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From authorial practices to network
cooperation in the production of social

An ANT approach to design

Rispoli, Micol'
1. Philosophy of Interior Architecture, University of Naples Federico Il, Napoli, Italy

Synopsis

This paper describes my research topic, which is focused on exploring new
approaches in order to rethink design in a "non-authorial" form, challenging the
profession’s dominant perspectives and highlighting that architects have the
possibility to fill an ethical, social and political gap in our profession.

My research seeks to investigate on the issue of the production of architectural
and urban space through comparing the traditional practices that favour an
hegemonic role for the architect with those linked to Bruno Latour’'s ANT - Actor
Network Theory -, in which the architect operates within a more complex web of
relationships between other subjects, other actors, other agents of different
nature and culture.

Therefore it suggests to go beyond the idea of architecture as an autonomous
practice, questioning and crossing habitual disciplinary boundaries.

Key words: Actor Network Theory, loss of authorship, social network, social
condenser, matters of concern.
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1. A philosophy of space

Network cooperation means here an approach based on the ANT, a
theoretical model developed by some sociologists - including Bruno Latour -
who affirm that every scientific idea, technical artefact or social fact is the
product of a complex web of relationships, in which human and non-human
social actors interact.

To better understand the meaning of this model and how could be linked
to architectural design, it's necessary to retrace the principles expressed by
Peter Sloterdijk - philosopher to whom Latour makes reference - who first
grasped the depth and extension of the concept of design.

In his most important work - Spheres - Sloterdijk considers the
microsphere as the original unit of the individual: the fetal pre-subject
suspended in the amniotic medium that will be the origin of the human need to
create spaces within which to establish an atmosphere, an anthropic
determination.

The macrospheres are, instead, the social collectors. In the third volume
he describes the idea of foam society, at the decline of the European
macrosphere occurred with the great explorations, which destroyed the unitary
image of the world.

With the concept of foam we describe an agglomeration of bubbles (...),
aggregates of spherological neighbourhoods in which each “cell” builds a self-completing
context (...), a “household” that is maintained by dyadic and pluripolar resonances and
that is animated by its very own dynamic. (Sloterdijk, 2004)

According to Sloterdijk, historically the personal sphere has always been
formed at the expense of the foreign. So he calls on us to think about the
human subject, and the supra-individual subjects that we call "society" and
"civilization", together with objects, things, nature, animals, plants and the
environment. These "things", this "foreign sphere" so far has always been
objectified, looted, taken for granted, exploited.

By using the term "co-immunity", he thinks of an unprecedented coupling
between the personal and the foreign sphere: between human and non-human,
as well as between human beings, to preserve themselves and the biosphere
as an entity capable of guaranteeing their survival.

2. A new idea of design

The concept of design is undergoing a profound change.

To think of artifacts in terms of design mean conceiving of them less and less as
modernist objects, and (...) more and more as “things”. (Latour, 2009).

The Actor-Network-Theory is the specific approach of the STS science and
technology studies that - having represented, until a few years ago, a small part
of the social sciences that wanted to transform the matters of fact produced by
the instrumental reason into complex gatherings of human and non-human and
demonstrate that "artefacts do have a policy" and that a "parliament of things"
can be established - have now reached a dimension such as to produce a
reorientation between powers and a very critical position towards authorship.
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The reconstruction of our collective life on earth must be carried out with
an attitude that underlies design with these new words: modesty, care,
precaution, mastery, preservation, re-design.

Design must be open to operate in an open and changing cosmos of
multiple relationships.

3. The architect’s tasks

The architect exercises his powers in a network made of a plurality of
forces, of actors.

Awan and Schneider, Professors at Sheffield University, and Jeremy Till,
Professor and Head of Central Saint Martins, are the authors of Spatial Agency,
a research project that presents a new way of looking at how buildings and
space can be produced.

Recalling Latour they argue that as matters of fact, buildings can be
subjected to rules and methods, and they can be treated as objects. Priority is
given to those aspects associated with their static properties: the visual, the
technical, which is also the a-temporal. As matters of concern, they enter into
socially embedded networks - in which the consequences of architecture are of
much more significance than its objects - and more ‘relational’ and ‘contingent’
aspects are highlighted: the processes of their production, their occupation over
time, their intrinsic temporality, their relation to society and nature.

A loss of control should not be seen as a threat to professional expertise,
but as an inevitable condition that must be dealt with in a positive light: buildings
and spaces are to be treated as part of a dynamic context of social and
environmental networks.

The architect as demiurge-author must give way to the architect as social
condenser, who effect change through allowing others to become actors of their
spatial environments, opening up new freedoms and potentials.
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