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ANTH 458     /      ARCH 509 
Instructor:  William Thomson 

	
Course	Description	

§ Who does architecture serve to empower and disempower? � 

§ What do anthropology and ethnography have to offer architecture and design? � 

§ How much should designers know about a given context to responsibly intervene? � 

§ To what degree are architects and designers responsible for systems of production? � 

§ What are the duties of designers to both users and to “non-users” of design? ��
 

Designs are both outcomes and agents of power. Planned spaces, the built environment, and designed 
technologies structure domination. They also serve as powerful tools for resisting and addressing 
inequalities. This course is created for students of anthropology and architecture, to work and learn 
together to develop a vocabulary to describe power in its many forms. Readings and coursework will 
draw on cross-disciplinary cases, ethnographies, theories on space, labor, and power, and will also 
include screenings and in-class discussions. Through short student ethnographic projects of 
research/design, students will engage with the problems that arise in projects that take culture and 
society not simply as the background context for design or analysis, but as targets of positive 
intervention. �By combining approaches from anthropology and architecture, we will examine the 
space that opens through interdisciplinary collaboration. In recent years, design’s scope has expanded 
to include interaction, culture, and social systems. Anthropology too has become increasingly 
interested in space, planning, and designed intention as objects for ethnographic analysis. While design 
and anthropology find new points of convergence, new frictions between their methods and 
motivations have also emerged. We will explore the differences between anthropology’s approaches 
from those implemented in design thinking and architectural research. Can criticality and creativity be 
brought together? Where do anthropologists fit in a design practice? How does anthropology 
contribute to a curriculum for designers? As some of the longstanding disciplinary boundaries shift and 
erode, this seminar experiments with productive interchange beyond merely borrowing topics and 
poaching methods to take back as spoils to the disciplinary citadels. �A typical course in design 
anthropology aims to train designers and architects in methods of ethnography to use as tool in design 
practices. The form of ethnography that often results is one that engages consumer behavior, buying 
habits, to identify customer “needs” and entrepreneurial opportunities, motivations that are 
unrecognizable from the disciplinary perspective of anthropology. Meanwhile, anthropological 
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literature itself has little vocabulary to engage design’s future-oriented practices of intervention. In 
bringing together design and anthropology, the risk is creating an interdisciplinary space that is simply 
the lowest common denominator of the two disciplines. By examining the subject of power in design 
through ethnography, the course aims to teach qualitative research skills for use in design in a way that 
engages both scholarly approaches in full through a critical social perspective. � 

ASSIGNMENTS / PROJECTS 

Written Reading Responses (2) 

For each, write 2-3 paragraphs of how you understand a week’s readings in light of the central questions 
in the course about the relations of power with design practices in the making of anthropology and 
architecture. Reflect on how these broad issues apply to your own projects of research and design--
past, present or future. Please post your responses to the Canvas system by the Sunday night before 
the week you choose. Choose one week in the first half of the course and one in the second.  

BROADSIDES (2) 

Introduction: As the printed precursors of posters, broadsides were originally heavily text based means 
of political communication, incorporating both a visual vocabulary of font and graphic design elements. 
The broadside form stresses the visual nature of words, and it often incorporates images, textures, 
shapes and other aspects that are usually transparent or disavowed in the publishing of a book. As a 
contemporary literary form of publication, broadsides further attention to the materiality of words and 
printing to either heighten, emphasize, or otherwise interpret or even contradict the textual content 
they convey.  

Assignment: Choose an excerpt that you find particularly useful, telling, or interesting from two week’s 
readings. Design a broadside-style presentation of that text, to materializes the text in a style that 
engages or expresses the content you chose. Projects can be purely digital or physical.  

In addition, write a one or two paragraph statement that very briefly describes your design decisions: 
how your design approach interacts with the content of the passage, and why you chose that quotation 
to highlight. 

AUDIO PRESENTATIONS (1) 

1) Produce a five-minute recording that incorporates edited pieces of two interviews conducted as 
research towards your final project. One interview should be a conversation about theory or 
concepts of design. One should be a discussion about practice and the everyday context of 
action. 

FINAL PROJECT: 

For the final class project, each student will design and execute a short project to apply ethnographic 
research methods to questions of design. The research should involve engaging in participant 
observation, taking field-notes, and conducting interviews. A separate handout will describe this 
project in greater detail.  
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Class	Readings	and	Topics	

WEEK 1: 

Wednesday, Jan 4:  First Day of Classes: 

Introductions 

WEEK 2: Vocabularies of Design, Ethnography, Fieldwork 

Mon – Jan 9 

§ Goffman, Erving, and Lyn H. Lofland. 1989. “On Fieldwork.” Journal of Contemporary 
Ethnography 18 (2): 123. 

§ “Thick Description” from: Geertz, C. 1973. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. Basic 
Books.  

§ Hunt, Jamer. 2011. “Prototyping the Social: Temporality and Speculative Futures at the 
Intersection of Design and Culture.” In Design Anthropology, 33–44. Springer.  

§ Dovey, Kim. 2014. Framing Places: Mediating Power in Built Form. Routledge. (Chapters 1 and 2. 
Pp 9-28) 

§ Design and Temporality: Cultural Anthropology. Correspondences. (Short online entries) 

• Shearer,	Samuel.	"Correspondences:	Design	and	Temporality."	Correspondences,	
Cultural	Anthropology	website,	June	2,	2016.	https://culanth.org/fieldsights/883-
correspondences-design-and-temporality	

• Bissell,	William	Cunningham.	"Design	and	Temporality:	Provocation."	
Correspondences,	Cultural	Anthropology	website,	June	6,	2016.	
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/886-design-and-temporality-provocation	

• Hassoun,	Amelia.	"Design	and	Temporality:	Translation."	Correspondences,	Cultural	
Anthropology	website,	June	13,	2016.	https://culanth.org/fieldsights/891-design-
and-temporality-translation	

• Luvaas,	Brent.	"Design	and	Temporality:	Deviation."	Correspondences,	Cultural	
Anthropology	website,	June	20,	2016.	https://culanth.org/fieldsights/893-design-
and-temporality-deviation	

• Murphy,	Keith	M.	"Design	and	Temporality:	Reaction."	Correspondences,	Cultural	
Anthropology	website,	July	23,	2016.	https://culanth.org/fieldsights/930-design-
and-temporality-reaction	

Wednesday  - January 11: The Materiality of Media – Genre and Form in Podcasts and Broadsides 

(On	Broadsides)		

Text:		

§ Sullivan, James. 1991. “Real Cool Pages: The Broadside Press Broadside Series.” Contemporary 
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Literature 32 (4): 552–572. 

Other	Online	Sources:		

§ http://www.designhistory.org/Poster_pages/Braodsides.html	

§ http://www.designhistory.org/Poster_pages/PublicPosters.html	

(On	Podcasts)	

§ Durrani, Mariam, Kevin Gotkin, and Corrina Laughlin. 2015. “Serial, Seriality, and the Possibilities 
for the Podcast Format.” American Anthropologist 117 (3): 1–4. 

Audio:	 	

§ Invisibilia (NPR Podcast) “The Power Of Categories” 
http://www.npr.org/programs/invisibilia/384065938/the-power-of-categories 

§ Anthropology Now Podcast: Podcast S01E01: Sneaking Across the Israeli Palestinian Border - 
Conversation with Avram Bornstein: 
https://archive.org/details/AudibleAnthroAnthronow.comInterviewWithAvramBornstein	

WEEK 3: Space and State Planning  

[Monday, Jan 16  -- NO CLASS MLK DAY] 

Wednesday, Jan 18: States, Space, and Populations 

Excerpts of: 

§ Scott, James C. 1999. Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed. Yale University Press. 

§ Jacobs, Jane. 1992. The Death and Life of Great American Cities. 

§ Berman, Marshall. 1983. All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity. Verso. Part 

§ Chapter 1: “Robert Moses: The Expressway World,” 287-312. 

§  Kruger, Barbara. 1994. Remote Control: Power, Cultures, and the World of Appearances. MIT 
Press. 

WEEK 4: Power in Space, Scale, and Style 

Monday, Jan 23: Facts on the Ground – Imposing Structures: 

§ Weizman, Eyal. 2012. Hollow Land: Israel’s Architecture of Occupation. Verso Books.  

§ Lefebvre, Henri. 2003. “Space and the State.” State/Space: A Reader, 84–100. 
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§ Holston, J. 1989. The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasilia. University of Chicago 
Press. 

Wednesday, Jan 25: Messages of Style and Scale  

§ Smith, N. 1992. “Contours of a Spatialized Politics: Homeless Vehicles and the Production of 
Geographical Scale.” Social Text, 55–81. 

§ Wilson, Chris. 1997. The Myth of Santa Fe: Creating a Modern Regional Tradition. UNM Press. 

§ Villa, Raúl. 2000. Barrio-Logos: Space and Place in Urban Chicano Literature and Culture. 
University of Texas Press. 

WEEK 5: Boundaries Between Architecture and Non-Architecture 

Monday, Jan 30: Use – and Abuse  

EXAMPLE: Freddy Mamani, Architect, Bolivia --: A case Study of Architecture in and from the Margins. 

§ Suchman, Lucy. 2011. “Anthropological Relocations and the Limits of Design.” Annual Review of 
Anthropology 40: 1–18. 

§ Productions, Speculative. 2016. “The Emancipatory Power of the Imaginary.” Aztlán: A Journal of 
Chicano Studies 41 (1): 155–70. 

§ Lefebvre, Henri. 1992. The Production of Space. Wiley-Blackwell. (excerpts) 

§ Certeau, Michel de, and S. Rendall. 1984. The Practice of Everyday Life. University of California 
Press. (excerpts) 

Wednesday, Feb 1: The Social Modes of Making Art and Architecture 

§ Davis, Howard. 2006. The Culture of Building. Oxford University Press. 

§ Becker, Howard Saul. 1984. Art Worlds. University of California Press. 

§ Massey, Doreen, David Wield, and others. 2003. High-Tech Fantasies: Science Parks in Society, 
Science and Space. Routledge.[GEORGE] 

§ Spivak, G. C. 1988. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 271–
313. 

 

WEEK 6: Architecture, Authorship, and Attribution – Questions of Design and Labor  

Monday, Feb 6: Authorship and Design Power: 

§ Stallybrass, P., and A. White. 1986. The Politics and Poetics of Transgression. Taylor & Francis. 
Chapter: “The City: The Sewer, the Gaze and the Contaminating Touch.” The Politics and Poetics 
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of Transgression. Also: “Pigs, Authorship” 

§ Alexander, Christopher. 2012. The Battle for the Life and Beauty of the Earth: A Struggle Between 
Two World-Systems. OUP USA. 

Other Reference:  

§ Massey, Doreen B. 1995. Spatial Divisions of Labor: Social Structures and the Geography of 
Production. Psychology Press.  

§ Arendt, Hannah. 1998. “The Human Condition. 1958.” Chicago: U of Chicago P. 

§ Case: Zaha Hadid 

§ Text: AIA Ethics Statement  

§ Case: Zaha Hadid 

§ Text: AIA Ethics Statement  

Wednesday, Feb 8: Design as Labor : 

§ Irani, Lilly C., and M. Six Silberman. 2016. “Stories We Tell About Labor: Turkopticon and the 
Trouble with ‘Design.’” 

§ Deamer, Peggy, and Phillip Bernstein. 2010. Building (in) the Future: Recasting Labor in 
Architecture. New Haven; New York: Yale School of Architecture ; Princeton Architectural Press. 

§ Massey, Doreen B. 1995. Spatial Divisions of Labor: Social Structures and the Geography of 
Production. Psychology Press.  

§ Arendt, Hannah. 1998. “The Human Condition. 1958.” Chicago: U of Chicago P. 

WEEK 7: Approaches to Ethnography of Architecture and Design 

Monday, Feb 13: 

§ Latour, Bruno. 2005. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford 
University Press, USA. 

§ Yaneva, Albena. 2009. Made by the Office for Metropolitan Architecture: An Ethnography of 
Design. 010 Publishers. 

§ Law, John. 2004. After Method : Mess in Social Science Research. Florence, KY, USA: Routledge.  

§ Thomson, William “Some  Problems of Participating in a Network” 

Wednesday, Feb 15 – 

§ Gell, Alfred. 1998. Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford University Press, USA. 
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§ Gell, Alfred. 1996. “Vogel’s Net Traps as Artworks and Artworks as Traps.” Journal of Material 
Culture 1 (1): 15–38.  

WEEK 8: Spaces of Liberation and Sites of Possibility 

Monday, Feb 20: Possibilities of Design 

§ Turner, John FC, and Robert Fichter. 1972. Freedom to Build: Dweller Control of the Housing 
Process. Macmillan. 

§ Morris, William. 1902. Architecture, Industry & Wealth: Collected Papers. Longmans, Green, and 
Company. 

§ Productions, Speculative. 2016. “The Emancipatory Power of the Imaginary.” Aztlán: A Journal of 
Chicano Studies 41 (1): 155–70. 

Wednesday, Feb 22: Project Presentations – (RE-SCHEDULE?) 

[Initial presentation and in-class discussion of the progress on course design-ethnography projects]  

[SPRING BREAK: FEB 25- MARCH 5] 

WEEK 9: Power of Definitions –  Design and the Social Reproduction of Identity 

Monday, March 6: Materializing Identity 

§ Delany, Samuel R. 2001. Times Square Red, Times Square Blue. NYU Press. 

§ Jackson, John Brinckerhoff. 1970. “Other-Directed Houses.” Landscapes: Selected Writings of JB 
Jackson, 55–72. 

§ Massey, Doreen. 1992. “Politics and Space/Time.” New Left Review, no. 196: 65. 

§ Bondi, Liz. 1993. “Locating Identity Politics.” Place and the Politics of Identity, 84–101. 

§ Halperin, David M. 2012. How to Be Gay. Harvard University Press. Section on Irony, Kitsch and 
Camp 

Wed March 8: Complicating Theories of Power: Force, Control, Violence, and Non-Violence 

§ Foucault, Michel. 1977. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Vintage. (excerpts) 

§ Foucault, Michel. 1982. “The Subject and Power.” Critical Inquiry 8 (4): 777–795. 

§ Nixon, Rob. 2011. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press. (Introduction) 
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WEEK 10: Design Thinking and the Limits of the Design Fix 

Monday, March 20: Methodologies of Design Research and Ethnographies of Design: 

Kevin Obrien,  

+TBD on Design Thinking, Architectural Research 

Wednesday, March 22 – Anthropological Critiques of Development, Aid 

§ Molotch, Harvey Luskin. 1980. The City as a Growth Machine: Toward a Political Economy of 
Place : A Summary of a Paper and Presentation. Institute for Policy Studies, Portland State 
University. 

§ Tolstoy, Leo. 1904. What Shall We Do Then?: On the Moscow Census ; Collected Articles. Estes. 

WEEK 11: Futures of Design -  

Monday, March 27: Futures of Architectural Design and Building Labor: Automation, Robot Workers 

§ Mumford, Lewis. 1971. “Myth of the Machine: Technics and Human Development.” 

§ Loos, Adolf, and Adolf Opel. 1998. Ornament and Crime: Selected Essays. Ariadne Press Riverside, 
CA. 

§ Braverman, Harry. 1998. Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth 
Century. NYU Press. 

§ Wilson, William Julius. 1996. “When Work Disappears.” Political Science Quarterly 111 (4): 567–
595. 

§ Stacey, Jackie, and Lucy Suchman. 2012. “Animation and Automation–The Liveliness and Labours 
of Bodies and Machines.” Body & Society 18 (1): 1–46. 

WEEK 12: Projects – Presentations and Project Discussions 

Monday, April 3  

Wednesday, April 5 

WEEK 13: Projects – Presentations and Project Discussions 

Monday, April 10 
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Design	&	Power	–	Assignments		

Broadsides:	

The	purpose	of	this	assignment	is	to	engage	with	texts	through	design	through	the	genre	of	
the	Broadside,	which	we	read	about	during	the	first	week	of	class.		
	
Deadline	Dates:	In	total,	each	student	will	produce	two	broadside	designs,	one	in	the	first	
half	of	the	class,	one	from	readings	in	the	second.	The	first	will	be	due	by	the	last	day	of	
class	before	Spring	Break,	Feb.	22.		The	second	broadside	assignment	will	be	due	by	March	
29	(before	the	presentations	of	final	projects).			
	
Introduction:	As	the	printed	precursors	of	posters,	broadsides	were	originally	heavily	text	
based	means	of	political	communication,	incorporating	textual	content	together	with	
aesthetic	and	design	expression	through	typeface,	texture,	and	graphic	elements.	As	a	
contemporary	literary	form	of	publication,	broadsides	further	attention	to	the	materiality	of	
words	and	printing	to	either	heighten,	emphasize,	or	otherwise	interpret	or	even	contradict	
the	textual	content	they	convey.	Broadsides	call	attention	to	the	materiality	and	visuality	of	
words,	while	at	the	same	time	allowing	for	a	complex	interplay	between	with	text	and	
image,	meaning	and	aesthetic.	Broadsides	often	juxtapose	words	with	graphic	elements	by	
using	pictures,	textures,	colors,	shapes	to	comment,	deepen,	and	interpret	the	textual	
content	of	a	poem	or	passage.	They	stress	the	material	nature	of	publishing,	an	aspect	of	
printing	that	is	often	made	transparent	or	disavowed	in	publishing	of	a	book.		
	
Assignment:	Select	an	excerpt	from	the	reading	that	you	find	useful,	telling,	or	interesting.	
Design	a	presentation	of	that	text	in	the	genre	of	the	broadside.	You	may	submit	a	digital	
file	or	physical	example,	depending	on	the	medium	that	you	choose.	
Additionally,	write	a	design	statement	of	one	to	two	paragraphs	that	describes	your	
decisions	and	their	relation	to	the	text	you	choose.	Describe	the	passage	in	relation	to	the	
larger	essay	or	monograph	from	which	it	came,	along	with	a	justification	of	why	you	find	it	a	
salient	passage	to	excerpt.	Then	describe	and	justify	the	design	decisions.	How	does	your	
broadside	design	interact	with	the	content	of	the	passage.		
	
*	NOTE:	For	the	broadside	assignment,	you	may	use	selections	from	past	readings	we	have	
already	covered	in	class.		
	

Reading	Responses	–		

Written	Responses-	Each	student	will	write	two	reading	responses	of	2-3	paragraphs	each,	
one	from	the	first	half	of	the	course,	and	another	from	the	second	half	(after	Spring	Break).		
	
For	each,	write	2-3	paragraphs	of	how	you	understand	a	week’s	readings	considering	the	
central	questions	in	the	course	about	the	relations	of	power	with	design	practices	in	the	
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making	of	anthropology	and	architecture.	Reflect	on	how	these	broad	issues	apply	to	your	
own	projects	of	research	and	design--past,	present	or	future.		
	
Due/	Deadline	:	Responses	from	the	first	half	of	the	semester	will	be	due	by	the	final	day	of	
Spring	Break	(March	5).	The	last	one	will	be	due	by	the	final	day	of	classes	before	the	final	
presentations.	However,	please	endeavor	to	complete	these	throughout	the	semester	so	as	
to	avoid	rushing	to	finish	along	with	other	coursework.		

Recorded	Audio	/	Podcast-style	Presentation		

Produce	a	five-minute	recording	that	incorporates	edited	pieces	of	two	interviews	
conducted	as	research	towards	your	final	project.	One	interview	should	be	a	conversation	
about	theory	or	concepts	of	design.	One	should	be	a	discussion	about	practice	and	the	
everyday	context	of	action.	

Final	Ethnographic	Project	on	Design	and	Power:		

Formal	Project	Proposal	-	due	first	week	after	Spring	Break.	Written:		
Length:	3-4	pages,	breakdown,	roughly	as	follows:		
	

• 1/3	–	A	description	of	the	specific	problem	or	issue	that	you	are	addressing.	
• 1/3	–	A	discussion	of	methods	proposed.	Describe,	with	citations	of	reading,	how	

the	project	is	“ethnographic,”	as	well	as	how	it	interfaces	with	a	question	about	
design.	

• 1/3—Discuss	what	elements	or	questions	of	Power	are	raised	in	this.	How	do	
you	theorize	power	in	design	and	ethnography.	Cite	readings	from	the	course.		

	



Final Ethnographic Research Projects:  
The final project will have two components. One will be an ethnographic essay of 7-12 
pages, which will  that includes analysis from fieldwork and interviews. [Format: double 
spaced, normal margins, 12 point font, in DOC file]. 

Written Ethnographic Analysis 

The paper element of the final assignment consists of an ethnographic description of 
your fieldwork, including a description of the site, your methods, and a section relating 
your observations to at least THREE texts from course readings.  

As a guideline, the papers should include roughly this ratio of material, though feel free 
to structure your papers as you feel most appropriate.  

1-2 Pages introducing the site and research questions: 

- What is the overarching theme to the research? 

- What site did you chose, and how does it help you gain a perspective or explain 
this larger theme? 

2-4 pages of observational description. Drawing from your field notes, describe your 
observations as well as your engagement through research in the field.  

3-4 Pages exploring the readings of the course. Each of these three discussions should 
at minimum consist of 1-2 paragraphs explaining the arguments of the text. Please 
note, the purpose is to explain and teach the text to readers in your own words. This 
means that the text should not include large block quotes, but consist mostly of your 
own paraphrase and summary of the arguments (this serves, pedagogically to 
demonstrate comprehension, but more importantly in academic writing demonstrates 
what an author sees as particularly valuable and reflects authors’ individual 
interpretations of the importance of these secondary texts that find of use in analyzing 
their own field research) 

1-2 Pages of concluding reflections. These may be a summary of what you found and 
how it changed your research questions and assumptions. It may also include a 
discussion of what your research suggests in terms of new avenues of further work and 
imagining new questions that could be pursued in continued research on this topic.  

Design Presentation Multi-Media Component: 

The second component will be a presentation of the themes and conclusions through 
different design media. 

This may involve a graphic depiction of data, a poster presentation, or audio, as in a 
podcast style production (including the format that the original syllabus assignment had 
called for). It may also take the form of another designed object, curated collection, or 
construction that directly addresses your site and research. 

In conceiving of the design/media component, please note that the presentation should 
not simply depict the topic or theme of the research (as in a general overall condition or 
question), but should instead directly draw on the engagement with the site and social 
interaction of observation and participation through ethnographic research. In other 



words, the non-text media should involve aspects of the research encounter that are 
specific and could only have been realized through methods of face-to face encounter 
with the site and people of your field site. 

 With this presentation, please also include 2-4 paragraphs to serve as a design 
statement or explanation of the material to help interpret or frame it. This statement 
should include: 

1) A short discussion of how it was made: what sources does it draws from? How did 
you come to chose this presentation style or format? 

2) A description of how the materials are related to the execution of your ethnographic 
research. How do they represent a product of your own social engagement in the 
research site? 

DUE DATE:  
 

Both the paper and the final project will be due on the final exam day. Our exam period 
is scheduled for April 25, from 1:30-3:30. During this we will meet for presentations of 
the class work. Format, place to be determined. 

		


