
chair in its wholeness is then defined by this sys- in a profound and practical sense, and their life
was intertwined with them; each thing in thetem of salient centers. When I bring the scrap

iron towards the chair, the wholeness changes. world was, for them, its functional character: a
certain rock was ‘‘fishing rock,’’ a certain tree wasSuddenly, for instance, the bowl-shaped seat of

the chair is less coherent as a center than it was ‘‘meat-smoking-wood-tree’’ and so on. Let us
now imagine such men going to Point Lobos,before. New centers, formed by the scrap iron,

have meanwhile become more salient. New con- today a park with rocks, cypresses, seals swim-
ming off the coast, chipmunks, waves, pebbles.figurations have become more vivid, old config-

urations are less vivid. As a result the chair itself We view this as a place of a natural beauty.
The salient centers are the paths, seals, cy-has changed. Its wholeness has changed, because

the entire system of centers is altered: if I view presses. Each of these things has its saliency,
as a tourist attraction, as a precious nature‘‘the’’ chair as defined by its wholeness, the chair

itself has changed. preserve. But at the time of the Yurok, the
relative saliences were different. The rocks andThis is a new point of view. It is no longer

true to say that the same chair is there, and has seals and fish formed centers of a different
character and different saliency. Thus, at thatmerely been juxtaposed with some scrap iron. In-

stead since the new wholeness is altogether time, the wholeness was a different wholeness.
The wholeness, made as it is from the centerschanged, and since the chair, properly seen, is de-

fined by the wholeness, the chair after the scrap that exist in that place, each with its different
saliences, was actually different. Like the chair,iron is a different chair from what it was before,

even though the scrap iron is not touching it. Its modified and changed when the scrap metal
hangs in front of it, the world of Point Lobosspace, and the system of salient centers have

been reconfigured. It has changed. as a physical system was something different
then from what it is today.Although it could seem like a small revision

of terminology to see the world like this, it is a When that place was inhabited by the
Yurok, the relative saliencies of centers had oneprofound change of consciousness of the world

as a whole. It recognizes that wholeness is a very structure. When it is inhabited, as it is today,
by us modern-day Californians in nylon shorts,subtle structure, changing all the time, and vul-

nerable to very small encroachments in its sur- with our ideas about the world, the saliencies
are different. Above all, the place is now differentroundings. What we see as the physics of the

chair, its mathematical structure, then appears because its wholeness is now different. It does
not merely seem different, or have a differentsubtle and vulnerable: it is not constant and

fixed. It is changing, subtly, all the time, as in- human picture of it. It is different. Mathemati-
cally, it is a different thing.fluences from the world around enter the picture,

and modify the relative salience of different cen- If, then, we seek to allow the world to un-
fold, thus creating life, it is this, the subtle, modi-ters in and around the chair, thus forming, re-

forming and altering the wholeness which was fied wholeness, affected as it is by culture, which
must then unfold truthfully, to produce a living‘‘the chair.’’

In the light of this example, let us consider a thing. The wholeness is, in large part, defined
by the culture of that moment. The proper un-more drastic cultural example than before. Point

Lobos is a beautiful small peninsula near the Big folding of wholeness is both an unfolding of space
from the culture which exists, and an unfolding ofSur, California. Consider the wholeness of this

place at two different epochs, one as we know it a new ( future) culture from the culture of the present.
And all this is to be defined by the pattern lan-today, the other as it was at the time of the Yurok

Indians. The Yurok had a very strong affinity for guage which reflects the inner needs and inner
character, of the human and physical situation.rocks, trees. These things entered into their lives
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6 / D I S C O V E R I NG N EW PA T T E RN - L ANGUAGE S :
H OW TO DRAW A V I S I O N O F TH E F U T U R E F ROM THE

S T UD Y O F TH E P R E S E N T

There was always one great difficulty with the ronments more alive?’’ This required making
judgments about generic centers and the degree totheory of pattern languages, and with the lan-

guages my colleagues and I, and others, pub- which they sustain life, and judgingwhichgeneric
centers do themost to create, or contribute to, thelished.Where did the patterns come from?

Much of our early work implicitly made use life of the environment!
So how was one to find good patterns? Wasof the idea that good patterns were to be derived,

somehow, from existing culture, thus ensuring a this a process of observing existing culture—
hence very conservative?Was it an arbitrary pro-relation to the subtleties of culture variation, and

preserving things that were good and important, cess— without a solid basis that one could deter-
mine? Or might it be a process where one couldwhich had been swept aside in the onrush of

techno-civilization. But there was always hang- somehow make legitimate judgments about cul-
ture and society as they are, yet then use theseing over this process, a sword of Damocles. If —

as a procedure— one takes the patterns from ex- observations to move forward to a new state, in
a non-arbitrary way? In this latter case, whichisting culture, then one merely reiterates what is

being built. That is not necessarily good. was perhaps our hope, one seemed to face the
most profound and disturbing moral problems,Who is to say which bits of culture are to be

preserved, and which bits laid aside? In many since it was not clear how one could ever reach
‘‘the truth’’ about such matters.cases the reason for studying patterns in the first

place was to define better patterns, deeper and Was there, indeed, any way in which one
might, by observation of culture as it is, decidebetter generic centers, in the hope of making a

more sustaining, more life-giving environment. in what direction that culture ought to go, in the
future? Could one, then, draw the future fromBut these patterns which we discovered were ob-

tained partly by judgment. the present, by any kind of objective process?
This is of course, exactly what the unfoldingI have said earlier (Book , Preface, pages –

), that the patterns in a pattern language process seeks to do. But at that time, twenty years
ago, the idea that there might be an unfoldingwere judged bymany to be true in some sense. But

this truth was of a new type, which recognized process which would allow one to derive the
patterns (which were to generate the structurethe life of a situation, or of a building, as a real

thing. The truth of a pattern had to do with the of present and future environments) from the
wholeness of existing culture, and so solve thisquestion, ‘‘Does injection of this pattern into con-

texts of the stated type, in fact make these envi- problem, was never explicitly addressed.

7 / A N EW LANGUAGE FO R HOU S E S I N P E R U

For the sake of an example of how this process international competition, organized by the
United Nations, to design low-cost houses forgoes, let me describe what my colleagues and I

did when we visited Peru in . We were in an Peruvian families. There were  competitors,
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Activity nodes Car-pedestrian symbiosis

Car-pedestrian symbiosis Shops on the corners

one from each of  countries outside Peru, and didn’t want ghosts to come through the windows
with the night air. I never heard anyone say any- Peruvian architects. We were the American

team. To do the preliminary work, our team of thing like this while I was living in the district of
Victoria in Lima.four Americans went to live in Lima for a

month. Each of us found a family to live with, I found that I could imagine the Peruvians’
feelings best just by being one of them. For in-and we met every night in a room we rented in

Lima to compare notes, and write down what stance it was a dangerous place, and it wasn’t safe
to leave windows open at night. That was reallywe knew.11

Before going to Lima, we read various an- all the explanation one needed for why the win-
dows had to be closed, even when it was swelter-thropologists’ reports about Peruvian society. It

all seemed very exotic, but none of it seemed ing hot. I found that if I looked at life from the
point of view of being one of them, my own feel-even remotely useful when we were living in our

Peruvian families. For instance, ethnographic ings, and my own knowledge of what had to be,
was more reliable than anything else as an indi-reports claimed that Peruvians kept the windows

closed at night, even in hot weather, because they cator of what was needed for a Peruvian family.
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Family in the comedor, the heart of the house Front door recesses

Watching the street: the activity which defines the mirador The traditional Peruvian mirador

The comedor (dining room) in the middle of made sense— it would not have been part of
things, or part of the way my life works. But as athe house, where everyone came by, watched TV,

or sat and talked on the way in or out, was a won- member of that Peruvian family, in the Peruvian
culture, in the context of that family which I wasderful place. Being a member of that family, I

knew that I needed and wanted such a room— a part of, it didmake sense. It was natural, neces-
sary, and I could feel its necessity, as part of me.and I could feel exactly where it needed to be in

the house (in the middle of everything). I could There were four of us making these observa-
tions. When we four team members, each mak-feel that it needed to be positioned so that every-

one came through it, on their way in, or their way ing this kind of observation in the family where
we were staying, compared notes, if anythingout— I barely needed to ask any questions about

this: I could feel it, all of it, but I could feel it only didn’t check out with all four of us, we rejected
it. So, any mistake, caused by the idiosyncrasy ofby being one of them. I, myself (as Chris Alexan-

der) didn’t have a house like that, and I don’t one family, or caused by our own idiosyncrasies
as observers, got pushed out. What was left waswant a house like that— because for me, in

Berkeley, with my family, it would not have only that stuff which corresponded to common
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knuckle at road crossingfeelings, felt by four different people, in four
different families. central market

evening centersWhen we published the pattern language
for the Peruvian houses, people in Peru said that walk-through schools

visible kindergartensour pattern language and our houses we designed
from the pattern language were a more accurate walled social gardens

cell gatewayreflection of Peruvian reality than even the Peru-
vian architects had managed.12 multi-purpose outdoor room

shops on cornersPeople wondered how we did it. But it was
really very simple, and we did nothing more centripetal pedestrian paths

street footballthan I have just described.We identified the cen-
ters by getting so deeply into the situation that flowers on the street

long thin housewe could feel, in our own bodies, just which ones
needed to be there. perimeter wall

cross-ventilated houseThe essential technique in the observation
of centers, in any social situation, and in any cul- light on two sides of every room

patios which liveture, is to allow the feelings to generate them-
selves, inside you. You have to say, ‘‘What would tapestry of light and dark

the sala: intimacy gradientI do if I were one of the people living here, what
would it be like for me?’’ thus inserting yourself bathroom position

puerta falsainto the situation, and then using your own com-
mon sense and feelings as a measuring fiesta

staircase stageinstrument.
Of course you must always check with peo- thick walls

family room circulationple, explicitly. You cannot assume you are right.
You have to check. On the other hand, checking family room alcoves

kitchen comedor relationshipdoesn’t mean just do what people say; their own
sense of what is involved can also be in error. home workshop

two service patiosOne must always go to the root, asking what is
likely to create the most life, and maintaining a elbow-room kitchen

individual bed alcovescautious skepticism, even while pursuing these
difficult and soul-searching questions. bed clusters

master bed locationFor concreteness, I reproduce the following
list of patterns my colleagues and I identified in master bedroom dressing space

old people downstairs for Peruvian communities and houses:13

servant sleeping space⋅
subculture cells two-compartment bathroom

clothes-drying closetdegrees of publicness
looped local roads entrance transition

front door recessest-junctions
direct visible parking mirador

front door benchtiny parking lots
paseo gallery surround

translucent opening patio roofactivity nuclei
car-pedestrian symbiosis light from two-story patio

sunshine in patiospedestrian 50 cm above the car
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two-meter balcony we believed existed in people’s consciousness
(the sala), and those which existed, latent, inshop front possibility

rental dreams and traditions but were actually disap-
pearing from modern Peruvian society. Otherscontinuous floating flab

mortarless block wall reflected modern aspects of Peruvian city life.
football in the street described the pecu-composite bamboo foam beam

composite bamboo foam plank liarly Peruvian form of street football, car-pe-
destrian symbiosis described the way that carssulphur reinforcing

plumbing accumulator were, then, a focus of activity.
All in all, this list of centers is a partialcontinuous electric outlet

picture of the wholeness which existed in Peru
What is the status of this list of centers? To some at the time. Yet, because these centers exist in

culture, they have a carrying force, a generativedegree these centers are based on observation;
they reflect Peruvian life as it was in . Some power. They may be used to create copies of

themselves, or many specific individual centers,are idealized, they contain our ideas of what
might be a better way to arrange pedestrians and in Peruvian communities and houses, which re-

flect and embody these generic culture-definedcars, or parking lots. Some are almost no more
than ideas about how something might be done: patterns. So a certain person may now build a

sala in his house, and this sala then exists in histhe use of sulphur as structural reinforcement,
for example. Still others are highly general— so new house as a new center which has unfolded

from the wholeness of the culture, and has, in itsmuch so that they were later generalized and in-
cluded in a pattern language and remain, to specific details, also unfolded from the particular

geometry of the house and its setting in thethis day, as observations of what makes people
comfortable, almost all over the world. These, street. Thus the fact that the sala is on the list

of centers, gives birth to real centers in the world,then, are rooted in psychology. Some are specific
to climate and place, not exactly to culture. generates them.

The culture-borne centers play a geneticSo, this list of centers describes what we
took, at that time, to be the core of the cultural role, not unlike the role played by genes in an

organism. They describe what is— in a deep,background in Lima, into which houses had to
fit, and from which houses might be generated. inner sense. And they also describe how the

world can be generated, to become congruentWe tried— in our inexperienced fashion— to
identify the centers which really existed in every- with people’s inner feelings, aspirations, habits,

and society.day life (shops on corners), and those which

8 / T H E T Y P E O F O B S E R V A T I ON WH I CH L E AD S TO
D I S CO V E R Y O F L I V I N G C EN T E R S :

S E E K I NG T R AD I T I O N AND S E E K I NG THE N EW

What exactly is the relation between fact and hypermodern pattern like car-pedestrian
symbiosis also typical of what must happenfiction, cold observation and inspired vision, in

these patterns? And to what extent is the tradi- when true unfolding takes place? Let us concen-
trate on the extent to which the process of find-tional nature of some of these patterns necessary,

or typical? To what extent is the appearance of a ing, discovering, these generic centers, is a true
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