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Figure 5.8 Wiki statement page 
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Figure 5.9 Wiki ‘See Changes’ to statement page 
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6.0 Conclusion 
 

This chapter will close the thesis with a summary of the theoretical narrative and the 

development of the practice-based components that support a method for the recovery of 

digital architecture. The second part of the chapter will provide closing remarks that 

reflect upon the value of the thesis and briefly place it into a wider context. 

 

 

6.1 Compressed Summary of the Theoretical Narrative 

 

This section provides a compressed summary of the theoretical narrative used to propose 

how social navigation technologies can be used to recover a method for the development 

of digital architectures. 

 

As internet technologies and cultural ideas converged in the late 1980s, digital architecture 

emerged as an exciting extension to mainstream architecture. With the naming of 

‘cyberspace’ and the population of the internet, CAD technology matured to allow 

architects to begin representing forms of an alternate virtual reality. In the ten years since 

the publication of Architects in Cyberspace - which consolidated the practice and writing 

of a series of artists, designers and thinkers who were excited by the possibilities of the 

new digital space - the field has slowed and turned to other forms of describing itself, and 

has lost sight of what detailed its original aspirations. Chapter one introduced the work of a 

wide variety of digital architects in order to categorise the focus of their practices into five 

areas:  

 

1. Surface and image, new forms of architectural shelter.  

2. Post-Cartesian forms and structures.  

3. Genetic and biological computing models offer an integrated framework beyond split 

time and space. 

4. Augmented digital architectures will support our experiences in actual space. 

5. Cyberspace as offering ‘new’ properties that offer different challenges for architectural 

method. 

 

Despite the blurs between the subjects, the categories were used to identify the graphic 

styles and theoretical concepts that emerged within the field. The collection of illustrations 
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and analyses of particular architects’ work were used to support the claim that the style of 

imagery had become repetitive and stylistic, and in many cases the practice of individuals 

had dried up. Perrella’s energy in defining ‘hypersurface’ over two books and numerous 

articles dissipated as he struggled to escape the Cartesian nature of the software packages 

to overcome the dualism that fuelled his earlier motivations. The chapter traced Novak’s 

work and his decision to work with stereolithography, rapid proto-typing and ultimately 

audio as an attempt to reconcile an audience’s inability to understand the complexity of his 

‘liquid architectures’ when presented in print or on screen. The dilemmas were at the core 

of a critical dilemma for digital architecture; how to represent post-Cartesian spaces using 

Cartesian coordinate based drawing packages. Biological systems were used as methods of 

transferring the act of design from the architect to computer code, but in the case of Chu’s 

work subsequent digital forms tended to remain adhered to a mannerism of slick organic 

shapes.  

 

Of the five areas, the first three had not only apparently failed in the development of a 

sustainable synthesis between theory and practice for post-Cartesian digital architecture, 

they had contributed toward an orthodoxy of style. This led to a banal series of design 

approaches to using CAD packages in print, television and advertising. Augmented digital 

architectures and the work of Dunne and Raby had always insisted on working in the 

threshold between digital and real, and on retaining a foot firmly grounded within 

actuality. This foothold provided them with an escape route as they began to distance 

themselves from the mannerism emerging within digital architecture. Cyberspace was 

turning out to be less of a virtual reality to which we could escape, and more of a series of 

social tools to support our life in actual space. Now associated with the analogue 

manifestations of the field of interactive architecture, it was argued that Bullivant’s 

description of their processes for “treating digital space as physical matter” demonstrated 

digital architecture’s failure to escape the inertia of Cartesian dualist systems. Finally, 

Spiller et al were introduced as the most sophisticated decision makers in their choice to 

use architectural drawing as a means representing digital potentials. While the use of 

drawings can operate as a safe haven from which to develop a digital discourse within 

architecture, however, it may only remain representational and not experiential. 

 

Through this analysis of digital architecture, chapter one argued that the field had been let 

down by the limited tools that it had adopted at an early stage to articulate its visions. The 

use of Cartesian drawing systems compromised architecture’s ability to overcome 

historical and theoretical paradoxes, and ultimately to offer new forms of structures for 
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digital spaces. From this analysis the research question was presented, along with how its 

aims would be investigated through the subsequent chapters. The narrative direction of the 

chapters offered an analysis of the problem, leading toward the practical work and the 

development of a design solution for Cornwall that offers digital architecture with the 

theoretical and applied methods for incorporating a social dimension. 

 

Chapter two explored how digital architecture could find itself in such an inert position, 

and traced the roots of its failures to mainstream architecture’s commitment to use 

Cartesian dualist methodologies. Using a historical exploration of the commodification of 

time and space as a precursor to the Enlightenment and Descartes’ development of his 

coordinate system, section one demonstrated how modernism and the international 

movement within architecture were predisposed to using a split model of time and space to 

allow their ‘machines for living’ to succeed. Despite the development of Einstein’s 

theories of relativity that synthesised time and space, Fordism and Taylorism perpetuated 

the use of time and space as discrete systems in order to develop modern models of 

production. The same principles were identified within the development of architectural 

drawing packages, and contemporary examples were used to illustrate how the Cartesian 

system had been extended to engulf time within an entire teleological production system. 

The critical path method was used to demonstrate how split time and space were 

capitalised upon in order to develop engineering and architectural programmes. Le 

Corbusier’s successful involvement with science was used to show how Cartesian systems 

were central to the development of the large scale buildings that defined the modern era.  

 

However, a crisis was presented as architectural discourse matured in line with cultural 

theory of the late 20th century, and proponents of postmodernism such as Lyotard 

questioned blind faith in science. As Jencks identified the death of modernism with the 

dynamiting of the Pruitt-Igoe housing complex in Missouri, architecture’s relationship with 

science was called into question and the development of systems that led to the suspension 

of post-Cartesian architectural methods. The blame that was heaped upon Pruitt-Igoe and 

modern architecture paralysed its relationship with science and development of emerging 

architectural approaches. The Eames’ film ‘Powers of Ten’ was used an example of how 

flawed the scientific model had become in architecture. The breakdown of modernism was 

explored in some depth to describe the extreme distortions and shift in value of time and 

space that contributed to the economic crisis of the early 1970s. Postmodern cultural and 

economic strategies emerged with new and more flexible forms of accumulating wealth. 

Jameson’s use of architecture as a barometer for the ‘aesthetic production’ and his analysis 
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of post-modernism, is used as evidence to demonstrate architecture’s emerging dialogue 

with itself through images rather than technologies. This shift in priorities from ‘form 

follows function’ to function being subservient to form, compounded a climate in which 

the value of science to support new forms of engineering was diminished. It is this 

ostracising of science from architecture that the author suggests contributes to the lack of 

development in the tools that mainstream architecture uses to develop buildings: 

AutoCAD. According to Newtonian physics, these tools work effectively in drawing 

spaces, but they later become highly problematic as digital architects aspire to generate 

post-Cartesian spaces. By this point the thesis has demonstrated that the methods that 

underpinned digital architecture were flawed. The use of Cartesian drawing systems 

prevented the field from articulating models in which time and space were synthesised.  

 

It is within Jameson however, that chapter two locates the traces of an opportunity to 

recover digital architecture’s potential to work with a conception of spaces in which time 

and space are no longer split. Jameson identifies a redundancy for the Cartesian form of 

mapping in hyperspace and introduces the concept of a cognitive map that emphasises a 

personal and social relationship with environments. Jameson’s shift toward a post-

Cartesian social space allows the author to focus upon the development of human 

geography as post-modernism encourages its use as a more relevant study of the 

development of landscapes to that of its sister subject physical geography. The work of 

Bourdieu, Certeau and Lefebvre are all used to illustrate the social complexity that space 

was imbued with toward the end of the 20th century as a digital culture was emerging. 

Lefebvre’s threefold dialectic of spatial practices, representations of space, and spaces of 

representation was used to demonstrate the complexity of human geography’s 

contemporary framework for understanding a conjoined model of space and time in which 

social agency is complicit in its production.  

 

In order to understand how this model of space can support digital architecture, the final 

section of the second chapter introduced the work of Nicholson. His relationship with 

digital architecture resulted in a de-materialisation which sought to overcome the dilemma 

of Cartesian dualistic representation. Nicholson’s strategy is informed by his interpretation 

of cyberspace, not as Gibsonesque physical structures, but as hypertextual networks. 

Although not explicitly social, the basis for his architectural and theoretical work allows 

him to slip past the trap that many digital architects fell into with their adoption of the 

structural and aesthetic forms of cyberspace that subsequently led them to use Cartesian 

drawing systems. The manifestation of the internet as it subsequently emerged - with its 
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commerce websites, archive systems, search engines and email - is one that generally lacks 

visual spatial references. Rheingold and Mitchell’s work are both used to demonstrate the 

web’s architecture of social networking, and allow the author to suggest that the attributes 

of a recovery for digital architecture will be found in social systems and the disposal of a 

material language for describing space. Wellman’s declaration that “we find community in 

networks, not groups” is particularly useful in understanding the shift from a community 

that is tied through geographic and spatial relations, to one that is substantiated upon social 

relations. At this point the thesis offered a recovery for digital architecture’s method 

through the proposition that cyberspace had been misinterpreted as having spatial priorities 

when in fact it emerged with a social fabric. 

 

Chapter three built on the fact that the internet had not materialised in a spatially 

dimensional form and that social computing was at the centre of its architecture and sense 

of place. Hillier was introduced to describe the complicity that built architecture has with 

society. His work in developing a ‘space syntax’ required the development of a socio-

spatial model in which people and architecture are intrinsically linked. Hillier identified a 

‘disability’ in architecture as it struggles to talk about its impact upon people. Architectural 

theory has developed a means of avoiding talking about a building’s sociological impact 

because it concentrates upon a specific building by removing it from the social and 

environmental context in which it is situated. Hillier posits a far more complex and socially 

dynamic relationship between people and buildings in which neither can be separated. 

Castells is used to further critique this exclusive ability within architectural discourse to 

separate a building from its social context. Castells envisions that unless addressed it will 

result in a form of ‘schizophrenic’ life within parallel universes due to architecture’s 

inability to respond better to society. His faith in networks leads him to the identification 

of the potential of a ‘social material’ within networks. The author uses this as a stepping 

stone to propose that social computing techniques could be used to recover digital 

architecture. 

 

Social navigation was introduced as a computing field within HCI and comparisons are 

drawn between the definitions of how it works with Hillier’s socio-spatial dynamics. 

Social navigation is then described in detail with particular attention paid to the historical 

context of the field, the techniques of collaborative filtering and recommender systems, 

technologies for evidencing social interactivity and collaborative virtual environments. 

Collectively the technical attributes of social navigation demonstrate how they are able to 
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reconstruct a method for digital architecture that makes use of the dynamic between social 

interaction and the form of space in which they are contained.  

 

The final section of chapter three focuses upon demonstrating the already established links 

that the field has with architecture which allows the author to propose social navigation as 

a recovery technology for digital architecture. Whyte’s studies on people and urban places 

are often cited by social navigation theorists to add ‘real world’ credence to their software 

systems. His research demonstrated how people’s movement through space is deeply 

affected by other people and contributes to turning dull architectural spaces in to thriving 

social areas. Harrison and Dourish use Whyte’s studies of people and his phrase “what 

attracts people most, is other people”, to delineate between space and place, and assert that 

social practices are a critical element in making a place. Both Whyte’s and Hillier’s social 

architectural dynamics are correlated with the work of social navigation developers, while 

Busher and Hughes’ principles for successful socio-spatial environments are identified as 

having the specific qualities to support digital architecture. 

 

Chapter four introduced the art and design practice of the author which represents 50 per 

cent of the doctoral submission. Eleven pieces of work that mapped the trajectory of the 

thesis from its inception were described in detail. The work was categorised in three 

stages: formative conceptual work, illustrative applications of concepts, and live 

demonstrations of principles. Descriptions of each project progressively saw the adoption 

of social navigation techniques and moved from inanimate illustrations of ideas, through 

the use of offline digital video, to live digital animations in social-spatial contexts.  

 

The work led to a simple methodology for the development of digital architectures that 

involved the integration of social databases with socio-spatial classification systems. The 

final pieces, ‘Reading Rooms’ and ‘Invisible Transmissions’, exercised this method 

through the use of the Dewey library cataloguing system and a university telephone 

directory. Both of these databases embody socio-spatial properties that allow the 

individual, time-based activity of people to be synthesised with the transformation of the 

spatial characteristics of architecture. The related works demonstrate forms of digital 

architecture that exist only in a frame in which time and space are intrinsically connected. 

Indeed, they only have absolute value when watched live. The digital documents provided 

on DVD are not nearly as powerful or as meaningful as watching people who are involved 

in the spatial representations studying the movement or adaptation of their own spaces. 

The chapter also reflects upon how the eleven practice-based pieces contributed to the 
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development of the Cornwall Culture project and study, how the use of text in ‘Tag 

Clouds’ led to a further dematerialisation of visual form, and the recognition of the wiki as 

a social architecture. The author recognised that although the live animated pieces were 

substantial in their development, they struggled to escape the inertia of a visual 

representation of space. 

 

Chapter five focussed upon a particular project and subsequent ethnographic study carried 

out by the author to demonstrate the potential for social navigation systems to construct a 

method for the development of digital architectures. The chapter introduced the Cornwall 

Culture project through the client brief and how the author’s response corresponded with 

Castells’ ideas of a networked social material, as well as embodying aspects of 

Nicholson’s de-material architecture of a space. The project highlighted the construction of 

a ‘socio-spatial dynamic which would become implicit in the resulting ‘folksonomy’ that 

was generated in response to the question ‘What does Cornwall mean to you?’. 

 

While the conceptual development of the project’s website initiated a social digital 

architecture, the development of an ethnographic method for demonstrating the integrity of 

the ‘social architecture’ was required. The programme for the study was developed in line 

with a sophisticated grounded theory approach to ethnographic research. The reflexive 

dynamic between the community and the project from which the author hoped would 

generate a form of digital architecture became similar to the reflexive model of adapting 

deductive theories through inductive research that grounded theory demanded. Through 

research into Fontana and Frey’s principles for structured and unstructured interviewing, 

and Ezzy’s model for a sophisticated grounded theory approach, the author established a 

programme of study that retained a reflexive system which progressively allowed the 

emergence of a shared understanding of space. 

 

The eight-step study led to the sense of place being developed in three cyclical phases: 1. 

through one-to-one interviews with seven respondents, 2. the respondents’ editing of the 

statements on the wiki, and 3. the publication of the wiki onto the Cornwall Culture 

website for widespread editing. Through this highly reflexive process, a sophisticated 

series of statements was derived that were the result of a carefully mediated process 

between the author, the participants of the study, and visitors to the Cornwall Culture 

website. 
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Although not intended to be a form of digital architecture, the subsequent wiki and its 

process of construction began to demonstrate the qualities of a socially navigated digital 

architecture. Implicitly dealing with questions surrounding space and place, its 

construction and development led to a complex form of social material, that had no 

apparent architectural materiality. The chapter ended with a reflection upon the success of 

both the project and study, referring to Castells, Nicholson and Hillier to find evidence of 

socio-spatial dynamics without material visual architectures. Busher and Hughes were also 

referred to in order to understand how social navigation had operated and how closely their 

principles had been followed without the use of the architectures based on the Cartesian 

coordinate system for which they were developed. At this point the project had exercised 

methods toward the development of social digital architectures. Although different in form, 

both approaches demonstrated that social navigation technologies could support the 

manifestation of socio-spatial dynamics.  

 

Finally, chapter five closes with a comparison of how the method that was evolved through 

the eleven practical pieces was applied to the Cornwall Culture project and study. 

Although the context of the industrial brief brought with it different audiences, applications 

and development processes to that of the author’s personal art and design practice, the 

methodology operated with success. The conceptual direction of the project’s website 

recognised people and their knowledge as the database and used their choice of 

photographs as the currency of expression, while tagging and voting became the 

classification system. The organisation of the database through the interface then enabled 

users to correlate the two forms of data (image and tag) to form a social digital 

architecture. The use of the Wiki to nurture a text-based social perspective upon Cornwall 

with a progressively larger audience demonstrated how a digital architecture could be 

constructed without the use of walls and ceilings that operated as divisions between spaces 

and times. 

 

The narrative sequence of the chapters addressed the research question by analysing how 

digital architecture had positioned itself without a social agenda through its adoption of a 

split model for time and space. It went on to discuss the way in which human geography, 

through an identification of social agency in the production of space, has demonstrated 

how a combined approach supports many new models for understanding experience. It 

introduced social navigation as a contemporary form of social computing that offers the 

methodological techniques for supporting the construction of digital architecture. The 

author's own art and design practice was reflected upon, as it was through this that a 
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methodology was developed and applied to the large-scale design project, and evaluated 

through a substantial ethnographic study. 

 

The thesis has been based upon the apparent struggle for architecture to sustain a form of 

itself that engages with an entirely digital culture. A series of problems was  identified 

within architectural processes that appear to have become part of its industrial and 

theoretical programme. From the use of Cartesian based drawing systems that go largely 

unquestioned in their use of Newtonian physics, as well as their Fordist and Taylorist 

economising of time and space, to the inability within architectural criticism to study 

buildings as part of a social system, architecture evidently had problems before cyberspace 

emerged. With these characteristics it is perhaps not surprising that when a ‘consensual 

hallucination’ for a parallel reality is introduced, the clamour to propose what it may be 

like was always going to be problematic. However, to discard the endeavour of architects 

such as Novak and his liquid strategies, or Perrella’s struggle with representation, is to shy 

away from architecture’s inherent flaws that were identified by Castells and Hillier. The 

emergence of interactive architecture is a direction that does not engage with the subject’s 

Cartesian baggage, but instead returns architectural practice back to the scientific and 

engineering enquiries of the late 1960s and early 70s, before it was arrested by post-

modernism. Perhaps mainstream architecture has to explore interactive architecture in 

order to work through its problems before reattempting to approach an entirely digital form 

of itself. If this is the case, then the strategies of Spiller and Nicholson will remain in the 

wings, ready to recover the theoretical discourse initiated by Architects in Cyberspace, and 

redevelop the methodologies that recognise the social nature of the internet, and which are 

prepared to dismantle the defence of an image for architecture. 

 

 

6.2 Proposal for Future Work 

The section closes the thesis by reflecting upon the method, indicating how it is affecting 

current work, and how it might be best used by others. The first part begins with a 

reflection on the characteristics of the methodology that emerged through the thesis, and 

highlights the need for a social dimension to be prioritised in any project for it to be of 

benefit. Attention is drawn to the emerging use of software such as Google Maps and the 

increase in the wide variety of ‘push’ media, such as RSS feeds, which are used to 

correlate new ways of seeing information. The author uses this cultural trend as a means 
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of demonstrating the potential for his research beyond the ‘God’s eye’ maps which, at 

present, tend only to show quantitative data.  

 

Part two focuses on a series of current and near future projects through which the author 

is extending his research and applying his method. The Arch-OS project, work with the 

Centre for Sustainable Futures, and an international project that supports the 

collaborative mapping of sound, all demonstrate a breadth of audience and socio-spatial 

context that will challenge the author to modify his thesis and methods over the 

forthcoming months and years.  

 

The final part of the section identifies how the research can be applied to different 

industrial and research based contexts. Examples include the potential for augmented 

video systems that could use the methodology to integrate live vistas of social spaces, and 

the potential to extend the use of Second Life as a platform for reinventing collaborative 

virtual environments (CVEs) that offer visualisations of complex social scenarios, as well 

as an opportunity for architects and engineers to develop modelling software that allows 

their clients to see how architectural spaces can affect social relationships. The section 

closes with a reminder of the potential that the research has  for offering architecture a 

non-teleological method for designing reflexive digital spaces, and references 

Habermass’s concept of ‘reciprocal perspective’ as a potential benefit for coupling social 

navigation technologies with digital architectural practice. 

 

6.2.1 Critical Reflection on Thesis 

 
This thesis has introduced a social dimension to digital architecture through a very 

particular overview of the literature, which prepares a space for the creative intervention of 

artists and proceeds from the authors insights gained from Raindance. A series of problems 

was identified within architectural processes which appear to have become part of its 

industrial and theoretical programme. From the use of Cartesian drawing systems that go 

largely unquestioned in their use of Newtonian physics, and their Fordist and Taylorist 

economising of time and space, to the inability within architectural criticism to study its 

own buildings as part of a social system, architecture evidently had problems before 

cyberspace came along.  

 

The author’s practice, which has led to a methodological approach for introducing a social 

dimension to digital architectures, has been carried out with the explicit knowledge that the 
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online ‘building site’ that is the internet is one that is largely socially constituted. Through 

understanding the social complicity in our environment by reading human geographers and 

watching skateboarders exercise Lefebvre’s trilectic for the production of space, the author 

has attempted to bring such a model to digital architecture through the following four step 

method: 

 

1. Identifying a digital database resource that is connected to the spatial context and 

that is subject to social transformation. 

2. Identifying a classification mechanism for spatially differentiating between 

individual database entries. 

3. Correlating the two forms of data to allow 1 to express itself within 2. 

4. Modelling the architecture not as a whole, but as individual social elements, and 

allow 3 to inform their reorganisation. 

 

Formulated through the practice-based art and design works, and employed and modified 

following its use in the Cornwall Culture project, the method offers a straightforward and 

robust process for integrating a social dimension into digital architectures.  

 

The design contexts in which it is anticipated that the method could be used will remain 

specific to certain conditions. The designer must be motivated to want to integrate a social 

dimension into a visualisation of a physical place and be prepared to use unexpected data 

sources to support it. Anticipating such a need is not necessarily commonplace, as three-

dimensional visualisations of environments are usually constructed as a metaphor for a 

place and operate as an index or map to allow communication, meetings and game-play, as 

demonstrated in Collaborative Virtual Environments (see 3.2.5). However, these 

architectural environments remain dumb and are not able to express a social dynamic 

through the construction and adaptation of their form or structures.  

 

As the internet has developed however, more forms of ‘push’ media such as RSS feeds 

have appeared, which display in desktop or mobile readers (contrary to the familiar ‘pull’ 

use of the internet in which users draw down information for themselves). The breadth of 

different types of data available to visualise economic, social and electronic activity is ever 

increasing. Subsequently, visualisation systems are appearing which express more and 

more forms of information. To support this, large internet content providers such as 

Yahoo! and Google offer Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) which allow 

developers to integrate different forms of data from the growing range of products and 
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databases that they offer - from search engines and photo archives to mapping systems. A 

good example of how different databases can be used to correlate new visualisations is the 

current predilection for mapping sex offenders across America. Sites such as www.us-sex-

offenders.com uses the Google Maps API to allow people to search areas on a detailed 

map of the US and identify the addresses of convicted sex offenders. By clicking on a 

person on the map, data from a specific state’s Justice Department is downloaded and 

allows a user to browse an offender’s criminal record. If more detailed virtual three-

dimensional spaces are required to support the integration of data sets, Second Life offers a 

fully navigable environment that can receive streaming video, RSS feeds and a wide 

variety of internet data. 

 

However, as Yahoo! and Google APIs become the standard for mapping space, and 

Second Life becomes the standard for visualising navigable three-dimensional places, so 

the opportunity to dismantle the Cartesian coordinate based projections of environments 

diminishes and digital architecture will further lose its opportunity to construct new spaces 

that aren’t built upon these Cartesian systems. The social priority within the author’s 

methodology demands the construction of digital architectures which respond to the 

activities of people, and anticipates that maps, buildings are offices will be subject to 

movement, manipulation and dissolution in order to express a socio-spatial dynamic. 

 

By prioritising the social dimension in the author’s four part method, it is possible to 

anticipate a richer integration of qualitative with quantitative data, which computer science 

and digital systems have often struggled to bring together. The anomalies within the voting 

and tagging of images across image databases such as Cornwall Culture and Flickr support 

the generation of folksonomies which in turn, provides support for a community centred 

classification of subjects, and thus offers an appropriate type of qualitative data for digital 

architects to begin constructing spaces that express the complex social dynamics which 

make workplaces, homes and city streets exciting places to be.  

 

 

6.2.2 Current and Future Work 

 

The implications of this thesis are broad and it is anticipated that it will stimulate designers 

and artists to factor in the social dimension to their work. For the author, extending the use 

of the research and methodology is associated with three large scale projects; (1) the Arch-
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OS project, (2) social and ecological visualisations for the Centre for Sustainable Futures, 

and (3) development for the acoustic geographies and collaborative mapping project 

known as The Silence.  

 

1. Arch-OS remains a core creative research project within the Institute of Digital Art and 

Technology at the School of Computing, Communications and Electronics. Centred at 

present around a suite of technologies that pull data from the Portland Square building at 

the University of Plymouth, it is the intention of the project team to apply the principles of 

correlating different forms of data from architectural contexts to develop systems for 

artistic, commercial and domestic use. With a commission already in progress on the 

Curtin University campus in Perth, Australia, opportunities are beginning to arise in which 

architectural and environmental stakeholders would like to communicate information back 

to users of their buildings, estates and woodlands.  

 

The Tamar Valley is a designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and is 

located on the border of Devon and Cornwall. The AONB covers around 75 square miles 

and contains several villages and hamlets with a population of 17,000 people. The valley 

has seen its use change dramatically over the last few centuries as farming, forestry, 

horticulture and mining have all shaped the land, but as these industries have declined or 

ceased, the area has been bypassed by modern development. Recently recognised as a 

World Heritage site, local initiatives are emerging to support the development of the area 

to support more public access in the form of interpretation centres, preservation of the 

industrial architectures, mountain biking courses and educational programmes. The Tamar 

Valley AONB is interested in using Arch-OS technologies to support an interpretation 

strategy for the site. Using mobile and locative media such as handheld computers, GPS 

devices and visitors’ phones, the Arch-OS team is entering a design process to consider 

how to complement walking and cycling experiences with information and knowledge. 

The author is specifically interested in application of his methodology to describe the 

social and industrial activities that have led to the transformation of the environment, and  

to implicate the user in the further development of the site through live, location-based 

visualisations. 

 

East-Thames describes itself as an innovative housing association working in East London 

and Essex who develop and manage residential housing projects. The Arch-OS team are 

beginning conversations with East-Thames to explore how the technology can be used to 

develop visualisations of social and ecological activity across their housing estates. The 
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organisation faces challenging requirements to ensure that their communities become 

increasingly more sustainable, and take more responsibility for managing their ecological 

footprint. Through early conversations, East-Thames has identified Arch-OS as an 

appropriate technology from which to begin designing systems for homes that 

communicate resource use to the owners and occupants of houses, as well as placing this 

individual use into a community context through the use of a social visualisation system. 

Through an application to the DTI for funding for the project, it is anticipated that the 

author’s methodology will contribute to the design process of a visualisation system that 

will encourage residents to not see the boundaries and territories that define a housing 

estate, but to understand the benefit of seeing the community as an organism that shares 

the same resources.  

 

2. In connection with his work on Arch-OS’s ecological mapping potential, the author has 

been appointed as a research fellow for the Centre for Sustainable Futures (CSF) which is a 

Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) funded Centre for Excellence in 

Teaching and Learning. Working closely with members of the Arch-OS team, he has 

secured funding for a 50m2 LED screen which is to be installed in the atria window of the 

Portland Square building during April 2007. The LED matrix will operate as a public, 

student and staff interface for communicating live information about the consumption of 

resources from the University of Plymouth campus. Similar to the research project with 

East-Thames, the author has proposed that in order for the CSF to reach its audience it has 

to sustain a message of transparency about the social, ecological and academic activities of 

the university. Through the live monitoring of resources such as food consumption, 

software is being developed using the author’s methodology to visualise the social and 

ecological footprint of the campus. By sustaining communication about the use of 

resources over a substantial period of time, and using images and text to show how 

individuals have an effect on an ecological footprint, it has been postulated that the users 

of the campus may change their behaviour. The author references the work of David Orr of 

Oberlin College, Ohio, who has overseen the installation of a digital system that feeds back 

energy and carbon use in the form of meters and gauges, and argues that if such data is to 

be transformed into knowledge and action, then it is critical to bind it to social practice 

through images and narrative.  

 

3. The author is also closely involved in the development of a collaborative mapping 

system that uses audio gathered from the environment. The Silence is a web-based project 

which promotes a model for a virtual museum that encourages the active and constructive 
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role of local communities in natural heritage interpretation, conservation, and renewal. The 

process of capturing sounds and collating them on a shared website enables participants to 

annotate the soundscape of wild and urban natural environments. It is designed to allow a 

community of people to use sounds rather than words to express and share in a more 

intimate way their experience of the natural heritage to be protected and managed. After 

recording ambient sounds with the use of a personal digital assistant (PDA) with global 

positioning system (GPS) technology that can record the exact location of the user, sounds 

are transferred to an online database and made available on a web application through 

which participants can create and share acoustic cartographies and use them as 

conversation pieces to support a social dialogue on natural quiet. The project supports 

participants in accessing and describing their own sounds and the composition of them in 

personal soundscapes that reflect their individual embedded knowledge, daily practices, 

and their needs and concerns. The same application allows a community to collaborate on 

a shared understanding of natural heritage by sustaining the interplay among participants' 

personal experiences, interpretations and values. Working with Elisa Giaccardi (University 

of Boulder), Daniela Fogli (University of Brescia), Gianluca Sabena (Fondazione 

Fitzcarraldo, Turin), and Ilaria Gelsomini and Francesca Pedrazzi (students at University 

of Brescia), the author is developing social aspects of how the audio files and collaborative 

processes can adapt the underlying map. In current versions, the Google Maps API is being 

used, and the author is interested in developing alternative representations to this in which 

to locate the sound files as the social discourse develops to offer a richer meaning than a 

Google basemap. 

 

These range of research projects all require the use, extension and development of the 

author’s methodology. With the breadth of audiences, subject matters, and local and global 

contexts the author anticipates a thorough use of the method to sustain its use in supporting 

socially and spatially reflexive visualisations. Many of the projects do not express a 

specific digital architecture as an outcome, but instead identify the digital architecture 

within the socio-spatial visualisations that will be generated according to each project’s 

circumstances. It is anticipated that projects such as these will contribute to digital 

architectures ability to respond to social contexts and in doing so lead to theoretical and 

practical methods that overcome the reliance upon a split model for time and space. 
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6.2.3 Potential Applications for Research 

 

As well as supporting the author’s own future research, it is anticipated that others will 

benefit from the method that has been presented in this thesis in the construction of socio-

spatial digital architectures. As the development of social navigation technologies 

continues, and our experience of Web 2.0 extends onto mobile and locative media devices, 

the need for graphic interfaces that describe social and geographic experiences will grow. 

The traditional methods of representing space through section, plan and perspective will 

come under increasing stress, as multiple time bases and social activities demand more 

than three axes. Just as tag cloud technology has been adopted as a relational map of 

subjects, so we can expect alternative and complementary visualisations of spaces that 

allow us to ‘see’ how they are undergoing social transformations.  

 

While the author has struggled with visual representations of digital architectures, 

specifically in the Invisible Architectures project that aspired to use computer generated 

models to look as ‘real’ as possible, the potential to work with camera phone technology 

presents a great opportunity for digital architects. By overlaying the feed from a video 

camera onto a mobile phone with live animation that is stimulated according to data from 

social activity within that spatial context, the author expects a wealth of potential for being 

able to ‘see’ more about a space through an augmented reality. At present, screens which 

present geographies and architectural visualisations do not use camera technology, (in-car 

satellite navigation systems use dedicated screens with ‘God’s eye’ views of maps). As 

screen technology develops and integrates with cameras to provide live augmented 

perspectives on the world that we can ‘see’, there is a vivid potential for using graphic 

visualisations to transform these visions. As this thesis has argued, our engagement with 

the environment is socially mediated, and subsequently we can anticipate a complementary 

eye that identifies socio-spatial tensions to inform the way that we navigate. 

 

As Second Life continues to develop as a CVE and becomes adopted as a place for people 

to gather for meetings and social events, we can expect its APIs to be expanded to support 

more complex modelling. At present the APIs tend to support Second Life’s use in external 

applications, but if it is to sustain its social characteristics then we can expect people to 

begin using it as a visualisation tool for social data. In this instance the methodology 

developed through the practice-based aspects of this thesis provides a strong starting point 

for the development of socially dynamic environments. In the same way that Google Earth 

and Google / Yahoo Map APIs have been adopted to display regional data on a traditional 
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map, Second Life has the potential to offer collaborative social digital architectures that are 

informed by the correlation of multiple databases and live feeds. 

 

In addition, Second Life represents one of many platforms that could be developed using 

the author’s methodology to support the development of models, or visualisations for 

clients of future buildings and environments. At present, clients who are employing 

architects and engineers can expect to receive differing models of what they should expect 

to receive for their money. Balsa wood models, rendered perspectives and virtual 

flythroughs are commonplace, but software such as IES Virtual Environment is 

increasingly being used to model complex environmental and social situations. Using 

datasets for heating, lighting, carbon emissions and evacuation emergencies, the software 

renders ‘what if’ illustrations to describe how architectures will look, feel and cope with a 

wide range of environmental and social circumstances. Architects and their clients use 

these visualisations to adapt design processes and inform decision making. At present these 

visualisations are based on libraries of information stored on a local hard disk, but as they 

become live from actual data available from the internet, the potential for developing more 

accurate speculative visions develops.  

 

More importantly for this thesis, while IES Virtual Environments currently concentrate on 

standard building information, we can envisage clients being interested in ‘seeing’ the 

more unusual social effects of a new building upon its occupants. For example, would a 

University be interested to see how a building’s design could support a richer research 

culture through the arrangement of walls, surfaces and places for serendipitous meetings? 

Could a local council be interested in seeing how an architectural design for a residential 

estate encourages neighbours to work together to take responsibility for the cleanliness and 

health of their surroundings? These examples indicate an industrial potential for using the 

author’s method to correlate socially informed data with classifications systems that will 

tell stories about the socio-spatial dynamic of a place.  

 

The inclusion of a social dimension into digital architecture embeds a time base into spaces 

that are otherwise detached from temporality. The method that has emerged from the 

practice and theoretical narrative within this thesis presents digital architecture with a 

framework for engaging in a sustainable discourse with a community and a spatial context. 

Due to the cyclical dynamic established between the stream of social information and the 

adaptation of a space, we can speculate how live visualisations of environments can 

support a sustained perception of a subject that provides the feedback that users can 
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respond to. Non-teleological, the reflexive rhythm of change according to social 

circumstances encourages architects to relinquish an architectural programme that finishes 

when a building is complete.  

 

However, whether architecture is ready to absorb the criticism and experiment with the 

methods offered may be unlikely. Nicholson and Hillier both operate on the periphery of 

mainstream architecture because neither of them build buildings. Nicholson prefers to 

question the material objectives of the discipline and Hillier identifies the subject’s 

disability in engaging with a sociology of itself. Once interactive architecture has worked 

through its treatment of “digital space as physical matter” and it has modified its science 

and technologies then we may anticipate the embrace of de-material socio-spatial systems. 

 

Social navigation has remained as a specific field within Human-Computer Interaction 

(HCI), and has consolidated a significant amount of technologies and methodologies which 

go largely unacknowledged in the development of what has been called Web 2.0. Much of 

the Web 2.0 discussion remains within a cultural zeitgeist and despite a general excitement 

that tagging technologies and relational databases support ‘folksonomies’, there is little 

academic literature that demonstrates why it is valuable. Social navigation offers a rich 

resource for such research, and carries with it an implicit relationship with space. While it 

is hoped that digital architectural methods will adapt through the use of social navigation 

technologies, it is also hoped that social navigation can broaden digital architecture’s 

audience by engaging with other forms of architecture. One concern might be that the 

research that established social navigation will be overlooked as Web 2.0 technologies 

continue to support social infrastructures and de-material forms of architecture. It is hoped 

that, within the author’s work, there are opportunities for both fields to support each 

other’s development. 

 

In a broader context it is also hoped that Habermass’s concept of ‘reciprocal perspective’ - 

which constitutes the roots of Buscher and Hughes’ principles for socially reflexive spaces 

- can be further developed in the practical context of digital architectures. With the 

emergence of shared authoring systems which acknowledge visitor presence through 

visible footprints (such as wikis and socially navigated spaces), we will be able to ‘see’ 

ourselves within a relational context. As the temporal and spatial fabric of these places is 

interwoven, the value of a single point perspective will be rendered redundant. According 

to the complexity of each situation, our actions in time and space will be highly relative 

according to what other people are doing in the same time and space. The potential for 
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digital systems to enable us to situate ourselves within this relative dynamic should allow a 

clarity that supports a ‘reciprocal perspective’ in which we can understand our complicity 

and social responsibility in questions of design and technology practice.  
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