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At home everywhere

and nowhere:
Making place in the global village

Nan Ellin

Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, USA

Abstract. A “quiet” revolution in architecture and urban planning has been taking
place over the last decade, aiming to heal the wounds inflicted upon the landscape
during the modern era. It is quiet because its practitioners arce not united under a
single banner and because their sensitivity to people and the environment often trans-
lates into design that does not call attention to itself. Nonetheless, its impact can not
be overstated. Surfacing from all corners of the globe, this transnational revolution
is dramatically reshaping our physical environment, the social life that occurs in it,
and the practice of urban design. In this essay, Professor Nan Ellin describes this
transformation focussing on five principle qualities hybridity, connectivity, poros-
ity, authenticity, and vulnerability. She also examines the larger social changes in
which these qualities are emerging featuring a shift towards slowness, simplicity,
sincerity, spirituality, and sustainability.

Keywords: globalization, postmodernism, ecological design, landscape urbanism

Since moving to the desert of the American southwest several years ago, | have been
thinking a hat‘uhnul the breakdown of traditional boundary markers. Boundaries between
ountries and ethnic groups; between central cities, their suburbs, and the countryside:
hetween major world cities and the periphery; among professions, areas of knowledge,
ind much ninrc. have been breaking down thanks to the end of the Cold War, the expan-
ion of the European Community, the possibilities allowed by computer technologies,
nd the overall acceleration of global flows. All of these have made the world seem much
'maller - a kind of global village.
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Reaction

Ihe speed and novelty of these changes have also generated a sense of emptiness, anxi-
cty. and inseeurity. Indeed, the words most commonly used to describe places today sug-
sestan absence or aftermath such as placelessness, deterritorialization, translocality, and
posteolonial. Some of the the adjectives most commonly used to describe space include
abandoned, blank, vacant, abstract, and anonymous.

Not surprisingly, we have felt nostalgic for the erstwhile clarity of the traditional
boundary markers. During the 1970s and 1980s, this was apparent in the desire to retribahize
or 1o assert cultural distinetions. It was apparent in the search for “roots” through the
tracing of family lincages, resurrecting old customs, and even inventing “new” tradi-
Gons. And it has been apparent in the retreat to ones” own kind: “We want to be with
people like us™ is the common refrain. Although American popular culture celebrates
multiculturalism. certain trends suggest we are in fact becoming a more phobic and seg-

regated society. Paradoxically, itis as we are achieving the modernist ideal of universal-

g

ism that 1t has become unaceeptable,

In anthropology. the study of cultural diversity, the modernist quest for an objective
truth was manifest as an effort to scientifically study socicty, without imposing one’s own
| — viewpoint, to apply controls, develop hypotheses and come up with answers. The statisti-
- cal average was sought — the norm — and exceptions were dismissed as irrelevant, unin-

teresting, or abnormal. People became factors in equations — the human factor devoid
of flesh, blood. and emotional complexity. By the 1970s, it became painfully obvious that
this attempt to be an absent author only revealed an absent subject. One attitude held that
we can not ever really know others, so don’t even try. Retreat to your own backyard (and
study vour own kind) or inward (and study yourself). This attitude has been described as
reflexivity, or more pejoratively, as navel-gazing.

Another reaction was o fictionalize one’s accounts. What used to be a search for truth
became an acknowledgment that there are many or no truths and that autobiography and
fiction are all we can aspire towards. These tendencies in anthropology to retreat or ¢
cape are, needless to say, counter to its pursuit of better umicrslamlikt.m those different
from oursclves and thereby decreasing cultural conflicts, granted a mn:h:rnisl one.

In ity building, the retreat and escapist reflexes have been apparent in segregated and
defensive urbanism as well as theme-ing. The expansion of segregated cunm;unillcs 18
most blatant in the growth of retirement communities, like Sunh(‘ilgy outside of Phoenix.
but there are also many neighborhoods segregated by ethnicity and social class.

[he impulse to retreat is epitomized by the g!‘nwvlh of gated communities for all age
and mcome levels, despite recent findings that gating communities has little effect o1
crime, either within the gates or outside them. This :11:1;'islic desire to mark one’s turf with
\\..1||\”_ pates, and prohibitions lends a new and cerie resonance to Max Weber's “iron
cage |11L'1.l]3|l\1|

Outside of gated communities, security signage is ubiquitous. When designing new
!:‘\:]\1\|?1:"l'.!IIiC.Ill;‘»Tu:;l:jf,:,-c:jilli:.,l]i L‘:”"T\U::: lnu of i?nramnuM immil;mgc. Sumcliu?cs, a chent

. ‘ ys a “don’t-mess-with-me™ attitude or which appedrs
”'l\\lng.l\]\p“ HOMS to conceal the residents” wealth. These have been described as stealth houses
£\1ul| ;:l]|\)~::‘:‘;l\hllt;Il'\l;‘Ll]:_lll]\lil:‘lIi_\:{)f::lc. h: 5!{f.\'i§l1gd for actor Dennis Hopper in Venice, Brian
wiileirtifares m”mckm: 11]::\-;:”11i: t\ n:.doulc?;s corrugated metal facade hchqu 1

£ thos ¢ neighborhood. In a house around the cornel



Athome everywhere and nowhere

(the Dixon house on Sth Avenue, Venice), Murphy simply left the shell of the existing
dilapidated house, built a new house inside it, and pre-graffitied the facade to fitinto the
surroundings.

Other houses take the opposite tack and elaborately appoint their entryway, perhaps
in 2 show of intimidation. These houses assure protection through a variety of means
such as sophisticated security systems, the posting of signs which warn trespassers not
w0 enter or indicate “armed response,” and so-called “security gardens.” which group
dirubs beneath windows and around yards specifically for the purpose ol obstructing
intruders. Architects whose clients live in Beverly Hills and Bel-Air report that one of the
most often requested features is the “*safe room.” a “terrorist-proof sccurity room” con
cealed in the houseplan and accessed by sliding panels and sceretdoors, reminiscentoba
James Bond movie.

The mentality of fear among homeowners of all kinds has led to a pronounced anti
growth movement. People who do not want development to occur near them have been
referred to as NIMBY's (not in my back yard) or as BANANAs (build absolutely nothing
anywhere near anything). Such scparatism offers a certain sense of security, but it also
allows for more ignorance of others and less tolerance for difference. It feeds anus agamst
them mentality and a tendency to defend one’s borders, family, and sclf with gates as well
as with guns (vigilantism). There are currently more than 200 million guns in private
hands in the US [total population: 243 million] and over the last decade, the number of
women with guns has doubled. Gun control versus the freedom to bear arms. (Amend
ment 2 of the US Constitution) is hotly debated around the country.

The popularity of the 4-wheel drive sports utility vehicle. especially in cities, also
avpresses a desire to defend oneself. Although equipped for off=road driving, very few
actually ever leave the roads. The appeal of this sort of vehicle is epitomized by the
current vogue for the Humvee (human military vehicle or high-mobility vehicle) which
was recently released in a civilian edition called the Hummer. available for $65.000 and
up. Actor Arnold Schwarzenegger purchased the very firstonc ( Rugofh). While the Hum
mer may be “the ultimate in body armor™ ( Rugofl), the safety of all cars today 1s a major
selling point, including a wide range of options from alarms to car phones, built-in car
seats for children, air bags, nonbreakable glass. and more. There are now microwave
tivated security systems which, sensing that a body is near the car, emita rough man s
voice saying “Get away from this car or an alarm will go off in 5 seconds.

Our public spaces have been disappearing and those that remain often relay the mes
sage, Go away, or, Don’t linger long, since they have been stripped of public rest rooms,
telephones, il;](l even water Pnuntai;ls. This barrel-vaulted bench was created for the city

' Los Angeles to discourage people without homes from sleeping on them. 1t1s called
the “bum-proof bench.” Not incidentally, since the 1980s. commissions for corporate
bulldings have been declining (because of an office glut in most parts of the country).

vhile commissions for prism\s, pulicc substations, and homeless shelters have hL‘}L‘II t}._'l ( vl\\i—
the build-

2. Also on the rise — and demonstrating the escapism into fantasy worlds 18
ne of theme parks and of megastructures devoted to leisure and recreational activities,
particularly sports stadiums and convention centers.

In the architecture and planning professions, the escapist reflex has been apparentin

he call, since the 60s, to refer to cities of the past, described as regionalism. hm\l{u: |c|-i-|n.
co-traditionalism, or the New Urbanism. The threat to prey iously clear boundaries has
ncited an anxious effort to produce places that mask wh

nd that look as though they grew spontancously over ime W ithout planning.

at 1s gomg on behind the facades
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Ihe escapist nature of all these undertakings — behind gates or prison bars, away from
our downtowns, into the past, other places, or fantasy worlds — may emit signals that the
present 1 indeed unsavory, The rising tide of fear has led people to stay at home more,
\ctivities that once oceurred outside the home are increasingly satisfied now inside the
home with the television or computer. Or if we go out, in the strictly controlled settings ol
the shopping mall, theme park, or sports arena. We no longer go out to mingle with the
Anonyious arban crowd in the hope of some new unexpected experience or encounter. i
charactenizing feature of carlier urban life. Unexpected experiences and encounters are
precisely what we do not want. We go out tor specific purposes, with specific destin
Gons i mind, and with a knowledge of where we will park and whom shall meet.

Bt these retreat and escape reflexes provide only temporary relief from the crises i
society, i the urban design professions, and in the built environment. And not part of the
solution, they contribute to the problem.

I he predomimant urban design reflexes of the 70s and 80s — historicism, rcgiunulism.
theme-mype, and defensive urbanism — were attempts to rekindle a sense of community
and with it sense of security and meaning as well as interest. Although this postmodern
arbanism has oftfered certain correctives to the modern urbanism that preceded it, it failed
o suthiciently satisty these persistent longings, and in many instances, deeply intensified
them

Proaction

['he falure of postmodern urbanism has led to a reconsideration of values, goals, and
means of achieving them, especially marked over the last decade. In contrast to the fast
paced more 1s more mentality, the appeals of simplicity, slowness, spirituality, and sin
centy are clearly on the rise. Instead of responding reactively to rapid change through
escapistand distilhing strategies, there have been efforts to embrace stcward‘hor partnet
with (rather than control or manage) it. 1

Ihe modernist quest for objective truth compelled creators and their interpreters ©
model themselves after scientists and engineers. In architecture and urban planning, this
was mantfestin the emulation of the machine, the quest for efficiency, and the dc;irc o
|[\|nrmu ¢ umiversal plans. But the disappointing outcome there, as well as n pnrﬂ“d i
1;;‘:‘..ﬁ“::th!:Lthu;nI \lum}.\“c\ ;m_d-hmn;?l?ilics [dlm:s'crihcd above), incited attempts to bring
ack and thereby breathe life back into all these endeavors. In the prOCL‘S?‘-'h“

"""Iif:'ﬂ' ”l“"-ll‘h“f shifted from the machine to the collage or the text (story, narrative)
aking), rast to the anonymous rational spaces that Wer

a product of the post-war per - B
: criod. 'Se " : : - of the 1971
and R0s period. These metaphors dominated the decades of the 1978

More recen ;
¢ recently, however, the metaphors for city and culture have been shifting 01

agaim . e .
But thli\ LIL‘;lkH:'l_hlIL ::.”nlt‘\klu::::iuul\: l:‘lUW kf”lcr‘g_ing I'Il‘cltdph()rs also suggest an iIlCll}ﬁl\ll}.
pard towards whole-ness : n i I- .l I.% \_dlw ofinclusivity itself. Rather, there 1S mwm“\l:
heaviness), and a strone \'.c;\\ .":‘I}.k«ll\.ulnlcd beauty, a smoothness, a lightness (lack ‘r‘
are also more than meta 3I|m-L . '“_‘.".‘_”L‘k‘l-;dncss. In this spirit, these emerging metaphor
Fhe most oy u;u-uh.}:., nt'.\{}t:".l -\'_'f“:' literal and place-derived meanings as well. _
g 1¢ current metaphors is ecology. Architects and planners
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are increasingly seeking inspiration for their work in “nature’s deep nterconnections”™
(Van der Ryn & Cowan, 1996)' while anthropologists and cultural theorists are increas
ingly regarding culture as a part of nature rather than in opposition to it. Cultural theorist
(atherine Roach, for example, argues “against the idea that nature and culture are dual
istic and opposing concepts,” suggesting that this idea 1s “environmentally unsound and
[needs] to be biodegraded, or rendered less harmful to the environment™ (1996, p. 53).

While these understandings of connected-ness have many precedents, there 1s some-
thing qualitatively different this time around in the emphasis on change as a constant and
on the reconfiguration of space and time due to digitalization.

The other prevalent metaphor for city and culture is the border or edge. Current buzz-
phrases amongst anthropologists, cultural theorists, architects, and urban planners
clude border cultures, borderlands, edge conditions, edge cities, and cities on the edge
(learly, the current fascination with borders and edges 1s another response to the dissolu
tion of traditional markers discussed earlier, but now 1t is proactive not reactive. It s
along these borders that our greatest dilemmas reside as well as our greatest opportuni
ties for resolving them.

Amongst architects and planners, there 1s a great deal of attention paid towards the
borders and edges in both their literal and figurative manifestations. I'heory and practice
have been focussing on places which are betwixt and between, places which are per-
ceived as somehow liminal in space and/or time. This is apparent in the obsession with
spaces considered interstitial, “terrain vagues,” “no man’s lands,” or “ghost wards”
(Mitchell Schwarzer). It is also apparent in the attention towards designing along na-
tional borders and between cculogicalIy-diﬁ'crcnli;ncd arcas such as along waterfronts
and coastlines and towards preserving or creating edges between city and countryside
(¢.¢.. Daniel Libeskind’s 1987 City Edge project for Berlin, Steven Holl's 1991 proposal
for creating edges on urban peripheries in an effort to counter sprawl, the Banlicues "8Y
project in France).

The notion that the talents and energies of architects and urban planners should con-
tribute to mending seams, not tearing them asunder, to healing the world, not to salting its
wounds, has grown much more widespread in acceptance.

Another — although very different — expression of interest in borders/edges 1s the
obsession with the “fold” (via Gilles Deleuze) amongst the contemporary |-|\u11|n.'1n.
School. “Unlike the space of classical vision.” Peter Eisenman contends, “the ulgn of
folded space denies framing in favor of a temporal modulation” (Eisenman, 1992). Given
“the exhaustion of collage as the prevailing paradigm of architectural heterogenenty,
architectural theorist Jeffrey Kipnis suggests that “folding hll.lll.“ out the possibility of
generating field organisations that negotiate between the infinite homogeneity of the
erid and the hierarchical heterogeneity of finite geometric patterns” (Kipnis) In cook-
ing, Greg Lynn cxpluins‘ a “folded mixture is neither homogenous, ]llu‘ W |l|ppct| cream,
nor fragmented, like chopped nuts, but smooth and heterogenous Likewise, he sees

‘phiant systems” in architecture as an opportunity to “neither repress the complex rela-
tions of differences with fixed points of resolution nor arrest them in contradictions, but

James Wines, John Todd. and others share this view which has evolved from the earlier discussions of Aldo
[ copold (1949), lan McHarg (1968). Gregory Bateson (Ecology of Mind), ( harles and Ray Eames (powers
of 10), E.F. Schumacher ( p}',v],,‘ Ivan Ilich, Murray Bookchin, and others. It is also an extension of lane
Jacobs 1961 understanding of the city as a “problem of organized complexity’

discussion of complexity.

* and Robert Venturi's 1966
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Gt them through flexible, unpredicted, local connections” (Lynn), practices which
apable of bending rather than breaking ™ ( ibid.). Charles Jencks describes this pro-

1RY !
1w that which is different by smooth transitions to reach a

cess as Centoldimge, connectu

ceonciliation, not a resolution
In anthropology and cultural studies, the border has become significant as a place
(i geopraphic as well as coneeptual) where people engage in defining and re-defin-
e themselves and others. As global flows have accelerated, there has been perceived
need o nerotiate one’s identity on a virtually continual basis, and perhaps in a chame-
leon ke tashion, with different identities surfacing depending on the circumstances
Wil posing a potential threat to individual and group identity, this condition also presents
anopportunity for less preseriptive groupings. The anthropologist Renato Rosaldo speaks
of “horder crossings™ as the “sites of ereative cultural production™ where interconnec-
trons take place (1989, p 208)
Part of the appeal of ceology and of borders/edges is their ability to adapt creatively
to Change, therr mherent tlexibility. As these new metaphors suggest, the celebration ol
diversity persists but no longer for its own sake. Rather, there 1s an emphasis on what
happens when diverse regions, peoples, styles, technologies, and so forth, collide or merge
And onwhat should happen. The imidity characterizing much postmodern commentary
bemy pradually echipsed by bolder personal positions and polemics which recognizc
mtexcessive strving for evenhandedness and thoroughness ultimately allows the mar
ket to hold swany
\ter centurnies of mercasmgly dividing labor; cataloguing things and knowledge
pating the landscape according to function as well as social class, age, and ethnic-
ity objectityimg nature and people and fetishizing objects; we are now witnessing con-
cried cftorts to de-ahienate by bringing it all back l.ngclhcr. albeit in a new way. The
question s no longer whether or not to grow or to apply new technologies but how best 0
weompl r.: these Some of the manifold ways in which thi\'rn:—inlcura;tinn is apparent are
Cshiftback from monoculture to polyculture and from functional zoning to mixed use
nssive restructunings of the labor force (initiated from above as well as below): r¢
I-I‘.I"“w:‘;*l'll.;].]‘;\i.‘lll\”f,‘].i..h:\‘ -I!lH:‘“Ll:Ilk'illlc “11 musecums, schools, Ilshrnrics. and z00s; '.lI_I_IHr
ficsd. 1o el .“1-\‘-”,\”“..' o ¢s.murban dey clppmcnl.;md in wllmt we consume nu‘w--
eoand information: and in new collaborations amongst profes
ween professions and academia,

and bet

\I\‘ ; :,1_‘:[;1”; : i."llJ'.‘hl._”!l 17 m.wl the pared down “t'Qrm follows I'u‘ni:lll“". l.‘."
i essas more” the goal might now be described as “more from less,
e detours through “less 15 a bore™ and “more is more.” The difference is 1"
S =I‘-‘--= lon (not platonic forms and geometry, but nature, the vernacular, the mui-

‘ Fwt b and the goal (not universality or nostalgia, but a critical region
\ ',‘.Eil“ i,l.‘f,‘_:.l':l.[,\r ]:w\-]“l‘u (:lm ) 11‘u' ‘| esultant product is lhrcrt.‘l'urc also different. not*
SRR o Wvilig, oran escape from the present into the past or from really

onervirtual reality, nor a surrender to market forces. Rather, it is a plac¢

ustaims 'il\ ‘A . . 2
l cnvironment g ludln;: the Pt‘ilp]c who use 1it. From the modert

tunction™ . " ; J .
- yerl ction™ to the postmodern “form follows fiction, fear, finesse. an¢
el e Ps now

OHION S

“lon . 5 >
orm tollows desire.” symbolic and sensual as well as pr

ted \'\EI”\_ A 7 1 > acks
Clurg pp.70-3, | ondon Academy Editions, L'\L‘L'I]"L'li n Jench
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Rather than respond to specific problems with piccemeal solutions that only exacer
bate the problems or push them elsewhere (reactive solutions), the emphasis on holism
and seeing or forging connections at a higher and more complex levelis leading 1o some
more proactive responses. As our connections to the environment and other people grow
increasingly tenuous —a condition commonly described as the breakdown in community
and the family as well as the ecological crisis — efforts to re-think urban design have been
sceking to resurrect such connections or to provide spaces which allow them to occur and
o flourish. Some examples include the emphasis on bioregions and on world congresses
10 protect the environment [ecological crisis can be incentive for peacel, the growth
metropolitan governments on a regional scale, increased consideration of culture in dis
cussions about contextualism and (critical) regionalism, public discussions about “smart
srowth” and the creation of quality public spaces and public transit sysiems, urban infill
projects and adaptive reuse, the revitalization of central cities and of public housing
projects, the building of transit-oriented dev clopments, and the exponential growth of
acighborhood associations and community gardens along w ith the important establish
ment of community land trusts.

Perhaps we have reached a place where the question of whether to continue or aban
don the modern project has become moot. Our hypcr-rminn:ll embrace of computer tech
nologies along with the simultancous revalorization of simplicity, slowness, spirituality,
and sincerity may be conspiring 10 eradicate the either/or proposition. This 1s because
now we are doing both simultaneously, cach providing feedback for and adjusting the
other accordingly. We know we will never return to a pre-industrial integration, but the
possibility of integration at another level now appears within our reach

Conclusion

Ihe sense that we are poised on a threshold is widespread. Over the last decade, econo

mist Francis Fukuyama intoned the end of history ( 1989, 1992). philosopher Rorty [|‘u‘
end of philosophy, Arthur Danto the end of art, Lukacs the end of the modern age (1993).
lcan Baudrillard® and Homi Bhabha the end of modernity. Peter Eisenman the end of
humanism (the classical), Peter Blake the end of cities (1982), Richard Ingersoll the end
' suburbia (1992), and Michael Sorkin the end of public space (1992) Others have
deseribed the end of utopia, of taboos, affluence, intelligent writing, religion, comedy.
libraries, law, art theory, beauty, conversation, sex (duc to sexually transmitted viruses or
10 cybersex), and Llcsi;‘c (all C{lcd by Murphy. 1992, p. 79). Some of these declarations
e clearly despairing while others are hopeful; others simply mark a departure, the des

tination of which is as yet uncertain.

i by was the ACSA/AIA Teachers
phrase 15 suggested by Ritchie, 1994 Perhaps lending conhirmation wa he A

shops e Desir y Imagin
minar of June 1998 at Cranbrook Academy of Art which scheduled six workshops: The Desire to Imagine
: sody The Body Electronic

Promotion of Heteroto

1

The Desire to Democratize, The Desire to Connect, The Desire to Amplify the |

borgs], The Desire to Proliferate Information, The Desire to ontrol Chaos vs

s . of the “destruction of traditional
ording to Baudrillard (1982), modernity was an acsthetic of rupture,” of the “destruction of tra

for 3 ; Wd social behavior. But
ms" and of the authority and legitimacy of previous models of fashion, sexuality and social behavie

| 0 hici feology
ause of this, modernity lost "little by little all its substantial value. all moral and philosophic 1l 1des
f : and for change

f progress which sustained it at the beginning, and becomes an aesthetic of change

ately, becoming purely and simply fashion. which means the end of me

wdernity™ (1982)
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We are ot a crossroads. Not because of some arbitrary year number, but because of
seneral awareness that things have reached crisis proportions in our natural and bull
covironments. The United Nations Environmental Program reports that we have abouta
ten vear window to turn the tide and achieve environmental sustainability, or we will
descend mto cconomic and physical decline. We now face the task of intervening in

way that nurtures the communities and the environment which ultimately sustain us. Lam
teeling optimistic these days since promising examples are much easier to find today Il l
; Han they were just one decade ago. With continued vision, diligence, and a bit of luck
g- and poodwill, what is now a ray of hope just beginning to pierce the cloud cover may
expand mto a verttable sunburst
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