Design Criteria________________________________________________________


We have finally arrived at the stipulated purpose and contextual heart of this Context Paper – outlining the design criteria that will influence and inform a proposed

Graduate Design Project in the Whole Systems Design Individualized Master’s Degree Program at Antioch University Seattle. This section is the culmination of all that has been exhibited up till now. Each of the previous sections was designed to provide substantive justification for the choices made here, gradually and sequentially guiding the reader to the position of being able to accept these criteria as the logical and reasonable consummation of this story as it has unfolded.

The design criteria define the standard upon which the GDP will be evaluated and prescribe the essence of what I want to bring forth. Without establishing initial criteria, there is no way to judge whether an implemented design has actually produced or contributed to the desired results. Whole Systems Design, from one perspective, is a proactive exercise in consciously, skillfully creating a fertile context in which the desired results can manifest themselves. Likewise, Village Designers are like midwives – gently attending to and overseeing the details of the birth of a living form that already wants to come into being of its own accord. City Planners, in contrast, are more like technicians or engineers, manipulating the interchangeable parts and specifications of a well-oiled machine so that it continues to operate without breakdown.


Since I have already affirmed that I consider my education to be synonomous with my life’s work, I wish this GDP to be an educational experience in which I can practice actualizing this same life’s work. Since I have already exclaimed that my deepest aspirations are to positively, constructively contribute to the spiritual regeneration of humanity and the healing of the Mother Goddess Gaia, I wish to have my life’s work attest to these deepest aspirations. Since I have already articulated a vision of the ideal ecovillage as the logical context from which this new humanity and healed Earth will be birthed, I wish this GDP to be centered upon an Ecovillage Design that can assist this emergence. Since I have already asserted that any new Ecovillage Design project must, of necessity, be also a shared learning experience, I wish this GDP to be an expression of, more specifically, Ecovillage Design education. Since I have explained my reasons for incorporating the title “Ecovillage Design” as a component of the more-encompassing title “Fundamentals of Village Design,” I propose, finally, that my GDP be an organized educational presentation of this same title.


There, that’s my wish list. Is it attainable? Sure it is! I can effectively achieve all these goals, in fractalized form at least, by giving an educational tour of my beautiful Permaculture Demonstration Site or conducting a workshop at my thriving, semi-urban community home-plot. (It really is all a matter of scale and the emergent possibilities opening at ever more-inclusive scales.) But since I have been in school for so long, and have not often been tempered by practical constraints, and have grown accustomed to Utopian imaginings, I am hoping for something a little bit more, maybe even something extra-ordinary. What follows then are the proposed initial design criteria for a more elaborate educational presentation of this subject I have chosen to call “Fundamentals of Village Design.”
 Since I believe this subject could easily accommodate (or will eventually accommodate) an entire degree, B.A. or M.A., throughout the enumeration of the design criteria below I will substitute the specific Antioch term “Graduate Design Project” with the more future-oriented, possibility-pregnant yet generic term “program.”

Statement of Purpose: “Fundamentals of Village Design” is an holistic, organically-derived, ekistic-based, systems-oriented, inter- and multi-disciplinary body of knowing intended to provide a firm epistemological base from which to begin conceiving, designing, and implementing truly sustainable human settlements for the 21st century. The underlying proposition is that in order to be truly sustainable, i.e. continued into the indefinite future, human settlements must be organized at village-scale, with all that implies. The offering of “Fundamentals of Village Design” as an organized educational experience will be designed in such a way so as to introduce to participants this proposition and to present successively the material that could lead them to the same conclusion.

The Criteria:_____________________________________________________________
1) The program will be necessarily grounded in Permaculture; Permaculture is the foundation. Ideally, each participant will be a PDC graduate so that the program can be presented as a form of Advanced Permaculture Design. Fundamental permaculture design principles will be reviewed and interwoven throughout the presentation as a common language. The last chapter of the Permaculture Designer’s Manual, entitled “Strategies for an Alternative Nation,” in which the concept of a Village Design within a bioregional organization is given as the obvious basis for a sustainable culture, will be scrutinized in some detail.

2) The program will be a detailed exploration of the fundamental premise “in order to be sustainable, human systems must be modeled upon natural systems.” This premise will be further expanded by stating “in order to be sustainable, human settlements (or human habitation systems) must be modeled upon natural living systems.” This gives an opening for an extensive discussion of Living Systems Theory, especially as it can be applied to an ekistic analysis. The concept of Living Systems Theory and the idiomatic languaging involved will be interwoven throughout each and every level of the program organization and presentation, to the point that the program itself will be designed to be a Living System.

3) The program will be designed to be an elaboration and refinement upon the GEN sponsored Village Design courses I attended as a participant; that is, I want the program to be firmly rooted in the exploratory conceptual initiative that began defining this whole momentum some six years ago now. In that sense, the program is not appearing ‘out of the blue,’ an arbitrary isolated event, but is instead aligned with the inceptive intentions of the greater global permutation. Additionally, the program will be designed to align with or supplement the emerging “Living and Learning Centers” ecovillage educational vision being formulated by GEN. Maybe the implementation of this program could ultimately be practice for GEN’s emerging “Gaia University?” Now that is a project I could enthusiastically resonate with.

4) The preliminary stages of the program will be devoted to articulating and providing a firm epistemological base from which to begin the actual conceptualizing and designing of ecological villages. This means a broad, comprehensive, multi-disciplinary overview of fundamental principles, in true ekistic fashion, drawing from the applied understanding to be gained from a selective investigation of the fields of Biology, Ecology, Human Ecology, Cultural Anthropology, Economics, Human Geography, Psychology, Sociology, Urban Planning, and Systems Thinking. Pertinent information from these fields will be synthesized and synergized into a useful, coherent, theoretical body of knowledge applicable specifically to envisioning the most optimal patterns, processes, and structures needing to be designed into truly sustainable human settlements.

5) It will be advantageous to examine prior settlements patterns that were effective in their times, i.e. those that were able to successfully blend advanced, refined culture with long-term ecological viability. In this way, the primordial wisdom of the past will be used as modeling for the present. Additionally, it will be essential to explore the upsurge of contemporary design alternatives, including: ecovillages, ecocities, ecohamlets, ecoaldeas, cohousing, intentional communities, and the illusion of ‘independence on 5-acres,’ etc. These modern innovative initiatives will be analyzed and evaluated systemically, in turn, and conclusions will be drawn as to their capability for being organically integrated into larger natural meta-systems, their capability for being divided meaningfully into smaller, functional, integrated sub-systems, as well as their capability for blending advanced, refined culture with long-term ecological viability. 

6) The program must be physically located at or have access to a place where real ecological design work can be administered and practiced, so that theory and practical application can be integrated into a holistic learning experience. It is tempting to want to imagine the design work taking place in virgin territory, where the proto-typical village of 5000 could be laid out all at once, from scratch. I believe this is undesirable, however, because there is already too much human encroachment on natural ecosystems. From that perspective, the most useful and practical design work may in fact be retrofitting an existing urban or suburban pattern to embody a full-featured, ecologically integrated village of up to 5000, with all that implies. The next best choice would be to actively participate in the design work of a newly establishing ‘ecovillage,’ so that the principles being promulgated in the program could be applied at the inceptive stages of a real project. In the absence of either of these options, the program could conceivably be focused on any ecological design or intentional community design initiative, but in these latter cases well below the targeted 5000 theoretical ekistic optimum, it must be explained that the design work is taking place on a scaled-down fractal, a divisible component of the whole, an organic unity that fits together holistically-systemically into a greater living entity. 

7) This practical design component of the course will be presented as constitutionally process-oriented, meaning that how the design is arrived at will be given a higher evaluational priority than the actual tangible design work accomplished. In order to achieve this, a Group Design Process will be instituted. The Group Design Process is intended to bring to the fore the latent potential of the ‘group mind,’ where individual prowess and assertive leadership are de-emphasized so that each member of the design team, both the outspoken and the reticent, has an opportunity for an equal level of participation. The particular technique I will be practicing is widely used in Japanese corporate management circles and I will be adapting it specifically to a Village Design scenario. Although I can’t remember the exact name for it, we used this technique effectively when setting up the Community Center in Tonasket.

8) The actual ecological design strategy that will be employed is the famously efficacious “transparency overlay” technique developed and refined by Ian McHarg in his seminal Design With Nature (1969). In this technique, a base map is first established and then relevant thematic overlays are drawn and laid successively on top of the base map. The result is a comprehensive, multi-layered, information-rich overview of all the essential factors to be considered in the site design. In effect, the site ends up designing itself! This aspect of the program will be facilitated from within the nexus of a “Design Studio,” and open-ended creativity will be encouraged and supported. 

9) An important aspect of the ecological design work will concentrate on infrastructure and the notion of “soft engineering.” While the village will be presented as a “constructed ecosystem for human habitation,” this means far more than the creation of an elaborate super-garden (though it will be that as well). Roads and parking spaces will need to be sited and graded; the placement of utilities will need to be considered; village-scale renewable energy systems will need to be thought through and planned; buildings of all sorts – public, private, business, industrial, residential, emergency, schools – will need to be designed and placed. In all these cases, specific materials, techniques, specifications, and codes will need to be evaluated and architectural themes will need to be integrated into the overall design. This necessary engineering component of the program presentation is beyond my capability, however, and so I may need to employ the services of a professional (see #12 below).

10) The participants themselves will be organized as a coherent community, in so far as that is possible, simulating the community design team that would come together to initiate their own (eco)village project.  In order to achieve this, “community building” (or more accurately, “community growing”) exercises will be enacted in the preliminary stages of the program and intermittently throughout, as needed to ensure cohesivenness. Regular time will be set aside to work through group dynamic issues, practicing communication and conflict resolution skills. Once again, the goal here is to create a living system, an autonomous unity that can assume a life of its own, potentially living on long after the program has expired. This effect is achieved superbly with Findhorn’s “Experience Week” format.

11) The program will be designed to be a “transforming learning experience,” meaning that, if successful, experiencing the program will induce a fundamental perception or paradigm shift in the participant. This intended shift could be described as the transition from a mechanistic/reductionist to an organismic/holistic apperception of reality. In order to facilitate this perception shift, the program will be presented as a whole – mind, body, spirit – educational experience. Exercises will be introduced whose purposes are to promote the integration of the ‘mind-body’ and ‘left-right brain’ dualities. Other exercises will be practiced whose purposes are to bring into play the use of all the senses and to explore ‘mind’ as the cognitive interface between and co-product of an organic unity in a relationship of structural coupling to its circumambient, co-evolving environment. In this sense, the nature of the environment will be shown to have a causal determination on the nature of mind: alter the environment and the mind will subsequently be modified. Could we not then purposely design the built environment to influence the manifestation of a spiritually-based, life-centered consciousness? Could not this intention be effected at settlement-scale design?

12) Even though this proposed GDP is a very personal affair – the culmination of my M.A. degree in whole Systems Design – it is very important that the presentation be a collaborative effort. Even though I will be ultimately responsible for the implementation of the program, I want to enlist the cooperation of some bright minds to help me fill it in and round it out with some knowledgeable expertise and experience. This will be, in effect, practice in the art of ‘team building.’ The presentation of a program with the title “Fundamentals of Village Design” will be a complex undertaking, and its degree of success may depend on the degree to which I am able to assemble and organize a talented, cohesive, inter-referenced ‘design and implementation team.’ By stating this, I am already intuiting that the GDP will be something more than the simple presentation of a class at Fairhaven College, where I could potentially be the sole Project designer. At some point, I may actually need to give up the idea of presenting the program as ‘my’ project, and may instead need to offer my services as just one aspect of a larger ‘corporate body.’ I believe this is the ideal, and would be a mark of success; but where are the Village Designers?

13) In the same sense that I wish to assume the role of ‘meta-designer,’ i.e. the designer of a design course, I wish to practice the delivery of the program as a ‘meta-teacher,’ i.e. the teacher of teachers. This will be evidenced in the pedagogical climate where the focus will be not so much on relaying or transmitting information or knowledge per se, but on emphasizing the manner or method by which the information or knowledge can be derived – i.e. the cognitive posture of inquiry by which each participant can recreate or represent the essence of the program in some future space-time scenario of their own opportunity. In this way, at the conclusion of the program, the participants will become like seeds scattered in the wind, some of which may find a fertile context in which to sprout and grow and reiterate the very organic process that was learned and hopefully embodied.

14) As a final design criterion, in order to be personally meaningful, the program must be motivated by and framed within ultimate spiritual goals. This does not mean religious conversion or otherworldly intentions but simply highlighting the fact that the purpose of all our work, all our designing, is to practically and consciously influence the positive, salutary evolution of humanity, and thus by extension and affiliation, all of Earthlife. I think it is completely appropriate to make this connection explicit, no matter who the student audience may be. To avoid any latent controversy or resistance I have found it worthwhile to substitute the term “spiritual” with the phrase “consciously contributing to the health and the needs of the Whole,” whatever Whole may be chosen – family, community, planet, galaxy, etc. Still, it would be so much more enjoyable to be openly and honestly direct about it; then the program could be a real celebration, maybe in honor of the Mother Goddess Gaia. There could be singing and dancing and drumming and chanting. There could be massage and yoga and breathwork and meditation. These activities could be practiced in the mornings or evenings and/or intermittently throughout the day. There surely would be enlivening food and music and a central fire, and plenty of fun and games to balance the earnest mental work. All of this sounds very spiritual to me, sort of like a simulation of living in an ideal ecovillage, at least my version of an ideal ecovillage. Like my friend Erica says, “If it ain’t fun it ain’t sustainable.” So let’s enjoy ourselves!

My American Heritage defines ‘criteria’ as the plural for “a standard, rule, or test on which a judgment or decision can be based.” The above fourteen points then are the criteria I wish my Degree Design Committee to consider for final evaluation as I move forward now with the design and implementation of my GDP. I look forward to the upcoming ‘Candidacy’ meeting with my Degree Design Committee and expect many useful critiques, suggestions, and recommendations as feedback toward choosing a suitable manner and milieu in which to present these ideas. 

If my organic presumptions have any validity, then it should be possible to encapsulate and enfold these fourteen criteria into an adaptable pattern that can be presented at any scale: from the workshop of a single day to a full four-year degree program. The presentation of a single day would be simply a fractal: a scaled-down, holographic simulacrum of the essence of the material that would be presented in a full degree; the same fundamental principles and living process would be contained in each. Variations from a single hour to a single college quarter would also display this same fractalized continuity. Presentations at larger, more-inclusive scales, however, open up emergent possibilities not present at smaller sub-scales. This makes me think that, just as there is an optimum scale for a human settlement, so there must be an optimum scale for the presentation of an organized educational experience with the title “Fundamentals of Village Design.” Perhaps, like a city, a four-year degree would be too large, impersonal, and cumbersome to be effective?

� I have studied and accumulated a large assortment of resource and reference materials, especially many books, to support this kind of educational presentation but have chosen not to list them here because this is still a design-in-process. The specific materials can be catalogued during the implementation stage of the GDP.


� Of course I would answer YES to these questions and have developed many ideas at many scales for how to induce this effect.





