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by Ricardo L. Castro 

I An Environmental Conflict 

I 
am looking out of the window now ..• 
I see trees, and I think of the one that 
provided shade in my backyard. 11 

was young and robust. A red maple get· 
tlng ready to change colors and shed its 
leaves. Through its branches the winter 
light would have shone •nto my 
bedroom. lt was, like the other trees •n 
the city, an extraordmary environmental 
system. The kind that des1gners have 
been concetvlng with some success and 
lots of failures for thousands of years. 
The tree IS not there anymore. My next 
door nelghbor cut it down yesterday. 1 
have no doubt that he meant well. He 
had a great smile when he told me 
about It, although I did not think it was 
the •srrule of reason'. His act1on seems 
to have been justlt1ecl. What more than 
the ancestral buildmg dnve wtuch will 
soon be matertalizealn a brand new ad· 
d1tlon to his recently renovated base· 
ment; the archetypal match-box with 
d1agonal siding 8 Is Cslifornlen. He had 
all the legal rights of wrong/doing: the 
red maple was 1ust a few Inches within 
his property. Mmd you, he 1s a n ce 
fellow. We greet each other e'fery day. 

I look ou: of the w1ndow again and I see 
more trees. I think... no leaves to rake 
this fall. I realize that my neighbor and 1 
do not share the same understandings 
about the ways In which we could effect 
changes in the envlronment O...r im· 
mediate environment, that Is. The one 
that nctudes the alleys, the backyards 
the rooms, the porches, the entrances. 
the street, the nelghborhood 
playground, the park, the corner grocery 
store_ the city In which we hve. 1 also 
realize that the conf11ct JUSt presented 
- a true story - could have had a hap· 
pier ending had my neighbor been 
aware of some simple design concepts 
hke the following. 

11 A Design Concept 

" Buald1ngs must always be built of 
those parts of the land which are in the 
worst condition, not the best." 

This Idea Is Indeed '<ery simple. But 1t 1s 
the exac1 opposite of what usua ly hap· 
pens: and it takes 800fmous v. 1 power· 
to follow it through. 

What usually happens when someone 
thinks of bu ld1ng on a p1ece of land? He 
looks for the best site - where the 
grass Is most beautiful, the trees most 
healthy, the slope of the land most even 
the v1ew most lovely, the so11 most fer· 
tile - and that Is just where he decides 

Notes on the S nth 
to put his house. The same thing hap· 
pens whether the piece of land is large 
or small ... 1t Is only human nature; and, 
for a person who lacks a total view of 
the ecology of the land, it seems the 
most obvious and senslble thing to do. 

When we bu1ld on the best parts of the 
land. those beauties which are there 
already get lost in the shuffle. 

People always say to themselves. well. 
of course. we can always start another 
garden. build another trellis, put in 
another gravel path put new crocuses 
In the lawn_. But it just Is not so. These 
s1mple things take years to grow - it 
isn't a I that easy to create them, just by 
wanting to. And every time we disturb 
one of these precious details. it may 
take twenty years, a lifetime even, 
before some comparable details grow 
again from our small dally acts. 

The idea of site repair is just a beginn· 
lng lt deals with the problem of how to 
minimize damage. But the most 
talented or traditional builders have 
always been able to use built form, not 
only to avo1d damage. but also to imm· 
prove the natural landscape This at· 
t1tude IS so profoundly diHerent from 
our current view of buildings. that con· 
cepts which will help us decide how to 
place buildings to Improve the land· 
scape don't even exist yet 

Therefore: On no account place 
buildings in the places which are 
most beautiful. In fact , do the op· 
posite. Consider the site and its 
buildings as a single living eco· 
system. Leave those areas that are 
the most precious, beautiful, corn· 
fortable, and healthy as they are, 
and build new structures in those 
parts of the site which are least 
pleasant now.1 

Ill Patterns 

The Environmental conflict illustrated in 
the story of the tree and Its possible 
solution offered by the design idea of 
"S1te Repair" represent, In a nutshell 
!he concept of a "pattern". In this light, 
1t is possible to equate the idea of pat· 
tern w1th a rule; a three-part rule which 
states an environmental conflict 
establishes the range of contexts wher~ 
the conflict occurs, and gives instruc­
tions for its solution. Moreover, a design 
or planning pattern Is a whole entity 
that forms part of a larger network of in· 
structtons known as A Pattern 
Language. Christopher Alexander con· 
celved this design and planning 
language 10 the early 1960s. He and 
others have been developing, refining, 
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and Implementing it ever slnce2. ~-
The language, published In a book with 
the same title, Includes 253 patterns like 
" Site Repair" . All of them are identical • 
In structure and all are hierarchically ~ .. . ~ 
organized and related according to ·' • • 
scale and context, thus forming, three ' 
different groups. The first one consists .:;>· 
of " Global" patterns (Patterns 1 to 94) 
which serve as general frames of 
reference for the development of towns 
and cities. The second group is compos· 
ed of the patterns which define 
buildings and the spaces between 
buildings (Patterns 95 to 204). The pal· 
tern "Site Repair" belongs to this 
category. Anally, the third group in· 
eludes all the "construction" patterns 
which provide instruc11ons on how to 
build In deati l (Patterns 205 to 253). 
Because of their general nature, only 
the patterns in the first group cannot be 
built or designed3. 
" A Pattern Language" is a design vehi· 
cle now available to all of those who are 
Involved In environmental changes and 
Interventions, whether specialist or non· / / 
specialist individuals, teams or user 
groups. For these designers the / 
language provides an excellerft ,' 
framework for design inquiries. 1t is also , 
a diagnostic tool that permits a selec· 
live, but comprehensive, apprehension 
and development of understandings 
about how environmental change can 
be elfec1ed. 

IV Design and Epistemology 

Architec1ure can be considered as the 
formal external ization of understan· 
dlngs, hence the notion of a 'conceptual 
framework' behind every building and 
every building act. Conversely, " the pro· 
cess of design is essentially the pro· 
cess of gaining understanding", of gain· 
ing knowledge~. In this light design in· 
quines, attitudes and theories become 
relevant themes for epistemological 
study5• 

~L 



esis of Christo~her Alexander 
the straitjacket of stylistic labelling and 
pigeon-holing - as it Is the case In 
most of today's architectural discus· 
slons. it should provide also some 
answers as to the possible avenues and 
prospects for the design activity. From 
this perspective, the study of 
Alexander's work clarifies what his con · ' 
trlbutlon has been to the development 
of current architectural thought and , 
practice. it may, finally provide some in· 
sights about the relevance of his work in 

V Reason and Experience 

Contemporary design thought and prac· 
tlce have been fundamentally influenc· 
ed by two eplstemologles: Rationalism 
and Emplrlclsm6. Both developed In the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
within the emerging context of ex· 
perlmental science as an attempt to ex­
plain how scientific knowledge was at· 
talned. Empiricism and Rationalism are 
of the same coin; one opposite to the 

actual and historical terms. ' other, but both part of the same whole. 
I ...... ATI.. Generally speaking the empiricist view 

maintains that the only legitimate star· 
ling point for knowledge is the human 
sensory system. Thus, human ex· 
perience (the experiment) happens first, 
and knowledge is distilled, induced 
from it. The rationalist view, on the 
other hand, emphasizes the power of 
reason (Ratio in Latin) for the develop· 
ment of knowledge. The rationalist 
scientist maintains that it is possible, 

( 
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by pure unaided reason, first, to con· 
celve and comprehend certain general 
features of the universe, and then, from 
these conceptions, to deduce 
mathematically a description of what 
the actual empirical world Is, prior to 
any experiment. 

Both of these eplstemologies become 
an Integral support for the development 
of Chrl stopher Alexander's ideas and 
theories of design, a fact that sets him 
apart from other contemporary ap· 
preaches which seem to rely on only 
one of the two eplstemologles7• 

VI Alexander's Synthesis 

Alexander's initial ideas of patterns fell 
specifically within the boundaries of Ra· 
tionallsm. This becomes evident when 
studying the Notes on the Synthesis of 
Form which encompasses the outcome 
of his research Into the processes that 
lead to the creation of form 8. The.Notes 
were published in 1964, and In them 
Alexander presents some very useful 
concepts such as the notion of 'Ill' bet· 
ween form and context, and an ex· 
cellent discussion of how design pro· 
cesses take place both in the unself· 
conscious and the self-conscious 
cultures. For th is task he utilized a very 
systematic approach based, among 
other things, on graph and set theor ies. 
This, of course, brought him forward as 
one of the pioneers of Design Methods 
and as one of the leading exponents of 
rat ionalist thought in design9. He has. 
however, disavowed these labels 
rejecting at the same time the 1dea of 
des ign methods to. Of all the ideas enun· 
elated in the book he has kept the 
seminal concept of 'diagrams' which is 
deri ved from d 'Arcy Thompsons 's 
remark that a ' form' is a diagram o f 
forces ' ' · He po ints out In a later preface 
to the paperback edition of the Notes: 

Today, almost ten years after I 
wrote this book. one idea stands 
out clearly for me as the most m· 
portant in the book: the idea of 
diagrams. 
Those diagrams, wh1ch, In my more 
recent work, I have been calling 
patterns, are the key to the process 
of creating form '2. 

He adds later on : 

At the time I wrote this book, I was 
very much concerned with the for· 
mal definition ot 'independence·. 
and the Idea of us1ng a 
mathematical method to d1scover 
systems of forces which are in· 
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dependent But onca when the 
book was written, I discovered that 
it is quite necessary to use such a 
complicated and formal way of get­
ting at the independent diagrams1J. 

Contlnutng hts crlttcal dtscusston of the 
Notes, Alexander then announces what 
I consider, a shift to an emplficts t at· 
tltude; and he fmally concludes: 

If you understand the need to 
c reate Independent d i agrams , 
which resolve, or solve, systems o f 
mterac;.mg human forces, you will 
find that you can create, and 
develop, these d ' agrams 
piecemeal, one at a time, in the 
most natural way, out of your ex· 
perience (emphasis m ne) o f 
bulldmg and design, simply by 
thinking about the forces which oc­
cur there and the conf licts between 
1 he se forces t•. 

Hts work from here on will be lm· 
pregnated by the marnage of two dif· 
ferent perspectives Rationalism will 
provide the conceptual framewOI'k for 
the developm ent of the patt ern 
language, and Its related the<xy. Em­
piricism Will allow the experiential ap· 
proach fOI' 'the development of eaCh pat· 
tern, each element of the larger system. 
11 is precisely in The T1meless Way of 
Bulldmg 1s, the book that descnbes the 
phil osophy behind t h e patt ern 
language, that Alexander stresses the 
empirical quaiiUes of the patterns: 

... a pattern Is ahve If Its indt dual 
statements are empirlcally true •• A 
pattern only works, fully, when it 
deals with all the forces that are 
acuta!ly present In the situation ••. 

The dtfltculty is that we have no 
reliable way of knowing just exact­
ly what the forces 10 the situation 
are... What we need is a way of 
understanding the forces which 
cuts through this intellectual dif· 
ficulty and goes closer to the em­
pirical core ... To do this, we must 
rely on feelings more than in· 
teifect16• 

Throughout his work, Christopher Alex· 
ander brings forward a new proposition 
for the development of an alternative 
epistemology of design in which the 
reconciliation of opposite attitudes in 
architecture and architectural thought 
ca n take pl ace. His work also 
demonstrates that neither one of the 
two tradttional eplstemologies can 
fulf il! the ro l e of architeclura l 
epi stemology. He prese'lts us with a 
third alternative, one n whtch both 
epistemolog1es are combined after a 
cri tical refutation or acceptance of their 
premises. In this sense Alexander gets 
very close to Karl R. Popper's 
eptstemologtcal framework in which 
knowledge (des ign) results from a will to 
learn from our mtstakes and ufttmately 
from taking a ··critical " stance ViS a ViS 
one's own, or others' hypotheses and 
theories.17• These conditions. in the 
case of current architectural practice 
and dtscussion, are badly needed. as it 
can be corroborated by looking out of 
the window_. beyond the trees .. looking 
at the city 

R1cardo Castro is a professor at the 
Schoo of Architecture at McGi/1 Univer· 
si ty. 

Notes 

1 Christopher Alexander et al., A Pat· 
tern Language, New York, 19n, pp 
508-51 . 

2. A number of institut ions and in­
d ividuals have been testing the 
language and developing new pat­
terns. The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers has developed guides for 
the design of chtldcare centers bas­
ed on the pattern language. Harry 
Van Oudenallen and Gary Moore, 
both at the University of Wisconsin­
MIIwaukee, are currently testing pat­
terns for marketplaces . Since the 
early 1970s the design and planning 
principles developed by Alexander 
and his colleagues at the Center for 
Environmental Structure, Berkeley 
have been and are being lm-
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plemented as part of a master plan 
for the University of Oregon. For ad· 
ditlonal information on the latter 
see: Oufstopher Alexander et al., 
The Oregon Experiment, New York, 
1975. One of the latest projects In 
which Alexander applied his theories 
is the Unz Cafe which was built on 
the banks of the Danube In Unz, as 
part of the 1980 summer exposition 
" Forum Design". For additional In· 
formation on this project see: 
Christopher Alexander, The Linz 
Cafe, New York, 1981. 

3. Alexander et al., A Pattern ... , pp. xviii­
xxxlv. 

4. Robert S. Harris has extensively 
covered these aspects In two papers: 
"A Model for Designers" , Eugene, 
Oregon, 1975 and "A Design Is a 
Spin-off in the Deve lopment of 
Understanding", Eugene, Oregon, 

5. Epistemology is the branch of 
philosophy which studies things hav­
ing to do with human knowledge, the 
processes involved In knowing and 
the limits and boundaries of these 
processes. 

6. For an excellent discussion of these 
concepts see· George Gale, Theory 
of Science, New York, 1979. 

7. For mstance the Neo-rational ist 
School or the Tendenza as it is 
known in Ita ly. 

8. Christopher Alexander, Notes on the 
Synthesis of Form, Cambridge , 
Mass. 1964. 

9. See: Geoffrey Broadbent , Design in 
Architecture, London , 1973, pp. 
272-280, and Charles Jenks, Late 
Modern Architecture, New York, 
1980, p. 184 

10 See the preface to the paperback ed i· 
lion of the Notes on the Synthesis of 
Form, Cambridge, Mass 1974. 

11 Broadbent. p . 275. 
12 Alexander, Notes (paperback), p. I. 
13 Alexander, Notes (paperback), p. i. 
14 Alexander, Notes (paperback), p. ii. 
15 Chrlstopher Alexander, The Timeless 

Way of Building, New York, 1979. 
The Timeless Way of Building, A Pat· 
tern Language and The Oregon Ex· 
periment were wri tten almost 
simultaneously. The books were not 
published In the Intended sequential 
order. This has created some con­
troversies. By 1974, the three books, 
in manuscript form , c irculated 
among students and faculty In the 
School of Architecture, University of 
Oregon. 

16 Alexander, The Timeless.... pp 
282-86. 

17 See Karl R Popper, ConJectures and 
Refutations: The Growth of Sclen· 
tlflc Knowledge, New York, 1968. 


