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Eclogue for the Metropolis: entrepreneurial environments

The Classical eclogue was a literary form used to magnify and translate aspects of the agrarian landscape into the upper reaches of popular culture. A revived eclogue, one for today’s working ecologies, speaks of a contemporary Arcadia that is entrepreneurial -- a consumer oriented, synthetic culture of environmental systems and information technologies. 
Lateral, infrastructural and materially performative, contemporary urbanism has been central to design theory since the 1990s. The work emerging from this discourse – known variously as infrastructural /mat/ or landscape urbanism – originally promised the translation of systems logic to complexly adaptive contexts. But the project it inspired turned out to be something quite different: a metabolizing of the intensities and densities of globalizing culture into strategies that are astonishingly invasive and monolithic. Deleuzian paradigms echo the failures of modernism’s master plan with a low aptitude of forces to accommodate anomalous (as opposed to unanimous) minutiae with a kind of bottom-up pragmatism.  What does it mean, really, to coolly “differentiate unassigned flows,” to effectively “inhabit aggregate taxonomies,” or succeed by “mapping performative regimes?”
  

As explored in a handful of recent conferences and competitions, a more effective way to imagine the near future is entrepreneurial environmentalism: the reconciliation of nature and technology as an integrated application (in contrast to systems-based urbanism’s holding apart of technology and nature – the former as a means for speculation and latter as feral infill that projects programmatization at the territorial scale). Entrepreneurial environments recast the activities of resource extraction, refinement, production, distribution and post-user consolidation as inter-dependent modes in which the output (waste) of one process is harnessed as the input (nutrient) for others.  There is a pro-active rather than re-active stance: sites, cities and architectures are seen as quirky producers, endemic but technologically enhanced living systems
 linked into supply and demand networks that deal with green issues such as sustainability, food and water security, renewable energy. Having realized that dematerialization, decarbonization and life-cycle design have gained traction as economically feasible and culturally rewarded strategies, entrepreneurial environments promote ecological production and social seduction as twinned efforts.

The outcome of this is a bigness, call it a Big Nature, that encompasses the entrepreneurialism of architecture, urbanism and landscape. Not as a post-disciplinary condition but as a hybrid of super-disciplinary roles that cross-pollinate information and technique. At the core is a societal prerogative: like Big Pharma (read: Pfizer) embracing our collective health paranoia, like Big Tech (read: Google) thriving on our appetite for intelligence, Big Nature raises consumer desire by tapping into growing fears of demise at the hands of advancing climate change or cataclysmic culture clash. In the race for consumer attention, our environments need to arm themselves with tech and media savvy to get buy-in for its mash up of environmental and social agendas -- environments must exacerbate their identity and stake claim to user participation or lose relevancy. This points toward fresh cultural terrain in which our performance –how we consume, how we waste -- is incontrovertibly connected to the state of the world. Rather than serving as a maternal membrane that insulates users from external impact, architectures are derived from the looping of diversely productive environments.  And although critical theory has moved far beyond sustainability as a provocation, in many ways practical practice is just embarking on it; the implications are embryonic.  
For example, BioMass Transit, a recent proposal from InFlux, explores this condition with a multi-prong strategy: the decline of the world’s biomass is indexed globally while the public is incorporated locally as a funding source. In the New York metro region, riders swipe a “biomass transit card” each time they ride the bus or subway, putting five cents toward nearby marshland and forestry conservation efforts [figure x]. The public collaborates in the socio-ecology as part of their every day routine, using remote purchasing power to increase water and air quality and reduce the region’s dependence on outside energy sources by creating more harvestable biomass. Collective benefit is derived from pro-active land management practices; individuals encounter a productive urbanism diversely receptive to the affective properties of an enhanced nature that serves multiple ends. Does the scheme emanate optimism and altruism? Or the urgency of survival, the most innate and selfish of instincts? 

Each successive Katrina, tsunami, mudslide, melting ice cap and drought binds the social aspirations of first, second and third world economies into a common predicament. So on the exterior, entrepreneurial environments are about the collective gain of planetary health. But inside they’re driven by mass protectionism – individuals concerned about the preservation of their lifestyles. Consequently, today there is a formative moral component to the choices about how and why we relate to our environments. We are coming to recognize at the macro scale that our activities have tipped the balance -- survival of consumerist society is tied to a technological nature both beneficent (productive) and angry (destructive). In short, the environment has become a social enterprise, and society, an environmental enterprise.
Given this state of affairs, designers are acting like mad scientists and science is using design models to imagine change. Suddenly the questions asked by infrastructural/mat/landscape urbanism sound hollow and limiting. Leopards are changing their spots. For example:  [older vs. new project Roche? Mayne? MVRDV? West 8 @ Toronto or Governors Island]  What does entrepreneurial environmentalism offer to overcome the failures of contemporary urbanism? Because both propose a future metropolitan disposition, it’s instructive to compare the genesis of each.
Urbanism and open-endedness
The dialog which coalesced in the mid-1990s around infrastructure/mat/landscape as armature was fed initially by the work of various post-structuralist European and American urbanists and later by explorations in non-linear systems.
 Proto-translators of Landscape Ecology theory into urbanism received the discipline’s clear message that patterns and processes – read infrastructures and material flux – are co-dependent while operating at varying spatial and temporal scales; and further, that the focus had shifted from delimited sites or buildings to the dynamics of complex networks.  For example, James Corner’s essay “Ecology and Design as Agents of Creativity” (2002) called for open-endedness, ambiguity and multivalency in place of dualities and concretism.
 Around the same time, in writing about infrastructural urbanism, Stan Allen made direct reference to Landscape Ecologist Richard Forman’s field research as a possible model for emergent surface conditions and adaptive urban systems.
 A fusion of these interests (and design practices, as Allen and Corner formed Field Operations) into a widespread embrace of landscape as “the lens through which the contemporary city is represented and the material from which it is constructed” led some to claim that “a disciplinary realignment” was underway, “in which landscape [was] usurping architecture’s historic role as the basic building block of city making.” 
 These ideas manifested in three formulations, all represented in the proposals of finalists in the Parc Downsview competition (1999):

· The thick (infra)structural surface [figures x and x: Allen’s field conditions diagram and OMA’s Tree City logo], promoted as the choreography of field operations; described by Alex Wall as the programmed urban surface with a “functioning matrix of connective tissue that organizes not only objects and spaces but also the dynamic processes and events that move through them.”

· The script [figures x and x: cabbage morphology and FOA’s Downsview topo map], parametric algorithms for non-linear material organization, often derived from the computational bio-logic of flocks, flora and phyla. (FOA quote from Ark)
· The smart matrix [figures x and x: Downsview ecological footprint diagrams and Field Operations matrix], or meta-site process, where spatio-formal practice (the site plan) is replaced by a geo-temporal matrix of ingredients (phasing of material states); harnessing the proclivity of ecological communities to be responsive and emergent over time by implementing management protocols. (Hill quote)
To some degree all three methodologies offer a model for process in which indeterminacy is the goal, but also the problem.  Some critics have pointed out that vague program and ambient figuration/organization are not the same thing as indeterminacy but instead are “terminal” forces.
 But the process-plus-time incrementalism of these projects results in a lack of finitude that critical inquiry, public attention spans and budget cycles find difficult to sustain. At the same time, the instrumentalization of materials and systems risks designer-less design. The matrix simply replaces the hegemony of the master plan. There is a risk here to of editing out the “smartness” -- or resiliency -- of ecological models.  Matrices and scripts are capable of responsiveness based upon given coordinates, positional and temporal values, material properties, and so forth, but have little ability to mutate in unpredictable directions/dimensions. I.e., although results are not controlled, the inputs and relationships are to a significant degree. For example, in OMA’s Tree City proposal, there is little opportunity for variation outside the loose but strictly linear sequence of material, figural and programmatic development (fix the soil + trees +1000 paths). There is a bit of Oedipal irony here, as contemporary urbanism, so deeply rooted in the theories of Landscape Ecology, revealed its desire to sublimate applied ecology in order to get into bed with the post-Fordist metropolis. 
Additionally, the infrastructural/mat/landscape urbanism era endorsed a leakage between techniques of representation (sampling, indexing, montage, exaggeration, animation) and modes of speculation (meta process, adaptive program, material protocols). These tactical aesthetics are reminiscent of super-realism, a term first used by art critic Malcolm Morley in the mid-1960s.  According to Tissot in Myth and Ideology in American Culture, aspects of super-realism include: “aggressiveness, tension; fabricated reality; representation on representation to constitute an everyday, heroic iconography.”  Super-realism has also been aligned with the literary style practiced by writers such as Raymond Carver, Richard Yates, Richard Ford, Zadie Smith, Tobias Wolff, Ian McEwan. The web site artandculture.com points out: 
“Two kinds of fiction have descended from the mammoth mother movement we call Modernism. On the one side, there is the branch that comes from Hemingway and Fitzgerald; on the other, that which trickles down from Joyce, Faulkner and Woolf….Taking a detour through Beckett, the latter branch issues into the self-conscious sea of Postmodernism, or meta-fiction (Pynchon, Borges, etc.). The former branch, however, leads towards the region of ‘realistic’ narrative structure. This writing is defined in terms of its plots, which run from one slight pitch to the next and objectify even trivial events. The conventional division of narrative into organized scenes is scrupulously avoided…If some insight is awakened or emotion stirred, the fact is simply recorded. Writers of Super-Realism allow their characters’ consciousnesses to enter into the game. The characters pause, reflect, wonder and even obsess. In these writers’ hands, revelations emerge from daily happenings, and daily happenings become revelations.”
  

It is not a far leap to make from these tactics to imagery that reassembles a mediated but explicitly “realistic” narrative structure, one that frames its characters in everyday, transient moments. Through the lens of Photoshop, Illustrator, Rhino and Flash, and not without parallels to reality television programming, the banality of trees growing, squirrels nesting and families picnicking gained programmatic status [figure x]. Super-realist compositional methods proffer candid-driven content of high-detail and densely juxtaposed activity [figure x: GROSS.MAX], creating an expectation of similarly intensified levels of actual performance and experience, condensed into a single frame or moment. This places extraordinary demand on conventional typologies that operate within real time and real space – the civic scape, the private scape, the education scape, the pleasure scape – and challenges forth our capacity to participate in an exponentially programmed lifescape. When we envision the exponentially-programmed city, what will determine our ability to participate in this lifestyle promised by the super-real? A likely answer is: by taking on the behavioral characteristics of both ecologic and information systems, such as: assimilation, surveillance and migration.

At any given time, the individual is networked into numerous semi-smart mobs – that is, connectivity-enhanced groups capable of acting as a collective without the requirement of physical proximity as a catalyst for action. So as a singular agent, we gain exponentially-programmed capacity via assimilation -- by plugging into a larger organism. Our precepts of what constitutes legitimate participation have vastly broadened to include acts that we never actually participate in -- but which nonetheless contribute to our personal identity. For example, with the addictive portal into millions of other peoples’ lives that You-Tube, Flickr, Twitter and similar web sites provides, we gain easy admission to an avalanche of events and emotions that inflect our own sense of self. By this means, we are participating in collective activity via surveillance. Further, the growth of on-demand culture has greatly reduced those auxiliary but time-consuming necessities such as sitting in traffic, waiting in line or aligning one’s daily routine to standardized business, transit and entertainment schedules [figures x and x: TV Guide vs. YouTube]. Because we now have the option of getting various forms of entertainment and commercial engagement exactly when we want it, we are freed from the top-down delivery of content. In this way we are practicing dis-engagement from the traditional public sphere to a certain degree. But there is a flexing of muscles of individuation at such an accelerated rate that it creates a simultaneous, collective migration toward certain types of made-to-order lifestyles.  We may be enabled to customize our choices en masse, but most of us are making the same choices about what to listen to, wear, eat and watch. [Atelier Bow Wow example?] 
Exponential lifestyles

And here is where entrepreneurial environments begins to germinate: born from the expectations and deficiencies of contemporary urbanism plus rising consumer interests in pervasive connectivity. Imagine a condition of true resiliency in which the parameters, populations and protocols are well defined, but can change instantaneously. Call it a more complex complexity.  Models for this type of complexity include viral information platforms such as online social networking sites like Facebook. Combining information-driven models with ecosystemic models allows a more complex complexity to move beyond algorithmic systems to establish translational design environments.  
Looking forward, it is clear that with the intersection of information and building technologies – from BIM to GIS/GPS -- a new notion of “live content” redefines social space to include environmental matters. The YouTube generation, accustomed to information habitats and unbridled individuation, is finding fluid modes of participation and exchange and a means to synch with ambitious social and environmental identities.  For example, [H2Grow].
Entrepreneurial environments have the opportunity to escape from the preceding generations’ problems (modernism’s master plan and post modernism’s determinism/ indeterminism conundrum) by creating conditions of specificity and adjustability, dispersing multi-user preferences for any number of performative variables throughout our habitats. The success of this depends upon information technologies embedded into contiguous environments of architecture, landscape and cities. For example, building skins that calibrate albedo according to season, or city streets that double as flood ways during storm events unite contemporary design discourse with the populism and pragmatism of the green movement. 
In this shift toward entrepreneurial environments, one aspect is clear: matter matters – increasingly it will be productive and seductive, to a degree that nature is not docile and controlled, but rather governed by a potent interaction of natural and human forces. Typological silhouettes are blurring, shifting from objectified spatial terrain to subjective states substantiated by the capacity to produce localized benefits and experiential atmospheres through active management of ecological media. Across the spectrum of current design practices commandeering ecological and information instruments as a means of economy and public participation, several common characteristics are apparent:
EXTROVERTED  

A “terror of the new sublime”
 – exponential global connectivity-- propels the development of living systems (the new local) while apprehending -- and participating in -- the vast. If “the failure of earlier urban design and regionally scaled enterprises was the oversimplification, the reduction, of the phenomenological richness of physical life,”
 projective socio-ecologies – the bigness of entrepreneurial environments -- must produce extroverted content. In the race for consumer attention, it must exacerbate its identity and stake claim to user participation or lose relevancy [figure x].

CONSENSUAL 

Entrepreneurial environments are equally affective and operative. At the heart of this work is an immersion of information, ecology and technology in a way that blurs distinction between the natural and the artificial – this can be understood as an argument for the re-alignment of self in relation to a post-20th century nature/technology hybrid… the ubiquity of connectivity plus the opportunism of eco-tech will result in super-customizable program habitats capable of responding in real-time by inviting a kind of participation that prioritizes sensation as information [figure x: OLM].

For example, GROSS.MAX’s nuclear-powered ice berg – a proposal to combat global warming with “local freezing” -suggests an exaggerated perception of nature’s intensity, and one’s experience within it engenders a highly individualized and fluid idea of urban open space. The mandate of sustainable and secure public space balances human vs. (eco)logic agendas within the urban environment… To achieve transformation/participation, artificially heightened material states topography, geology, vegetation and weather are authoritative without being deterministic. They enable exchange and experience – the assimilative confrontation between subject(s) and content(s) –In this case, configuration of animate matter and atmosphere is a four-dimensional equivalent to the Latin version of magical realism, the literary school that explores relationship to place via constructed sequences of lucid perception, expressive thought and provocational emotion [figure x: GROSS.MAX].
PLURAL 
From GIS to BIM, hybrid super plants to smart skins, buildings, landscapes and cities are fusing into contiguous systems that are responsive and resilient. This suggests a collision of individual design pursuits requiring extreme disciplinary focus. “Landscape,” “architecture” and “urbanism” are replaced with a new environmentalism that signals rejection of the constraints of autonomy… Born from this condition, entrepreneurial environmentalism realizes that social motivation has been until now the missing link between the reclamation era and authentically green urbanism. We are just coming to terms with the fact that our environments need to arouse the public – to create desire to participate, desire to cultivate, desire to advocate [figure x: SCAPE]. 

As a collection of translational disciplines concerned with the health and functionality of the metropolis, do entrepreneurial environments offer sufficient vitality and viability to overcome the deep anathema toward the tree-hugging, 1970s-style compensatory environmentalism? Until recently, design’s mistrust of green activism limited the speculative utility of ecology to a sanitized analog for complexity and emergence, such as [Cecil Balmond].
Cloud Cities 
A key point of differentiation from the earlier generation of environmentalism is first, the increased ambidexterity of architectural/landscape conditions, and second, the degree of user participation invited by the real-time intersection of information and environment created by heightened accessibility, portability and usability. This condition of extreme flexibility with high specificity is reminiscent of cloudware, the increasingly disseminated “utility service” offered by Google and others that houses functionality on the web instead of the hard drive. In place of conventional software -- the one-time up or downloading of program to user -- cloudware accrues functionality and content on the Web, permitting spontaneous activation upon demand, and immediate release after usage. According to George Gilder writing in Wired Magazine, the shift to cloudware exponentially improves the productivity, entrepreneurialism and interactivity of the Web and signals a new cultural paradigm:

This change is as momentous as the industrial-age shift from craft production to mass manufacture, from individual workers in separate shops turning out finished products step by step to massive factories that break up production into thousands of parts and perform them simultaneously. … In every era, the winning companies are those that waste what is abundant in order to save what is scarce. Google has been profligate with the surfeits of data storage and backbone bandwidth. Conversely, it has been parsimonious with that most precious of resources, users' patience.
 

Why is this a useful model? Because currently we’re designing our environments primarily as hard-wired, dedicated venues for a small selection of ecological and social exchanges. Instead, following cloudware logic, the priority becomes “live” content whose availability and deliverability is never in question.  Program is not emergent incrementally (the index), but is immediately available (the cloud). Configuration of landscape/building habitat is not determined purely by objective process, but by subjective selection (mass environmental customization). For example, [ yellow arrow http://www.yellowarrow.org/) or Grafitti Research Lab, or simple text: http://coin-operated.com/] Further, content and participation have the potential to be extraordinarily emergent: if infrastructural /indexical urbanism is akin to the adaptive networking capabilities of today’s Web 2.0, the next generation of urbanism might approximate Web 3.0: the semantic web, an intelligent configuration that excites “a layer of meaning on top of existing foundations,” including the ability for a complex system to reason, not simply follow commands.
 What happens when populations select to participate in mass customization? Urbanism 3.0. The public realm is liberated to serve alternately collective action toward a common, semi-censored goal (the wiki model), or to facilitate individuated spectacle(s) and spectator(s) (the YouTube prototype).  Like the parallel play that toddlers engage in to learn social skills, parallel individuality is encouraged by current information technologies. This logic can be extended to the intersection of info and eco-tech.  Choice is abundant. Users’ patience is not. Welcome to the cloud.

Sepere anima aude


A number of current design practices explore the productive potential of entrepreneurial environments using cloudware-like models.
  In recent proposals by practices such as SToSS and ‘SCAPE [figures x and x], the trajectory of entrepreneurial environments has become increasingly scalable: inward, toward the (relatively) micro scale of material management; and outward to the macro scale, where the mapping of mobility, communications and demographics reveals mosaics of exchange. 
  With GIS and related applications such as LIDAR, ArcHydro, Google Earth and equivalents enabling a kind of macro choreography, the processing of a region’s raw materials – its human, ecologic, and economic populations – is scripted using either “slow” equations like zoning codes or “quick,” adaptive algorithms produced by the real-time interactions of goods, consumers and suppliers. Increasingly, geo-genetic instruments enable individuals to register their presence across a spectrum of virtual and real environments.

Another example is a recent proposal for a steeply sloped site overlooking the Cuyaghoga River and Cleveland’s industrial flats. Here site is understood as a series of layers that vary in stability and permanence.  As design layers are added to the site, they become stitched together with elements of location and orientation. Degrees of stability are achieved through these elements of permanence, while customization of material states and program occur. Depending on who uses the site when, varying kinds of information are generated that allow for customization of place. Mass customizable program is thought of as a fabric topology: program is understood as a series of functions which can transform while maintaining a continuum of transitional usages and states. The fabric stretches and is manipulated to create varying program organizations without tearing apart. The final layers of sensation are generated via experiential phenomenon resulting from the intersection of time, place, program and user(s). This becomes the seductive element of the design, while at the same serving as a productive environment [figure x]. 
CONCLUSION

The productive + seductive capability of entrepreneurial environments is an intermediate state, technologically and ecologically derived, materially factual, one that achieves performative and phenomenological capacities driven by information and participation. To some degree it is a reaction to technological advancement, an ideological desire on the one hand to right our environmental wrongs and on the other hand to create a more resilient metropolis: on-demand, customizable environments of live content that inform, transform and seduce. 
In Ecolgue IV, which Virgil wrote in 37 B.C. about a landscape of growing richness, a future, global success founded upon agri_cultural fortitude was forecast: 

With waving grain-crops shall to golden grow,

From the wild briar shall hang the blushing grape,

And stubborn oaks sweat honey-dew…

See how it totters, the world’s orbed might, 

Earth, and wide ocean, and the vault profound, 

All, see, enraptured of the coming time. 

Similarly, as working ecologies are increasingly integrated with information technologies, there is potential to virally increase awareness of ecological, social and economic states, to link people, place, productivity and performance. To promote itself across a gradient of cultural preferences, the Big Nature of entrepreneurial environments will need to seduce by providing modes of physical and intellectual participation in addition to production. Applied ecological media – the green, blue and brown stuff – must function simultaneously as an ideological mechanism and as applied science long after An Inconvenient Truth fades from best seller lists. To flourish, it will need to appeal if not to our sense of romance, at least to our sensibility about how decisions made today impact the future. We are no longer innocent: contemporary culture is coming to grips with the Anthropocene epoch, a period which Nobel-prize winning chemist Paul Crutzen suggests began in the late 1700s with the onslaught of fueled human activity. The onus of our new environmentalism includes a call for an advanced stewardship that is not just about protection but a redefinition of our relationship to nature.  As evidenced by the projects presented in this publication, efforts are coalescing around ecological innovation as a civic action – an entrepreneurial condition, a “big” hybrid of environmental conditions and social agendas. 
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