he points out, we
have indeed constructed such a machine; we’re living
with it.'6

In Chomsky’s words, the threat of nuclear omnicide,
genocide extended to all forms of life, “has since been
dangling over our heads like a Sword of Damocles.”"?
Hence, the atomic bomb might well be Sputnik’s dark
mirror—while the latter signaled the possibility of
escape, the former marked our capacity for mass self-
destruction. While one seemed to promise the ultimate
emancipation from the immediacies of context, the
other showed our ability to erase context. Sputnik and
the A-bomb, two of humanity’s most extraordinary
achievements, encapsulate the travel economy in its
alienating escapism and blind faith in technological
progress. They are monuments of our civilizational dis-
embedding and our incapacity to find transcendence
and freedom in the maintenance and preservation of
our common home.



2. Dwelling in the End Times

It is 2 Minutes to Midnight.
— Doomsday Clock, Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 18

Rhapsody in August is a beautiful film by Japanese direc-
tor Akira Kurosawa. It tells the story of the healing
process of an elderly woman, Kane, dealing with her
fading mental health and painful memories of the
atomic bomb. As a storm brews on the horizon, trauma
makes her relive the past and mistake the atmospheric
phenomenon with another air raid. In the movie’s
most famous scene, she describes her experience of the
bombing of Nagasaki, which she witnessed visually
from a distance: “Suddenly, the sky split open and
glared at us furiously. A great eye stared through the
crack.”'® The shot cuts to her view. A mushroom
cloud erupts on the horizon and is immediately over-
laid by an all-seeing Eye of Providence scowling at
humanity’s hubris.2° #is.%/

Kane’s delusion is spurred by a suggestive ent-
wining of nuclear and climatic threats—the past bomb
and the present storm, omnicide and ecocide. That
coincidence reminds us that 1945 is also the historic
moment that marks the onset of the Anthropocene,
the new geological era named after humanity’s impli
cation in three accelerating planetary events: pol-
lution, global warming, and mass extinction.?' Its
meaning is scientific as well as political and symbolic.
Political because it forces a re-embedding of human-
kind in nature as a collective geological force; sym-
bolic because it compares that force to the Chicxulub
asteroid, which struck the Earth 66 million years ago
and wiped out 80 percent of life on the planet, includ-
ing most dinosaurs. Like Kurosawa’s eye in the sky,
the Anthropocene is a reckoning for humanity, espe-
cially for those of us in the West whose histories of
“epic traveling” and “civilizing mission” have mostly
contributed to the present-day environmental crisis.

Reactions to this new climatic era have been
fraught, despite general scientific consensus. Denial
has been largely incited by powerful corporate lobbies
but, in part, it has also been owed to a general sense
of individual helplessness and grief: grief for the loss
of nurturing Mother Nature, whose riches would
provide eternal growth and discovery; helplessness in
the face of an abstract climatic threat so entangled
with a socio-economic system for which there seems
to be no alternative. Denialism is itself also a form
of escape, an alienation from reality.

According to French anthropologist Bruno Latour,
Anthropocene is to humanity as “the creature” was to
Dr. Frankenstein: an uncanny technological creation
that makes us want to flee in horror. He argues that
rather than abandon our monster, as Frankenstein did,
we should learn to love it, just as the Christian God
loved His Creation.?2 The analogy is poignant and the

message is legitimate. However, it also reveals a prob-
lematic understanding of the Anthropocene that can
easily lend itself to boastful claims about humanity’s
quasi-divine aspirations to master and geoengineer
the planet.?® The ancient Greeks called this hubris, a
defiance of reason, owed to arrogance and ignorance,
eventually leading to downfall or nemesis. Prometheus
stole the fire, Icarus built his wings, Frankenstein
birthed his creature, and we have anthropogenic Earth.
However, Earth is not really our creation, and it is
not really ours to control, nor create, nor abandon. In
her 2014 book, This Changes Everything, Canadian jour-
nalist Naomi Klein explains:

“the monster” we are being asked to love is not some mu-
tant creature of the laboratory but the earth itself. We did
not create it; it created—and sustains—us. The earth is not
our prisoner, our patient, our machine, or, indeed, our
monster. It is our entire world. And the solution to global

warming is not to fix the world, it is to fix ourselves.24

Effectively, the Anthropocene is the “Era of Man”
because it is the outcome of the odyssey of Man. In
other words, there is a link between our culture’s
aspirations to “great, immortal deeds” and our urge
for domination and escape, for ownership without
responsibility. There is a link between our heroic tech-
no-scientific achievements and our inability to direct
those achievements toward the preservation of our
species and planet. This link can be understood as a
direct outcome of our culture’s opposition between the
cultural realm of progress and the natural realm of
the home, a home which has historically been associ-
ated with feelings of captivity and violence that reduce
acts of maintenance to menial servitude worthless of
historical recount. Heroism, like all hubris, is inimical
to homemaking, the kind of thinking and acting that
the Anthropocene so urgently requires. Dwelling
—both in the sense of “residing in” as well as “think-
ing about”—is the antithesis of escape. It is the act

of lingering in and embodying a place and situation.

3. Environmental Forms of Life

Perhaps the outrage meriting a name like Anthro-
pocene is about the destruction of places and
times of refuge for people and other critters. ...
Right now, the earth is full of refugees, human
and not, without refuge.

— Donna Haraway 25

There is a famous quote that says “it is easier to ima-
gine the end of the world than to imagine the end
of capitalism.” 26 Indeed, capitalist realism will have
us think that “there is no alternative,” that growth is
inevitable, that pollution is our birth right, and that
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inequality is natural selection.?” In this mindset, there
seems to be no resolution to the Anthropocene besides
escape or death (the Sputnik or the A-bomb). And in
fact, most of our crisis narratives fit within one of
these plotlines—flee to a colony on Mars or perish in

a Hollywoodesque Armageddon. Such spectacles of
destruction are problematic because they tend to shun
emotional response in favor of morbid voyeurism, a
twisted kind of Schadenfreude whereby the misfortune
we take pleasure in watching is our own.28

A healthier alternative to this sort of End Times
gloom is environmental preservation, but in our cul-
tural mindset, acts of maintenance and care do not
often qualify as historical epics of human freedom.
They are too discreet to be universalized, too anony-
mous to be made heroic. The Anthropocene, so often
steeped in heroic narratives that further domination
and objectification, needs to be situated and politi-
cized.

For starters, it is often implied that the Anthropo-
cene is the collateral damage of widespread civiliza-
tional progress, but this is misleading. For many people,
progress happened at the expense of dignity, and far
from being a vehicle for freedom, modern progress
was the very instrument of its denial.2® Secondly, the
causes and effects of the environmental crisis are not
universally and democratically distributed. In fact, a
relatively small percentage of the world’s population
(the industrialized Global North) is responsible for
the greatest ecological footprint, while the bulk of
the damage is being borne disproportionately by the
world’s most vulnerable in the Global South.3? Lastly,
contrary to widespread accounts, climate change is
not an issue that poses insurmountable techno-scienti-
fic barriers; it is first and foremost a political crisis, or
in the words of Naomi Klein, it is a message, telling
us that our cherished Enlightenment ideals of progress
are no longer viable.

The fact that the earth’s atmosphere cannot safely absorb
the amount of carbon we are pumping into it is a symp-
tom of a much larger crisis, one born of the central fiction
on which our economic model is based: that nature is
limitless, that we will always be able to find more of what
we need, and that if something runs out it can be seam-
lessly replaced by another resource that we can endlessly
extract. But it is not just the atmosphere that we have
exploited beyond its capacity to recover—we are doing
the same to the oceans, to freshwater, to topsoil and to
biodiversity. The expansionist, extractive mindset, which
has so long governed our relationship to nature, is what
the climate crisis calls into question so fundatmentally.31

In sum, it is not so much the anthropos that lies at the
core of the Anthropocene, at least not in any generaliz-
ing species-sense, but rather the collective actions of
large corporations, heavy industry, and well-resourced
nations. Climate change is intimately tied to our eco-

nomic model and responding to its perils, according
to Klein, “requires that we break every rule in the
free-market playbook and that we do so with great
urgency.”32 Citing Klein and several other prominent
environmentalists in his book Decolonizing Nature,
American historian T. J. Demos explains that “[t|here
are, in fact, plenty of solutions for sustainable living
today, which, if implemented globally, could protect
biodiversity and define a more equitable and inclusive
socioeconomic order than today’s environmentally
destructive corporate-state oligarchy.”33

Granted, from a pessimistic (albeit realistic) stand-
point, the challenge is quite daunting. In his recent
book 0ld Gods, New Enigmas, American urban theorist
Mike Davis structures his environmental prognosis
along two conflicting mindsets: a “pessimism of the
intellect” and an “optimism of the imagination.” From
the pessimistic viewpoint, he argues that we have
likely “already lost the first, epochal state of the battle
against global warming,” since by now it is “highly
unlikely that greenhouse gas accumulation can be
stabilized this side of the famous ‘red line’ of 450 ppm
by 2020,” a crucial target in the goal to keep the global
temperature rise below 2°C. Once this tipping point
is passed, implementing systemic change will become
much harder, especially in the context of economic
crises such as the Great Recession, which provide a
political alibi for ecological targets to be dismissed as
“unaffordable sacrifices.”3* As governments retreat
from climate responsibilities, he warns, “socioecono-
mic inequality will have a meteorological mandate,
and there will be little incentive for the rich northern-
hemisphere countries ... to share resources for adapta-
tion with those poor subtropical countries most vul-
nerable to droughts and floods.”3% Davis counters this
pessimism with a proposal garnered from “optimistic
imagination.” He asks that we look to cities as ground
zeroes for the convergence of climate action:

Although forest clearance and export monocultures have
played fundamental roles in the transition to a new
geological epoch, the prime mover has been the almost
exponential increase in the carbon footprints of urban
regions in the northern hemisphere. Heating and cooling
the urban built environment alone is responsible for

an estimated 35-45 percent of current carbon emissions,
while urban industries and transportation contribute
another 35-40 percent.3®

Davis revisits utopian socialist critiques of the modern
city from the late 19th and early 20th centuries to gar-
ner visions of collaborative forms of living, where envi-
ronmental concerns converge with struggles to raise
living standards. He states that any hope in adapting
human habitats to the Anthropocene depends pre-
cisely on the capacity to marry “the challenges of pov-
erty, energy, biodiversity, and climate change within
an integrated vision of human progress.”3” Achieving



this, he admits, would “necessarily command a revolu-
tion of almost mythic magnitude in the redistribution
of income and power,” 38 but he finds plenty of prece-
dents in our histories of labor, housing, and civil rights
struggles, and any form of human organization that
subordinated property rights to the right to existence,
designing ways of life based on a coherent sense of the
dignity of others. So, despite pessimism, faced with the
challenges to come, hope is an ethical imperative. /i

In sum, the economy of progress through travel
and extraction has been the predominant way in which
Western culture has looked at the planet: a logic of
expropriation and management of natural resources
catered to human needs and adventures, readily dis-
carded after use. The current climate crisis is demand-
ing a new ecological way of inhabiting the planet,
which, as the name indicates (oikologia), requires a re-
thinking of our meaning of home (from oikos, “house”
and -logia, “study of”). That means, quite literally,
that housing—the design and planning of our forms of
life—should become a ground for ecological debate
and experimentation.

Within the discipline of architecture, issues of
political and ecological cohabitation are frequently
relegated to the larger scales of urban and landscape
planning, or to the exterior realms of public space.
Discourses on the architectural object and the domes-
tic interior tend to be depoliticized and seen as private
concerns. This is a missed opportunity for a discipline
whose core métier is spatial organization and whose
history is filled with exploratory visions of the future.
As architects, we need to reclaim the courage to ima-
gine wondrous horizons within the ecosystems that
we have inherited, to find transcendence in the main-
tenance and preservation of life, to see the houses
we build as environmental forms of life. We can start
by reframing the hero’s journey away from distanced
exoticism toward the embedded spaces that we inhabit
every day, our domestic contexts, our oikos. Home-
making is environment-making.

4. Lessons from Portugal

What the world needs is a good housekeeper.
.39

— Aviva Rahmani
The present book presents the results of the studio
course offered in the 2017-2018 academic year by laba
(Laboratoire Bale), the architecture and urban design
studio of the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de Lau-
sanne (EPFL). Portugal Lessons: Environmental Objects
inaugurates a new series of studio courses dedicated to
researching an approach to environmental aesthetics
in architecture that focuses on modes of ecological
contextualism. The book’s three-part structure reflects

the academic method employed in the studio. Part 1,
“Territory,” presents a regional reading based on carto-
graphy. Part 2, “Field,” shows photographs of a trip
to Portugal that took place in December 2017. Part 3,
“Architecture,” presents 19 architecture designs pro-
duced by laba’s students as critical syntheses and proof
of concept of the analysis generated in the preceding
phases. All of them focus on housing programs.

By expanding the field of architecture onto the
territorial scales, laba aims to claim the urban-environ-
mental system as part of the architectural object, and
foster an engagement with the “big picture” that is re-
flected in both design practice and critical thinking.
Operating under the orientation Urban Nature, laba
wishes to question the age-old opposition between
architecture and the environment in light of today’s
ecological crisis. “Environmental Objects” is both a
mirror and a subversion of this opposition—the environ-
ment is a space that surrounds, encloses, and encir-
cles; the object is a thing that limits a place and a point
of view. In questioning this dynamic of separation, we
want to imagine a discipline that amplifies its context,
attunes to it, and renders it conscious.

With this in mind, the studio turns to Portugal’s
history of architectural contextualism for traces of an
aesthetic that can help us to move beyond architecture
as the foreground of nature. In its original meaning,
aesthetics means “to sensitize,” from the Greek aesthe-
sis, which means “to breathe in, to perceive by the
senses or by the mind.” To emphasize environmental
aesthetics in architecture is to counter the alienated
objectification that currently pervades the discipline,
its anesthesia. To see architecture as an environmen-
tal threshold, that sensitizes rather than insulates, is
to foreground the environment and de-objectify the
building, hopefully revealing architecture’s implication
in land use and exploitation.

We chose to focus on Portugal not only for its
well-known histories of context-sensitive architectures,
but also because of its ambivalent geography, which
occupies two time-spaces simultaneously, the Euro-
pean and the colonial. Portugal’s empire was largely
subordinated to British power, and southern Europe
has long been subordinated in economic, political, and
cultural terms to northern Europe, the powerhouse
of the Enlightenment, especially since the onset of the
Great Recession.?® From this double periphery, bet-
ween traveler and occupied, one hopes to gain access
to both hegemonic structures and their subversive
resistance, noticing the ways in which people rally to
revive alternative forms of organization, emancipation,
and life. /Fis 7-10]

— Bdrbara M. Costa
— Harry Gugger
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[Fig. 1] John William Waterhouse, Ulysses and the Sirens, 1891. Oil on canvas, 100x201 cm.
Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria.

[Fig. 2] John William Waterhouse, Penelope and the Suitors, 1912.
Oil on canvas, 129.8x188 cm. Aberdeen: Aberdeen Art Gallery & Museums.

[Fig. 4] Nagasaki after the dropping of the atomic bomb on August 9, 1945.
Photograph by Charles Levy.
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Quo meodo Deun,

[Fig. 5] Eye of Providence, or the all-seeing eye of God,
alchemical woodcut, ca. 17th century. Quo Modo Deum
translates as “This is the way of God.”
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[Fig. 6] Poster from the SAAL Process

(Local Ambulatory Support Service), ca. 1975-1976.
Populagdo Organizada, Habitagdo Conquistada translates
as “Organized Population, Conquered Habitation.”
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[Fig. 7] SAAL project of Bairro de S. Vitor, by Alvaro Siza, Porto, 1975.
The SAAL was a revolutionary project that over 26 months, implemented
approximately 170 housing projects that claimed environmental and

land rights as human rights.
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[Fig. 9-10] Charlotte Din and Fiona Uka, Maps of SAAL project of Bairro da Bouga, by Alvaro Siza, Porto.
From the laba teaching unit UE: U Cartography which maps buildings as environmental objects.
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