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HYBRID AGENCY. ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN THEO-

RIES AND PRACTICE WITHIN THE DIGITAL TURN

Federica Joe
Gardella

Cycle

37° - PoliTo Grant
Year

2021 - 2024

Supervisors
Giovanni Durbiano

Research Group
Theory of the Architectural Project

Over the past few decades, the emergence and prolife-
ration of digital technologies have led to a continuous
mutation of the architectural design practice in its pro-
duction, exchange, transmission, and legitimization, and
the Covid-19 pandemic has stood as an accelerator of
this process. In the international discourse, this transfor-
mation has been interpreted as a moment of discontinui-
ty, variously referred to as the technological revolution, di-
gital turn, documentary revolution, datafication, and more.
In this period, the exponential rise in documentary capital
and technical mediums has triggered a renegotiation of
the entities and practices involved in the design process.
This research explores this moment of transition, focu-
sing on architectural design practices developed in uni-
versity research centres. The goal is to investigate the im-
pact and effects of incorporating digital technologies on
research processes, seeking to understand if and where
innovation occurs. In practical terms, the study adopts
the operational perspective of Science and Technology
Studies to observe case studies of research architectural
design practices, exploiting an ethnographic approach to
observation to unfold the project action in its sociotech-
nical dimension.

The fascination for the digital

By the XXI century, the issue of digitization and compu-
tational approaches to design has shaped architectural
discourse. Several scholars of the history and impact of
the digital in architecture (Antonie Picon, Mario Carpo,
Greg Lynn, Molly Wright Steenson, Philip F. Yuan, Neil
Leach, Daniel Cardoso Llach, Rivka and Robert Oxman,

among others) have documented the rapid growth of te-
chnical and scientific acquisitions that has occurred since
the second half of the twentieth century, identifying the
emerging technologies and tools that have contributed to
the transformation of the architectural practice, from the
irruption, within research projects, of numerical control
and CAD systems, the applications of cybernetics and
artificial intelligence on architecture, the Internet of Thin-
gs, and Big Data, etc. Drawing on Daniel Cardoso Llach
(2015), this research seeks to contrast the two frames
that coexist and dominate technological discourses on
architectural design: autonomy, according to which tech-
nologies with their intelligence can act as surrogates for
architects, and neutrality, whereby technologies are pas-
sive tools executors of designers’ intentionality. Implicit in
both cases is the dichotomy between the human, bearer
of a priori values, and the optimizing technology, executor
of facts, in a framework of separation between human
evolution and technical optimization.

Unfold complexity through the sociotechnical lens

To advance an alternative position, avoiding any finalist
misunderstanding, the research is developed accor-

Cardoso Llach, D. (2015). Builders of the vision: Software and the imagination of design.

New York-Abingdon: Routledge.

Cuff, D., Higgins, T, and Dahl, P. J. (2010). Backyard Homes L.A. (Report, cityLAB-UCLA).
Ferraris, M. (2009). Documentalita. Perché & necessario lasciar tracce. Roma-Bari: Laterza.
Yaneva, A. (2009), Made by the Office for Metropolitan Architecture: An Ethnography of

Design. Rotterdam: 010 Publishers.

Latour, B, and Yaneva, A. (2012). “Give me a gun and | will make all buildings move”: An
ANT's view of Architecture. In Architectural theories of the environment: Posthuman territory

(pp. 107-114). London: Routledge.
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ding to a multidisciplinary approach that considers the architectural design
project as a specific field of inquiry. Two theoretical frameworks are crucial
in building the methodological structure of the work: the operational appro-
ach of Science and Technology Studies - in its ‘architectural’ developments
referable to Bruno Latour and Albena Yaneva (2009, 2012) - and the do-
cument theory of philosopher Maurizio Ferraris (2009). The sociotechnical
perspective reveals architectural design as a complex practice, intended not
as attributed to or dependent on intentional subjectivity, but co-produced
through hybrid networks of alliances, mediations and translations, which
build through contingent actions the agency of the project. At the same
time, the document theory narrows the object of observation and analysis to
the document entity, endowed with specific operating characteristics and its
own agency independent of the author. This methodology makes it possible
to reveal what happens when the project is immersed in an inevitably messy
and unpredictable reality, making visible the politics of digital technologies
and how they act in contingent situations by reconfiguring the project’s
networks of human and nonhuman actors.

What happens inside the laboratories of the architectural project?

The observation focuses on some academic research centres (or laborato-
ries) in architectural design, both at the Polytechnic University of Turin and at
international partner universities, through periods as a Visiting Researcher.
During two months of fieldwork at the University of California Los Angeles

(UCLA) in the cityLAB research centre directed by Prof. Dana Cuff, | sou-
ght the transformative role of digital technologies in their design practices
through participatory observation of an ongoing project, as well as inter-
views and archival research. An emblematic example | encountered con-
cerns the ‘Backyards Homes' project’s initial stages. In 2007, the develop-
ment of a study of the Pacoima single-family neighbourhood in Los Angeles
coincided with the diffusion of Google Earth technology. The adoption of
this medium in the research practice unveiled the vast built stock in private
backyards, encompassing an asset which had been hidden away from the
human eye’s street view. The striking transformative effect of the technology
used laid the groundwork for the research project that later amended the
single-family unit legislation in California (Cuff et al. 2010). | also followed
the “researchers in the making” during a new research project that began in
the winter of 2023, tracing through close ethnographical observations how
the project strategy was constructed through a heterogeneous and hybrid
network of human and nonhuman actors in constant motion and expansion,
in a collective process of negotiation.

To conclude, this work aims to contribute to the international debate on the
practice of architectural design with the rapid evolution of digital technolo-
gies, challenging conventional narratives of digital-architecture by articula-
ting instead discourse about technology that allows us to unfold the contin-
gent and situated nature of the practice.
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“The PhD Program in Architecture.
History and Project (DASP) was born
out of two long lasting traditions of
doctoral level studies and research

in the area of Architecture at
Politecnico di Torino. The PhD Program
programmatically investigates the
complexity of architectural cultures
starting from the multi-disciplinary and
trans-disciplinary interweaving between
the history and the design of buildings,
cities, territories.

On the one hand, in fact, urban

and architectural composition and
technology of architecture favor an
interpretation of the project as a tool
for measuring the stratifications of
theoretical elaborations, technical

innovations and modifications

of built environment.

On the other hand, the historical
disciplines for architecture and the
city, far from a local vision and thanks
to the cooperation with other histories
(the economic, social, anthropological
and aesthetic ones), trace paths that
can be traveled by architects and urban
planners, but also by other humanities
scholars, such as philosophers

and linguists”

Marco Trisciuoglio

(from the document Proposal for the accreditation
of doctorates - a.y. 2023/2024,

presented to the ltalian Ministry of University

and Research on June 5th, 2023)
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