0.1 The State of the Art
In Design Methods

Christopher Alexander
(Interviewed by
Max Jacobson)

ﬂac}obson: What do you see design methodology as trying to
o:

Alexander: Interesting question. Obviously the intent is to try
and create well-defined procedures which will enable people to
design better buildings. The odd thing is that in the vast
proportion of the literature people have lost sight completely of
this objective. For instance, the people who are messing around
with computers have obviously become interested in some kind
of toy. They have very definitely lost the motivation for
making better buildings. I feel that a terrific part of it has
become an intellectual game, and it’s largely for that reason that
I’ve disassociated myself from the field. I resigned from the
Board of Editors of the DMG Newsletter because I felt that the
purposes which the magazine represents are not really valuable
and I don’t want to be identified with them. And there is so
little in what is called ‘design methods’ that has anything useful
to say about how to design buildings that I never even read the
literature any more. There’s an amazing gap between the
avowed intent and the actual intent of the field. If the intent of
the field actually had to do with making better buildings and
better cities, I could get interested in it but as it is, 'm not. I no
longer see my own work as part of it at all because I definitely
am concerned with trying to make better buildings. That
remark of Poincaré is very much to the point: ‘Sociologists
study sociological methods; physicists study physics’. The idea
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ethods without doing and studying design

ou can study m
S idea as far as I’m concerned.

is a completely mad

Jacobson: What about the work on developing techniques to

evaluate designs and buildings?

Alexander: I'm very suspicious of that also. I knov.v it’s a
commonly accepted idea in this culture that the critics of
something do not necessarily have to be artists themselves. This
is commonly accepted in music, literature, painting. I don’t
agree with that at all. I think it’s absurd. I don’t thxpk one can
criticize things valuably unless one 1s at least attempting oneself
to make things of whatever sort are being discussed. I find the
critics of architecture not helpful. If a group of people, forming
asubdiscipline with the avowed intent of separating themselves
from the practice of design, attempt to evaluate buildings, they
are not going to shed much useful light on the subject.

Jacobson: What about those techniques being developed which
are specifically intended to aid the act of design, such as
brainstorming?

Alexander: Brainstorming—TI find it incredibly naive and odd
to treat that as a subject of study in itself. I feel that that kind of
self-consciousness about one’s activities actually removes one
from the spirit of the matter. There was a conference which I
was invited to a few months ago where computer graphics was
being discussed as one item, and I was arguing very strongly
against computer graphics simply because of the frame of mind
that you need to be in to create a good building. Are you at
peace with yourself? Are you thinking about smell and touch,
and what happens when people are walking about in a place?
But particularly, are you at peace with yourself? All of that is
completely disturbed by the pretentiousness, insistence, and
complicatedness of computer graphics and all the allied tech-
niques. So that my final objection to that and other types of
methodology is that they actually prevent you from being in
the right state of mind to do the design, quite apart now from
the question of whether they help in a sort of technical sense,
which as I said, I don’t think they do.

Jacobson: How and why has design methodology emerged as a
special interest area?

Alexander: I think there’s 3 good reason and a bad one. The
good reason is that architecture was in a terrible state; is in a
terrible state. A lot of people going through school and in their
early professional years really couldn’t stomach it, were not
willing to do what was accepted, and began looking for



something that seemed like a more reasonable basis than the
really crass fiddling around that some of the architects were
doing. That’s the good reason. The bad reason, I think, is fear.
Plain and simple. It’s associated with a psychological state of
mind in which a person is not willing to do the rather fearsome
thing of creating a design, and backs away from it. I know that
that was partly true in my own case when I was interested in the
subject. And I think it’s becoming more and more true. In other
words, even amongst students who are not interested in design
methods I find that this fear is very visible; this refusal to
commit. The incredible and endless list of excuses as to why we
cannot do a design today. And I think in that sense that ‘design
methods’ is just another one of those excuses but, for some
people, large enough to excuse them for a lifetime.
I have some more to say on the subject of fear. A book that
has just come out called Emerging Methods in Environmental
Design and Planning asked permission to reprint an article
which Barry Poyner and I wrote a number of years ago. I was
also asked to make some drawings to go with this article. I made
the drawings and they were very rough free-hand sketches. I
sent them to the editor, carefully explaining that the roughness
and free-handness was deliberate, the reason being very simple:
namely, the patterns that I was describing are extremely fluid
entities and the free-hand drawing captures the fluidity much
better than a precise machine-like drawing. To my amazement,
in spite of my request, these drawings had been redrawn in a
very unpleasant stiff machine-like way and I looked through
the book and realized that there wasn’t a single free-hand line in
it anywhere. I suspect (I can’t prove it) that the people who
edited the book, or the press who printed it, or a whole series of
people who were associated with the concept of design
methods, found it intolerable, unbearable that there should be
free-hand lines, free-hand drawings, in this very marvellously
pseudo-precise book. I think that’s a very serious criticism of
the whole thing and it implies to me that there’s a state of mind
associated with design methods which is really quite nutty and
freaky, which is actually something to be watched out for. It
may sound trivial. [ don’t think itis. The idea that the discipline
cannot tolerate the idea of a free-hand drawing is a rather
serious indication of the state of mind that prevails among the
people who practise it. One of the most serious difficulties in
the environment today is the machine-like character of build-
ings that are being made. They are alienating and untouched by
human hands. I think it’s a horrible state of affairs. I think it’s
ghastly. I think that people must be able to live in places which
have been made by men. And any discipline which is so uptight
that it can’t even tolerate a drawing which was made by a man is
almost certainly going to be associated with these kinds of
buildings which are not made by men. And I won’t stand for
that.
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b Are there any problems that design methodology
cobson:

e sfully attacked?

has succes
ly are some problems which h:iwe
here are computer programshwhlch
analyse, and in some cases synthesize,

C};m r_fjajnrgenhsiiatlospaceyframes and cable nets. .There hgve
e ineering methods that have helped in the design
always been engineering ! B )
of structures. Those have begome more extensive. I believe that
critical path methods help in scheduling jobs. Ir} short, my
feeling about methodology is that there are certain mund'ane
problems which it has solved—and I mean really 1n<?red1.bly
mundane. The best answer I can give to your question is a
personal answer. The fact is that it has solved very few
problems for me in my design work. Most of the difficulties of
design are not of the computable sort. For two reasons. One is
that in most cases design depends on the depth of the insights
you have, and any investigation that you want to undertake
preliminary to the design has to do with trying to deepen your
insights. For instance, in the case of designing a building’s
lobby, it may very well be that we have a rule of thumb which
tells us how big the lobby should be. But the issue at stake is the
difference between good lobbies and bad lobbies, and it’s quite
unlikely that that’s going to hinge in any critical way on a very
precise determination of the size.

A rather rough determination of the size will usually be quite
all right. The difference between a really good lobby and really
bad lobby will hinge on much subtler questions which most of
us don’t know. In so far as we want to study things before or
during the design, we want to study what it is that makes a
lobby good and that’s a problem of insight which is not
particularly to be helped by methods. I mean again, of course,
when you are studying that you do little experiments, you do
all kinds of things to try and help yourself sharpen your own
insight. You don’t rely on methods in any mechanical sense.
The other thing that’s going on in design apart from deepening
one’s insight is the actual fusion of insights to create form. And
I do not think this is a particularly mysterious process. What I
mean by that is that it’s not mystical, it is not beyond
discussion. But when you are fusing your insights to create
form you’re operating in a realm which is so far from the
numerical realm, that no method that exists now sheds any
useful light on the sort of morphological difficulties you’re
having while you try to do that.

Alexander: There obvious
been solved. For instance, t

Jacobson: In what areas should future work centre in design

methodology?

Alexander: I think I just have to be consistent here. I would say
forget it, forget the whole thing. Period. Until those people
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buﬂd?lc;n';e 0 );) says i }}e i1s actively trying to make better
% 8S may be interesting, and I would let that activity itself
efine the question of what needs to be done because I think
once these people get themselves engaged in that activity their

notions of what needs to be done wi]l change. And the activi
itself will lead them to where they ought %o.gofl gk i

ything

].acobson: Would it be useful to discover the kinds of difficul-
ties that designers encounter in acts of real design?

A'lexand.er: Well, my own view about that is that these kinds of
difficulties have to do with the freedom of the spiritand I really
cannot believe that any methodology is going to help that. I do
think it’s a very serious issue. For instance, we have recently
been designing a California Mental Health Center, designing
the building on the site with the client. One of the architects
associated with us, a practising professional, comes to the site,
says he cannot do this—he can only work at the drawing board.
Now the fact that he is not free enough in himself to be able,
actually to have the nerve to conceive the building right then
and there, out on the site with the rest of us, is a difficulty of his.
Obviously there are a great many things he could be helped
by—but design methodology is not one of them.

Jacobson: Maybe design methodology can identify what kinds
of knowledge the designer is lacking at any point. It’s not clear
for example, what kind of information he lacks.

Alexander: That’s right. It obviously is possible to create all
kinds of information which would be helpful to people doing
design. I think that the patterns that we have developed are very
helpful to people doing design and I think there are many other
kinds of things which also are helpful. What I shrink from, and
in fact reject, is the concept of methodology which I find to be'a
very barren and intimidating concept. Something that is
relatively sensible becomes extremely absurd vErhen you call it
methodology. Here is an example. Murray Silverstein and I
have been designing a building. At Murray’s suggestion, we
have been going to an open piece of grognd ?nd putting ?vqod
stakes in the ground to indicate the organization of the bt'uldmg
as we create it, then moving the stakes around anfi getting the
feel of it all. We were talking about this with a friend and she
jokingly said, ‘Why don’t you write an article on the vyooden
stake methodology, namely, you get yourself some pieces of
firewood, you wait for a foggy day, you go out to an old dﬁeld
and you start putting stakes in the ground’. Apd she said we
should write this up and send it in to Emerging Methods in
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ning and submit it as an article.
because it is ludicrous to call it

Environmental Design and Plan

h. Itis funny e :
\Wet }l:gj ;liog;d f:g yetas faras method goes, itis a very serious
me :

i normously important role in helping
metholfev:hllai}tltfrlalzlsxi?gi;g. When ?ou call it methodglogy it
E:c?;es utterly idiotic and nothing but funny. And in fact;
feel that the whole idea of metho.dology is one step removg
from what is real. Anything that is actt'lally real is §corned y
ple who claim to be methodologists. Anything that is

eo : s
P y is accepted precisely because it is so

legitimate methodolog
remote from everyday flesh and blood.

Jacobson: What work are you familiar with that would indicate
important future directions? Who else is doing interesting
things? What about this whole new thing of getting the users

involved?

Alexander: Here’s a good example of what I was just talking
about. I believe passionately in the idea that people should
design buildings for themselves. In other words, not only that
they should be involved in the buildings that are for them but
that they should actually help design them. I also believe
passionately in the importance of information. But the moment
these two ideas are brought under the rubric of methodology, I
start laughing or crying. It just is nonsense. Why call it
methodology? Why be so pretentious? Why does one have to
call the simple idea of getting people to design their own
buildings—why does that have to be known as a methodology?
What’s the matter with the people who are calling it that?

Jacobson: I think it becomes a methodology when you make
them the actual designers in effect. That is, when you
completely step out of the picture and you simply base all
decisions on the results of what they’ve said. In other words
when you don’t become responsible for it then it clearly is a
methodology.

Alexander: But why do you want to call it a methodology?
Why not just call it something to do. It’s the pretentiousness of
the whole thing that annoys me so much. You see this is the
point:if you callit ‘It’s A Good Idea to Do’, I like it very much;
if you callita ‘Method’, I like it but I’m beginning to get turned
off; if you call it a ‘Methodology’, I just don’t want to talk

about it.

Jacobson: If this is how you feel about design methods, how do
you view your earlier book, Notes on the Synthesis of Form, and
what was your intent then? It is clear that you are viewed as a
major theorist in design methods. What is your feeling aboup

that?
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hg. at I wanted to be able to do was to create buildings with
the same kind of beauty that traditional architecture had. So I
began to find out what to do, This really meant going to the
roots.of form. To that extent, even the simple emphasis on
function, a‘nd requirements, in Notes, was, for me, merely a
way of getting at beauty—a way of getting at the foundations of
a well-made, beautiful thing. And the so-called ‘method’ of
that book was, in the same way, simply a process which seemed
to me to go to the heart of what had to be going on in a beautiful

building.

Jacobson: If this was your intent, why did you present it so
clearly and sharply as a ‘method’?

Alexander: As you know, I studied mathematics for a long

time. What I learned, among other things, was that if you want

to specify something precisely, the only way to specify it and be

sure that you aren’t kidding yourself is to specify a clearly

defined step-by-step process which anyone can carry out, for

constructing the thing you are trying to specify. In short, if you
really understand what a fine piece of architecture is—really,
thoroughly understand it—you will be able to specify a
step-by-step process which will always lead to the creation of
such a thing. Anything short of that means that you don’t really
understand what is going on. So, for me, the definition of a
process, or a method, was just a way of being precise, a way of
being sure I wasn’t just waffling.

Jacobson: But you did actually use it, didn’t you? At wha}t
point did you discover that it wasn’t necessary to go mechani-
cally through all of the interactions, and then to use the
computer programs to get sub-systems, and so on?

Alexander: Well, during my experience in India, designing the
Indian village, and then again during the design of the San
Francisco rapid transit stations, I began to see that we copld go
straight to the diagrams for subsystems of forces, w1.th0ut
going through the earlier steps of the procedure——a;md in my
later work I began to call these diagrams ‘patterns. But this
discovery, in itself, is not essential. That isn’t what [ want to
ralk about because there is a danger that people will once again
think that what is at stake here is a ‘method’—except that it 1s






