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Chapter 1

Introduction
Matthew Poole and Manuel Shvartzberg

We are in the epistemology business.
—Phillip G. Bernstein, vice president, Autodesk, speaking at the Politics
of Parametricism conference, November 16, 2013.

Since 2008, “parametricism” has been a recurrent and much-debated theme
within architectural discourse. Originally coined by Patrk Schumacher—who
takes his work with Zaha Hadid Architects to be the ultimate representation of the
term'—“parametricism” refers to a type of design process characterized by the
interrelation of design variables (or, parameters) through computational tools and
techniques; a definition that allows it to encompass the work of other well-known
figures and firms as well as emerging practitioners in contemporary architecture
and design. Beyond this very general technical definition, however, parametricism
has also accrued currency to refer to a whole variety of ideas that animate design
culture today, from those concerned primarily with aesthetic questions, to others
that are more philosophical, and yet others with strong political agendas. This
anthology sets out to explore each of these associations of parametricism and its
multiple uses with .ﬁ:m.oxv_,owﬁ aim to shed some light on the political implications in
each case. It is our strong rejection of _omﬁmBQ:.QmB_m most commonly assumed

. political credo—generally identifiable as liberal democratic “late capitalism,” and
to which Schumacher’s “parametricism” is theoretically welded—that provides the
impetus for this book and determines our conscious use and reproduction of the
term. If we are using the word “parametricism,” it is not to validate it indiscrimi-
nately, but rather to open it up to serious critical debate.

Despite its somewhat contested and polemical definition, however, parame-
tricism’s currency in architectural culture can be discerned through a variety of
channels. It is highly apparent in the curricula of architecture schools around the
world: it is frequently present in the discipline’s trade publications; and it also
features prominently in discussions around architecture’s relationship to important



collateral fields like engineering and construction. Due to this general presence,
parametricism appears to have attained enough popularity for it to have become
a quasi-universal label that signals (either tacitly or explicitly) the transfiguration of
certain digital design processes to the status of a style, while also becoming an
increasingly common practical methodology. Its resonance is thus felt as much in
the seemingly instrumental domains of practice—for example, through the efforts
to deploy new software technology and construction protocols like BIM (Building
Information Modeling) across architecture and associated industries—as much
as it is in the guise of a new cultural paradigm capable of agglomerating the
more diffused fashions, ideas, and forces of the second decade of the twenty-first
century: social networks, big data, “cloud” infrastructures, post-Fordist horizons,
global and financial technocracies, and so on.

Parametricism may thus present itself as a case study of the relation between
technology, ideology, and contemporary history, where the many tropes and
drivers of contemporary politics, economics, and culture—from mass custom-
ization and mass inequality, to socially networked revolutions and pervasive
global surveillance—come together through and within a specific architectural
imaginary. Yet, as a technical and aesthetic repertoire with undoubtedly novel
and legitimate preoccupations for the discipline, it is also a highly polemical one
in its more or less unconscious relations to political parameters.

This anthology is an attempt to question, map, clarify, and magnify what
these political parameters of parametricism may be. Caught between the urge
for utilitarian-instrumental innovation, on the one hand, and, on the other, a more
unapologetically decadent feast over new aesthetic and formal possibilities, the
discourse of parametricism seems to have, S0 far, a rather limited vocabulary to
talk about politics; or, paraphrasing Godard, to “talk politically"—a somewhat
puzzling limitation, given parametricism’s alignment with all manner of intensified
power relations, from racialized labor exploitation to the persistent reproduc-
tion of a male-centered architecture culture. This may be, in fact, a problem of
contemporary architectural discourse at large (or, the broader cultures in which
it operates), but, as already highlighted, it is through the parametric imaginary
that the contours of today’s powers—our Googles in the Clouds, as much as our
many financial apartheids—appear to be most forcefully articulated. As such, it
seems imperative to ask some serious questions about both the so-called “real-
ist” and “speculative” deployments of parametricism in order to begin to define
its implicit or explicit, actual or potential, political dimensions.

This, of course, is no easy task. Many of parametricism’s leading proponents
vigorously oppose mixing politics and architecture, taking the view that the two
should be construed as structurally exclusive domains of thought and action.? In

this sense, we may venture to say that most parametricists are not necessarily
vocal advocates of this political status quo, but rather tacitly accept the subja-
cent and normative processes of contemporary neoliberal democracies as their
natural or inevitable playing field. Whether for actual political conviction or inertial
opportunism, for this position there is little or no credibility in utopian, social,
antidisciplinarian, or simply noninstrumental forms of architecture, such as some
critical, “projective,” or poetic spatial practices. This seems to be at least one of
the central political “deficits” or interested elisions on the part of parametricism's
most ardent discursive proponents.

We might schematize this state of affairs as follows: On one end of this
quasi-naturalized political-architectural spectrum lie positions that orthodoxically
uphold the refusal to inscribe politics within parametricism’s design processes
and broader motivations—a refusal that paradoxically makes it strongly political.
On the other end of this spectrum, there are those who uphold the symmetrical
position, that parametricism is indeed antipolitical, and thus may hold no clues
for either understanding or changing the present status of the discourse and
society at large. In other words, parametricism, in its current forms, is at a discur-
sive stasis. Thus, beyond these polarized, negative definitions (parametricism
being political in either mirrored refusal of politics), we propose exploring the
spectrum itself, willing to entertain the possibility that parametricism may, in fact,

. contain or project other productive definitions for the intersection of architecture

with politics. In order to sunder the lack of critical-imaginative potential that has,
so far, hampered the possibility of this kind of investigation within architectural
discourse, we suggest enriching our political vocabulary for grasping both para-
metricism’s most radical promises and its deep problematics. This anthology
thus proposes to contribute to this effort by showcasing a variety of approaches
for determining what is at stake—historically, theoretically, and politically—in
parametricism’s discursive spectrum.

To a certain degree, then, we assume a certain nonspecificity to paramet-
ricism itself—or, in other words, we believe the discourse of parametricism to
be sufficiently diverse, contradictory, and heterogeneous, and yet sufficiently
problematic and politically substantial—even “dangerous”—to merit serious
critical attention. The form we have given this attention, in these circumstances,
is that of a survey that attempts to draw and clarify these various dimensions
of the discourse. The positions staked out by our various contributors do
not—on the whole—take the entrenched postures outlined above, but rather
pose serious questions for the extant theorizing, historicizing, and practical
applications of parametricism to complicate and expand its discourse. Our
editorial approach has been to encourage this critical engagement through the




4 The Politics of Parametricism

understanding of the actual conditions and techniques involved in parametri-
cism, rather than through the more removed position of a purely ideologically
driven critique. As the selected epigraph for this introduction suggests, we are
interested in the conjugation of architecture, design, information, economics,
communications, and computational technologies not simply as a means of
“managing” and productively exploiting the actions, communications, knowl-
edge, and thought of actors in a social field, but rather as powerful and active
practical performative processes of remodeling and rebuilding extant theories
and media of knowledge—the technical and epistemic substrates of our polit-
ical realities—via the material and immaterial structures that are constructed

by these increasingly overlapping industries. This materialist and posthuman- .

ist approach to the complexity of such imbricated socio-technical ecologies
provides a framework to address and contest social assemblages, including
nonhuman actors.

Through both historico-technical and socio-philosophical critique, we hope
to begin to take some of the necessary steps toward mapping a better under-
standing of this complex topic: sorting what is and what is not “parametricism,”
as well as what its other particular histories, applications, and potentials might
be—in historical, technical, and intellectual terms. This process of discourse-
genealogy attempts to address parametricism from important historical vantage
points that the discourse itself, as yet, is not in general sufficiently aware of, as
well as opening up methodologies of practice and inquiry that strongly prob-
lematize parametricism’s politics as it currently stands, while not necessarily
rejecting all of its attributes, techniques, or modes of operation. In sum, we hope
to capture how the current politics of parametricism was and is cultivated—and
how it could and should be different.

What is “parametricism”?

A necessary aspect of this genealogy involves attempting to define more accu-
rately what parametricism is, even if only in a summary fashion. Rather than
definitively adjudicate on its definition, however, we will attempt to give a general
introduction of what it does, and of the heterogeneous terrain it arises from,
illustrating where its various lines of contention appear to be currently placed.
Crucially, this involves trying to distinguish “parametricism” from the closely
associated terms “digital design,” “algorithmic design,” and perhaps most
importantly, * parametrics”/ “parametric design.”

As noted above, the word “parametricism” was coined by Patrik Schumacher?
who is the strongest proponent for the word itself and for its association with
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neoliberal politics and economics.* We will not dwell on the purely spectacu-
lar dimensions of Schumacher's architecture and discourse, which, in their
spectacularity, perform the role of commodities in an ever-more competitive
global capitalist market for images and status production—a fundamental
aspect which has a long and still highly relevant history within Marxian ideology
critiques. However, it is important to distinguish Schumacher’s “parametricism”
from the more diverse field of “parametrics” in architecture. Parametricism’s
novelty, according to Schumacher, lies in the new formal-procedural reper-
toire made available by new computational tools and design processes. These
formal-procedural changes in the “basic, constituent elements of architecture”
signal shifts in the capabilities and ways of thinking of designers: "Contemporary
(Parametricist) architects start to conceive of urban fields as swarms of build-
ings, continuously differentiated, yet coordinated with respect to size, distance
and orientation, creating fluid swarm formations.”

Beyond this technical-formal definition—which constitutes, significantly,
another iteration of the modernist project of purely formal rationalization rather
than a departure from it—Schumacher also explicitly attempts to inscribe the
term “parametricism” as the signifier of a new aesthetic and cultural para-
digm—the new incarnation of the “avant-garde,” which explains his use of the
suffix -ism. Specifically, he considers parametricism to be the “epochal style” of
the “post-Fordist network society"” that emerges after his so-called "transitional
periods” of postmodernism and deconstructivism. In this teleological scheme
of styles corresponding to the “grand epochs” of Western civilization, parame-
tricism is, according to Schumacher, poised to become the new hegemonic
movement for the twenty-first century, replacing Modernism as the new contem-
porary “International Style.”® He thus considers himself and his project—and .
others like it*—to be the transformational avant-garde of the discipline that will
usher in this epochal change.

“Parametrics” or “parametric design,” by contrast, is not necessarily associ-
ated with a style or a movement, but refers to the adoption of a very broad series
of techniques of computation in virtual modeling processes. These modeling
processes are developed either through the use of custom or proprietary software
where the designer uses a preconfigured user interface or “plug-in"—designed
to make the manipulation of formal or other parameters easier, more intuitive or
more user-friendly—or they are developed through the actual programming of
algorithms that are designed to set in motion procedures for interrelating varia-
bles, parameters, or specific conditions—formal or otherwise. This second kind
of process, more accurately defined as “algorithmic design,” is coded through
computer “scripting” by generating, inputting, or mediating parameters—hence
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artists all of whom are dedicated to investigating what they see as the stultifying
effects of capitalism and neoliberalism upon the possible future flourishing of
digital electronic technology and its potential to assist in a radical reorientation
of the social and political foundations of a globally connected world.*

These broad areas of inquiry, between technology and social organization,
resonate—indirectly, for now—uwith architecture’s role in economies and geogra-
phies at large, such as in the way architectural services are embedded in supply
chains, the construction industry, the status of design as an “immaterial” service,
as well as with theorizations around the possible repurposing of capitalist forms
(like corporations) toward more cooperative arrangements. These theoretical
and practical experiments, of which parametricism has so far been relatively
disengaged, pose new challenges for the discipline as such, opening up design
to a broader realm of cultural production that might be variously combined with
fabrication, entertainment, community services, learning, curatorship, publish-
ing, academic discourse, and many other activities, both in physical urban
space and organized entirely through shared digital infrastructures. Most impor-
tantly, and as many of this book’s contributors explore, parametrics are likely
to radically affect the media of political economies per se—that is, the specific
techno-cultural relationships between the governed and the governing, through
novel entities and new complex dynamic chains of decision-making, logistics
and representation. Politicizing these relationships, rather than leaving their fate
to the always and already constraining ideological forces of ‘markets,’ is the
central drive of this book and our wider project to interrogate and activate the
politics of parametricism. .

Indeed, it is the capacity for data and its morphologies to be embedded in
all these different realms simultaneously that determines and defines its unique
status as the “object” of contemporary political action and thought. Recognizing
the deep consequences of seeing data processes, infrastructures, and politi-
cal representations as integrally composite articulations potentially opens a way
beyond techno-utopian naiveté as much as techno-phobic impasses—a move
toward hybrid modes of practice and research that might one day shift, as Arjun
Appadurai has recently called for, our current and ambivalent “politics of proba-
bility” to a brighter “politics of possibility."*

Notes

1. "Parametricism as mgm\l_umaam:._o._mﬁ Manifesto”, by Patrik Schumacher, London,
2008. Presented and discussed at the Dark Side Club1, 11th Architecture Biennale,
Venice. Found at jz_u”\\<<<<<<.Umaxm%camo:mﬁooa [accessed October 1, 2013]. Zaha

i
0
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10.

11.

Hadid Architects’ notable projects include the Vitra Fire Station in Weil am Rhein (1994),
Phaeno Science Center in Wolfsburg (2005), or the MAXXI museum in Rome (2010).
See, for instance, the chapter "|s Political Architecture Possible?” in Patrik Schumacher,
The Autopoiesis of Architecture. Vol. II: A New Agenda for Architecture (Chichester:
Wiley, 2012).

. Among other articles and books, Schumacher's publications include The Autopoiesis

of Architecture (Chichester: Wiley, 2012); Latent Utopias (Wien: Springer, 2002);
“Patrik Schumacher on Parametricism—Let the Style Wars Begin,"” Architects Journal
Vol. 231, No. 16 (May 6, 2010), pp. 7-48; “Parametricism: A New Global Style for
Architecture and Urban Design,” Architectural Design Vol. 79, No. 4 (2009}, pp. 14-23,;
and many more texts on his personal website http://www.patrikschumacher.com
[accessed October 1, 2013].

_ Schumacher’s own brand of neoliberalism is perhaps most closely related to right-

wing Libertarianism. There is a wealth of volumes on the many geographical and
actually implemented variants of “neoliberalism.” For a brief critical introductory
overview, see Jamie Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal Reason (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010). See also: Daniel Stedman Jones, Masters of the Universe:
Hayek, Friedman, and the Birth of Neoliberal Politics (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2012); David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005). Aihwa Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and
Sovereignty (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006).

. Schumacher, “Patrik Schumacher on Parametricism,” (May 6, 2010).

_ Schumacher, Autopoiesis, Vol. 1, p. 423.

_ Schumacher, “Patrik Schumacher on Parametricism,” (May 6, 2010).

_ Schumacher, Autopoiesis, Vol. 1.

_ Schumacher mentions Greg Lynn Form, UN Studio, and Reiser and Umemoto as

practices working along the lines of “parametricism.” See, Patrik Schumacher and
Peter Eisenman interview, "I Am Trying to Imagine a Radical Free-market Urbanism,”
in eds. Peter E. Eisenman & Anthony vidler, Log 28—Stocktaking (New York: Sl
Anyone Corporation, 2013), p. 42.

See, for instance, eds. Peggy Deamer & Phillip G. Bernstein, Building (in) the Future:
Recasting Labor in Architecture (New Haven, CT: Yale School of Architecture, 2010);
the work of Space Syntax, UCL's spin-off company; the Spatial Information Design
Lab (SIDL) and Laura Kurgan's Close Up at a Distance: Mapping, Technology, and
Politics (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2013).

See, for instance, Mario Carpo, The Alphabet and the Algorithm (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2011). Also, Luigi Moretti wrote extensively in the 1940s abaut “parametric
architecture” as the study of architecture systems with the goal of “defining the rela-
tionships between the dimensions dependent upon the various parameters.” Luigi
Moretti, “Ricerca Matematica in Architettura e Urbanisticd,” Moebius Vol. IV, No. 1
(1971), pp. 30-53. Republished in, Federico Bucci & Marco Mulazzari, Luigi Moretti:
Works and Wiritings (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2000), p.207.
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