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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This article explore some of the opportunities in the profession of ~ Climate change; cultural
architectural history emergent from the pandemic and intensified techniques; history and
racial unrest. It aims to see the pandemic as an opportunity, a  theory; racism;

. . X . transformation
portal following Roy, as means to reconsider habits, practices, and
commitments.

The current conjumncture is overwhelmed by three intersecting crises: the Covid-19 pan-
demic, centuries of racial oppression, and the looming disasters of climate instability.
Architecture finds itself to be a crucial arena for mediating, and perhaps mitigating,
these multiple complications. Some of these intersections are countervailing: we are, on
one side, more deeply embedded in our interior spaces—what were once homes are
now places for work, for schooling, and havens against the invisible virus; on the other,
the righteous unrest in the streets calls with a searing urgency, drawing us into a re-
energized urban realm striving to make voices heard. The pandemic has made us hyper
aware of the barriers constraining this “inside.”

What are the prospects, in this conjecture, for increased liberation? Where are the
necessary tools? In the USA, many are simultaneously heartened by the renewed insist-
ence on equality and dismayed by the rank idiocy of national leadership, as we fall
once again into exponentially rising viral cases. When thinking about the pandemic
parallel to the Black Lives Matter protests, we are struggling to operate simultaneously
with the familiar and the unfamiliar: racial oppression and police brutality have been
normalized, but now are rendered in relief as protests and legislation searches for non-
violent modes of social cohesion. A similar framework has been essential to the theor-
ization of climate for the last decade or so:' hopes for the future abound, but are
clouded by the now familiar anticipation of the unexpected—that, from here, it is diffi-
cult to know what will happen in the coming days, weeks, or months. The future, or at
least collective ability to determine it, has been foreclosed by forces, geopolitical or geo-
physical, seemingly out of our control.> Through the virus, we are beginning to recog-
nize a collective reliance on comfortable delusions, and work against it. At stake in
particular, in architecture and in theory, is a renegotiation of this “we” and its constitu-
ents, now more firmly aiming to redress racial, gendered, and economic stratifications.

CONTACT Daniel A. Barber @ barberda@design.upenn.edu
© 2020 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
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I am struck by the productive entanglement of two resonant voices: first, in his cele-
brated essay, now over a decade old, “The Climate of History,” Dipesh Chakrabarty
notes that the epochal instabilities of climate change can “precipitate’a sense of the pre=
sent that disconnects the future from the past by putting such a future beyond the
grasp of historical sensibility”—an assumed temporal continuity, often the spectrum on
whichntheorynseeksntontakenhiold, is no longer viable. Tomorrow may not look like
today, and we don’t even know the terms of these possible transformations—the pan-
demic was, for most of us, something of a surprise. What, then, are the transform-
ational possibilities of the recent protests, monuments coming down, emergent
legislation around abolishing the police, and so on? “The mansion of modern free-
dom,” Chakrabarty also writes, “stands on an ever-expanding base of fossil-fuel use.” A
recognition of how architecture has been embedded in fossil fuels, Chakraarty impli-
citly poses a challenge—how do we imagine a future, adequate to these forms of right-
eous unrest, in which mansions become housing collectives, powered by wind or solar
energy rather than oil and coal?’

The second voice is that of Arundhati Roy, whose widely read reflections from
early April 2020 on the chaos of India’s forced Covid migration invoke hope. She
proposes that “the pandemic is a portal, a gateway between one world and the
next ... [T]the lockdown,” she continues, “worked like a chemical experiment
that suddenly illuminated hidden things”—things such as, in the USA, a depend-
ence on migrant, compromised, and “essential” labor; a radically unequal health
system; a racially biased and violent police force. “Our minds,” Roy writes, “are
still racing back and forth, longing for a return to “normality,” trying to stitch
our future to our past and refusing to acknowledge the rupture. But the rupture
exists. And in the midst of this terrible despair,” she concludes, “it offers us a
chance to rethink the doomsday machine we have built for ourselves. Nothing
could be worse than a return to normality.”*

Onerchallengerforrtherhistoryranditheoryrofarchitecture, as likely for other fields, is
how to focus research and teaching onto these ruptures—how to shepherd in this new
world without pretending that we know what it will look like. How to, as well, acknow-
ledge that some of these “doomsday’machines,” in Roy’s terminology, “that we have
built for ourselves,” are, indeed, buildings—Chakrabarty’s “mansions,” reliant on fossil
fuels, exploitative labor, biased zoning, and the reduction of buildings to assets. Most
of the theoretical debates of the last few decades, insofar as they have referenced build-
ings, have been concerned with buildings sealed from the outside and replete with fos-
sil-fueled conditioning systems, often, when at scale, reliant on baroque investment,
insurance and re-insurance mechanisms. At risk of belaboring these analogies, central
to the task of architectural theory (still ...) is an analysis of these machines and the
means to deconstruct them (literally), working toward an expansion of freedom and an
opening on to a yet-unknown future.

If the viral pandemic is a portal, so are the protests—both are openings into a future
long anticipated by some, shocking to many. This portal is not a physical object, but
can, allegorically, be subjected to numerous familiar frameworks for architectural ana-
lysis: first, what does it look like? Is it a physical door, or simply an opening? What is
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it made of? Whose history does it reflect? Perhaps most simply and essentially—if the
pandemic is a portal, does it have a handle? How does it open? Can it be closed?
Bernhard Siegert begins an essay in Gray Room as follows:

We have forgotten how “toclose”a"door quietly"and discreetly, yet firmly.” In his
American exile Theodor W. Adorno diagnosed the decline of an elementary cultural
technique [Kulturtechnik], something he felt to be nothing less than a prelude to
fascism. One has to slam car doors and refrigerator doors, Adorno noted, while other
doors snap shut on their own. Doors'cease to be cultural media that preserve a “core of
experience” and instead change into machines that demand movements in which
Adorno, in"all"seriousness, saw “already the violent, hard-hitting, unresting jerkiness of
Fascist abuses” at work.”

Siegert’s point, the cause for Adorno’s misgivings, is that the door had transitioned:
no longer a physical object infused with culturally specific habits and expectations,
now a technological device, with a fascist jerkiness that might premediate Roy’s dooms-
day machine. For Adorno this is distasteful, a decline of high culture, a falling off of an
abyss. For Siegert, it is an opportunity to assert “a different concept of culture ... a
plurality of cultures that abandons a one-sided conception of human-things relations
that privileges human beings”—a plurality focused here on a human/machine constel-
lation, but that also resonates within cultural dynamics to permit the recognition of the
value and vibrancy of multiple perspectives.

“The concept of cultural techniques,” Siegert continues, reaching his main point,
“comprises a more or less complex actor network that includes technical objects and
chains of operations (including gestures, among other things) in equal measures.” The
machine is not outside of us, but is part of our gestures, desires, habits and aspirations.
Human agency is constituted alongside technologies and techniques—not before,
above, or in reference to a stable concept of culture. As we change, our capacity to
open and close doors changes with us.”

Siegert goes on to describe a door photographed by Marcel Duchamp in 1927.
The layout of Duchamp’s Paris apartment was such that when the bathroom door
was open, it closed the portal that led to the bedroom. “Duchamp’s paradoxical
door is thus always simultaneously opened and closed”®>—a seeming architectural
anomaly that is something of a prelude, still following Siegert, to some compelling
reflections by Robert Musil relative to the revolving glass door of office towers and
shopping malls—“the only original door,” quotes Siegert of Musil, “conceived in
our time.”

The revolving door refigures the entrance without destabilizing the portal’s capacity
for cultural distinction. This is magnified, increasingly since Musil’s reflection in 1926,
by the importance of such revolving doors for the thermal stability of the interior. It
“manifests,” as Siegert noted, “a conception of architecture as a thermodynamic
machine.”'® The brushes at the edge of the revolving portal allow for ingress and egress
while minimizing disturbance to the conditioned interior volume; it is a device of cli-
mate efficiency, and thereby feeds into the ubiquity of climate control systems. Musil’s
interest was in the continuous flow of people this new door allowed, its uniform treat-
ment of disparate subjects. “In former times,” Musil wrote in “Doors and Portals,” “the
door was an entrance into the society of privilege, which was opened or shut in the
face of the new arrival, depending on who he [sic] was; generally it decided his fate.”
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Figure 1. MMM Roberto, Edificio Marques do Herval, Rio de Janeiro, 1953. The building, as with
many in Rio, does not have a typical entry point, rather the pilotis open onto a court, where eleva-
tors ascend to the office floors and this “stair-ramp” descends to a sub-grade shopping area—an
area which includes the one of the most celebrated bookstores in town, the Livraria Leonardo da
Vinci, known in particular for a rich stock of volumes on architecture and architectural theory.

However, he concludes, “the great age of doors is behind us!” And then: “We don’t
even slam the door in anyone’s face anymore.”'' Again, the terror of the universal-
ized “we.”

Circling back to Adorno’s anxiety: the revolving door has no latch, handle, or recog-
nizable human interface (fig. 1). It is, as Siegert quotes an early advertisement, “Always
Closed.” It is all machine, a vital part, as a definitive barrier, of Roy’s “doomsday” prog-
nosis, evidence of “the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live,” now following Benjamin,
that “is not the exception but the rule.” Is this what we are trying to escape, this con-
stant state of structural panic? Or this endless return to familiar theoretical tropes,
caught up in their own biases and situated misgivings. The revolving door reveals the
ongoing catastrophe of daily life before the pandemic; note in particular Benjamin
insisting that “the tradition of the oppressed teaches us” about the delusions of any
non-emergency condition—“we,” here, refers to the tenured professoriate, the architec-
tural theorists who are, in the face of racial unrest, augurs of climate disasters, and the
widespread discomfort, at best, of the pandemic, coming to terms with the recognition
that the stories we tell, stories of architecture, are discursive sites for the unveiling of
centuries of oppressions. Our celebrated buildings constructed by slave labor; office
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towers dedicated to resource extraction; housing estates that offer a minimum condi-
tion for existence. “We,” as Benjamin continues, “must attain a concept of history that
is in keeping with this insight.”'* The chemical experiment of the pandemic, following
Roy, is a leeching out of the toxins behind the wall, as a growing stain of embedded
bias and systemic racism emerges; we, as a discipline, must resist the urge to just add
another layer of paint and hope it goes away.

Who goes through this portal, escaping the doomsday machines we have built?
Architecture, as a profession and a discipline, is a mansion built on a foundation of exclu-
sion. Theory has been an essential gatekeeper: what one has read, with whom and in what
context, is essential to letting someone in, or seeing them out. The architecture profes-
sion’s racial inequities have been the subject of much discussion in the USA these past few
weeks—around 2% of registered architects are Black Americans. The percentage of Black
PhDs in Architectural History and Theory is even smaller; when we get to faculty, tenured
faculty, school leadership positions, vanishingly (literally) few. Some (far from all) US
schools are beginning to reassess the pathways and decisions that lead an individual to
study in the field, then in to practice or advanced research. That this happens alongside
continued celebrations of participation in biennials, or the hosting of a Pritzker winner,
for example, is an abstract contradiction that is not yet being confronted. “Business-as-
usual” persists despite and alongside the urgency of the moment. “Still far more outdated
than the door,” Musil muses, “is the doorframe”—for us, the institutional apparatus of
architectural academia can now revel in the outdatedness of practices put in the past, and
focus on a future that emerges, with no small relief, as unfamiliar to the present.

So, one vibrant task for theory: open the door, materially and symbolically. Read and
reflect on material seen to be outside the disciplinary purview and strive to bring those
writings, perspectives, and individuals into play, to insist on new forms of discourse; to
make discursive space for voices that have been implicitly or explicitly maligned or
ignored—gendered and racial voices, to be sure, but also the range of perspectives from
the dynamism of world cultures, a dismantling of the implicit frame of “western
thought” as essential to any way forward."? Perhaps Roy’s portal is an indelible oppor-
tunity to be achieved through knowledge and consciousness, rather than scaffolded by
buildings and frames, opened with levers. We, as theorists, have some catching up to
do—reading, listening, learning—to play our part in the coming transformation.
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