
Interview with Christopher Alexander on his new series of four books -- The Nature of Order
(London, 6 Nov. 2003).

You have been trying to establish a "new paradigm" of architecture since the beginning of
your production as an architect, and your theoretical production in the 1960s. Do you
situate your latest work in a line of continuity with your previous theories, or does it mark
a departure from them?

These four books are fully consistent with my earlier books. They represent a continuation of the
same line of thought and argument. Architecture has to begin with human beings. It's about
making a world in which human beings may be elevated, comforted, and enabled to be what
they are. It sounds naïve and quite simple, but given the actual negative effect of the political
and corporate institutions of the last 100 years, it is a giant task and I am afraid it is one that very
few architects have been willing to tackle or are interested in tackling. I would say without
exaggeration that 80% of the architecture being produced by professional architects today is
contributing to the oppression that has been caused by the 20th and now 21st century society on
people. And architects have decided very unwisely to let themselves become a major tool in the
activation of that process which, through political and psychological oppression, makes a person
into a piece of machinery. This is a very serious problem. It is incredible that the architectural
profession has been so slow to recognise it and to deal with it. With the series of books that
came out with A Pattern Language, I established a basis about what kinds of things make people
well in the form of buildings. That book sells more copies every year, which is an unusual
trajectory for an architectural publication in modern times and clearly indicates the high level of
public concern about this problem. Immediately after writing my early books, I became aware of
tremendous difficulties which I had not addressed at all at that time. In the 27 years that it's
taken me to write The Nature of Order, I have built many buildings and done projects all over
the world. One might say that these books originate in a sort of dialogue between myself and the
experience of these built projects.

You have long advocated a return to architectural practice as a way of "making" as
opposed to an image-driven profession. Are you suggesting that the media frenzy that
surrounds the stardom of architecture has had a detrimental effect on the progress of the
discipline?

The idea of media attention in itself is not evil; the question is what criteria are put to the front.
The criteria which should be put at the forefront of our profession are feelings of people, needs
which people have, subtle adaptation between buildings, and the harmony of the landscape. All
that may be summarized by the phrase "deep adaptation." Instead of deep adaptation, the current
magazines focus on provocative images, and on the extremity of degree of provocation as the
major criterion for publication. Of course this has a negative effect on the environment, world-
wide. All this is a peculiarity of the way in which architecture magazines survive. Since they
mainly publish images, it is the images which draw the most attention rather than the actual
experience created by the buildings. I don't have anything negative about the media as such, but
about the particular way in which the media have conducted themselves, and how the architects
have co-operated in the process of creating this strange machine. What has been happening in
the recent years is that the magazines have become more shrill and more willing to lend
themselves to idiotic manipulation of forms. Not that form itself is idiotic, but the particular
manipulations of forms that have been indulged in recent times are damaging to people.

I still believe what I said in the past about the union of making, construction and design. I
happen to be a general contractor, so of course I do that. But it's as a scientist that I am speaking.
Do I believe that everybody has to become a contractor and learn to work with their hands on
concrete, stone, plastic, glass, and so forth as I did? I don't know if that is absolutely necessary,
but I think that one has to recognise that deep adaptation in buildings is a serious matter, and if
you want to say "I'm not going to dirty with my hands that stuff", you'd better have a very clear
program about how this adapting continuity is to occur during the lifetime of making that
building, otherwise you won't make a good building. These are incredibly basic , simple points,
but they are not recognised by the profession. I'm quite confident that the present view of



architecture will not survive, because it just doesn't make sense. You can keep a secret for a
certain amount of time, but not forever.

The use of images in your books has often evoked particular states of being, modes of
feeling, ways of living, etc. rather than depicting empty spaces. Can you tell us more about
the function of pictures in your latest books, which are even more lavishly illustrated than
your previous work?

Yes, it has been an intense preoccupation of mine. These latest books have been designed and
composed by me and the amount of energy that has gone into careful calibration of these images
has been very great indeed, far greater than in A Pattern Language. My purpose in these books is
to illustrate what life is in many of its forms - especially its daily forms - to draw attention to it,
to try to illuminate the origins of life that take place in these buildings and what we must do if
we want to help that life to happen. Why has it taken 27 year to write four books describing this
simple thing? Because the depth of resistance is so huge, and because society, infected by
mechanistic ideology, has not yet recognized widely that the core of any humane architectural
program must be: the creation of life on earth. Once that is clearly understood, and accepted,
everything in architecture will change. What I have tried to do with the four books of The
Nature of Order is to build a foundation wall that cannot be knocked down; it is a foundation of
a different way of thinking about the world and I have been very careful about it, which is why it
has taken so long. I want people to be able to stand on it so that they can go forward to introduce
a new kind of sanity into their own work.

Let's go back to the 60s and 70s when your project started. It seemed that back then you
were part of a larger community of people, such as Jane Jacobs, who were questioning
architecture and trying to connect people and spaces. Has that community vanished or
simply taken another route?

I think that the developer-inspired portions of the architectural profession of the last twenty
years have been brilliant at making sure that that stuff was killed. There were hundreds of people
who were thinking about these matters in the late 60s and early 70s. Gradually, the programs
they were involved in were stripped out of the architectural schools and out of the profession. In
Berkeley we had, among other things, a thriving group of social anthropologists who were
working in the department of architecture: but gradually their efforts were marginalised, put to
sleep and stopped. This was not accidental. The way architecture has been constituted since the
1990s is essentially hand in glove with the developer, who relies on images, and uses
architecture as a way of increasing profit and acceptability. There are the occasional developers
who have some kind of conscience, but they very easily give up. The image factory serves the
ego of architects, banks, corporations, and developers. But there is no doubt that the fragility of
this image-factory position that has been created by force is now becoming more palpable. I
believe it will crumble soon.

Let's take a more positive look at the contemporary situation. One could argue that there
is, in certain quarters, a growing concern with ecological and sustainability issues. Do you
see this as promising or as missing key concerns?

I see it as both. I think it is very promising because it is a serious world-wide movement, which
is fuelled by larger matters, very much beyond architecture. However, I think that, as a
bandwagon, it's been a bit dubious so far, its focus has been too narrow, and its orientation is too
much with technical matters, not with matters of living structure as it should be. For example:
The most important thing that happens to any building while it's being designed and built, and
then looked after, is that it's constantly adapted to the needs and circumstances that arise.
Traditional environments were incredibly good at this because their process was of a nature that
did it almost without it ever having to be thought about. My personal opinion is that the
profession of architecture had better move in this new direction very rapidly, learn what living
structure IS, and learn to make living structure as a daily matter of course -- otherwise it will be
left behind and it will simply be swept away as the horse-and-buggy was swept away by the
automobile age.



Your "pattern language", based on a fundamental respect for human qualities, has clearly
evolved against the architectural establishment. What are the broader implications of this
approach for the future of the profession?

The establishment is a serious, heavy-duty machine. This machine is now threatened by all kinds
of things. The first thing to recognise is that, if you want to understand which things have more
life and which have less, ask to which extent they communicate with your own soul. Of course,
it can get very hairy; for a corporation to have to admit that such a consideration might be part of
daily work could be terrifying because it's completely at odds with the way in which a modern
corporation is run.

I suppose if there was one bone of contention in the struggle about what architecture really is,
and the peculiar direction that it took in the 20th century, it hinges on the issue of whether there
is such a thing as truth in these matters. Is there such a thing as goodness, adaptation, beauty,
harmony, or comfort created by buildings or is that just a matter of opinion? For most of human
history, it has been clear to people that this is a real question and a substantial one, and it has
been the core of the art of building. But about 1970, something began to happen where architects
believed that they got brownie points for doing things that were strange, different and highly
innovative in some very artificial sense. So the idea was formulated that it is all a matter of
opinion, everybody should do what they like to do, students should be told that they could do
whatever they want.

At the present moment, the architects who get the most attention in the media are the ones who
do the craziest things. This is a very unusual state of affairs; it is as though a mass social
psychosis had occurred. It is unusual for a profession to be able to create such a lamentable
circumstance. What my books attempt to do is go to the roots of this kind of difficulty and lay a
foundation that is solid enough to be able to go forward.

At which institutional level do you think your theories should primarily operate in order to
be realised - practice, education, politics or somewhere else?

Projects! Just by building more and more things in the way in which I have been doing. The
more you build in this way the more the world will take on, gradually, the configuration and the
"process ability" to do it.

Changing the architecture schools is a very tough job. The schools are in a pretty bad way I must
admit. I don't have in mind some sort of magic program to change it because so many teachers
are committed to deconstructivist thinking and post modernism.. I think if administrators
recognize that the essential issue is 'life,', and undertake to commit their schools to the creation
of life, and gradually build new faculties who are committed to this program, know what it
means, and abandon, forever, the silly and impractical adherence to images, then it will happen.
Projects again, are the best thing. If all schools base their programs on real projects, real building
work, and on the daily involvement of students in real building work, that will accomplish a
very great deal, because unreality and fake ideas cannot survive easily under those conditions..
With projects, it's very easy, because all it takes is a willing client and someone - whether you
call it builder, architect, architect-builder or developer - who understands this way of producing
life and does his or her best to do it with their client. This can be effective and practical at every
scale, from the very large project to a very tiny one.
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