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Description
This course introduces students to the social principles underlying the organization of our built environment. We’ll see
how buildings help organize society and, how in doing so, take the forms they do. Along the way we’ll address some
fundamental questions about the curious nature of buildings: we will look at how the first buildings emerged and what
shapes they took; we will ask why rectangularity dominates building shapes; we will reassess the commonly held belief
that traditional environments are always environmentally sustainable; and we will see how the shapes of buildings
ultimately respond more to human cognitive constraints than to environmental or physical ones.

Apart from giving students an understanding of broad working principles with which to formulate design
intentions, this course will also introduce students to current research on building morphology and spatial analysis.

Organization

In the first part, we will deal with a set of empirical studies of buildings or building traditions on how our built
environment structures the social world. These include work on the origins of buildings and settlements from
archaeologists Kent Flannery and Baird; studies of comparative complexity of domestic buildings and societies from
Susan Kent; attempts by ethnographers such as Mary Douglas, Henry Glassie, S. J. Tambiah, and Pierre Bourdieu to
show that built form relates to cultural rather than the physical environment.

In the second part, we will focus on architectural contribution to the understanding of the relationship between
buildings and societies. We will look at the emergence of the man-environment paradigm in the field of behavioral
psychology and cultural anthropology, consider challenges to it offered by mathematical work on architectural form by
Lionel March, Philip Steadman and their colleagues, and then explore a theory of the social logic of space developed
by Bill Hillier, John Peponis and their colleagues.

Requirements

Student performance will be assessed on two main exercises—a class presentation (40%) and a term paper (40%). The
rest of the grade (20%) will depend upon class participation, including grading. There are no exams.

There are no prescribed text-books; required readings will be made available in an electronic format to the students.
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