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“In My Back Yard”
The acronym NIMBY - for “not in my backyard” - was attached to environmentalists by their enemies many years ago as a way of imputing a general lack of social responsibility within the emerging environmental movement. The phrase was meant to imply that many, if not most, environmental protests and projects were based on a kind of exclusionary principle, by which the particular environmental issue in question was to be solved by exclusion, that is, by moving it somewhere else, i.e., out of my backyard.  Later, the rise of a more radical, or fundamentalist brand of environmentalism in the 1980s brought on a kind of humanist, or social backlash, as the rights that were attributed to non-humans by groups such as Earth First! were seen to put the historical “rights of man”, dating back to the Enlightenment of the 18th century, in danger. In the words of Luc Ferry, 
There is an insurmountable logical error at the very foundation of fundamentalist reasoning….Man can decide to grant a certain respect to non-human entities, to animals, national parks, monuments, or cultural works: whether we like it or not, the latter always remain objects and not subjects of law. In other words, the idea of creating a normative, antihumanist ethics is a contradiction in terms…. No doubt there are aspects of nature that move us – a phenomenon that deserves to be described and analyzed against a certain Cartesianism – but that doesn’t mean that it is possible to disregard the ‘us’ (Ferry 1995/1992: 131). 
Taking “nature” - or the welfare of non-humans - seriously has often come into direct conflict with taking human - or social welfare - seriously, and through the decades, many environmental projects and activities have undoubtedly served to exacerbate rather than alleviate already existing forms of social injustice, irregardless of what they have achieved in terms of preserving or protecting various components, or non-human inhabitants of the natural environment. From the World Wildlife Fund’s attempts to “save the tiger” in India in the 1960s and 1970s to the attempts by “deep ecologists” in the 1980s and 1990s to save virgin forests in the United States from exploitation to more recent efforts to develop “sustainable cities” throughout the world, environmentalists have often been insufficiently sensitive to the needs and values of the inhabitants of the local communities in which their activities take place.    

As environmentalism came to be transformed in the 1990s into a more amorphous quest for sustainable development this tension between environmentalism and social justice came to take the form of what I have previously characterized as a programmatic conflict between green business and critical ecology (Jamison 2001). While most of those responsible for deciding about how to deal with environmental problems have tried to orient their policies toward the economic marketplace in line with what has been characterized as a discourse of ecological modernization, others have come to interpret sustainable development in more critical terms, and sought to orient policies and projects to the needs and concerns of local communities (see chart):
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As opposed to the conservation of nature and environmental protection, sustainable development is inclusionary in principle; it is about integrating environmental concern into social and economic development. The point of contention is thus not between humans and non-humans, but rather between different groups of humans and their different interpretations of the social and cultural implications of sustainable development. The cultural tensions that have emerged, we might say, concern the meanings that are to be associated with sustainable development in particular contexts or settings. So while sustainable development always takes place “in my back yard” the important questions concern who is to decide what should be put there - and how those decisions are made. 

As has been the case in the Alley Flats Initiative in Austin, Texas sustainable development is often something that is literally put in some people’s backyards by someone else (quite literally in the case of the Alley Flats Initiative). And often the needs and interests of the yard-owners, and their interpretations of sustainable development are not adequately taken into account. In the pages that follow, I will attempt to assess the implications of the Alley Flats Initiative, both for those who have taken and implemented the initiative and for those whose backyards are planned to be occupied by alley flats. 

The Tendency to Hubris
While there has been a fundamental shift in what Steven Moore (2007), following Benjamin Barber calls “public talk” about environmental problems - from an emphasis on pollution control and nature conservation to a more wide-ranging quest for sustainable development - there remains an underlying tension between the claims of environmental protection, or greening, as it increasingly referred to, and the claims of social justice. Like conservationists and environmentalists before them, sustainable developers or green entrepreneurs have a tendency to disregard, or neglect the social and cultural implications of the technical “fixes” that they promote in order to solve, or deal with the problems that concern them. There is a tendency, in other words, to hubris, or hubristic behavior. And in order to tame the hubris it is necessary to foster what I have come to call a hybrid imagination. The Alley Flats Initiative, and the larger Sustainable Development Portfolio project from which it emerged can be seen as an example of the hybrid imagination in action – and of the dilemmas that it faces – in relation to urban sustainable development.
Hubris is a term that comes to us from the ancient Greeks, and is a central component of what the Finnish philosopher, Georg Henrik von Wright has termed the “myth of progress.” von Wright associated the “particular hubris of the modern technological way of life” with an “unreasonable redirection of nature’s causality for human purposes” (von Wright 1978: 90), and he was concerned about the dangers of allowing that particular hubris to dominate our contemporary culture. Hubris, of course, is a central ingredient in the human effort to escape from the limitations of our natural conditions, but, as the myths of Prometheus and Icarus – and later Frankenstein - were meant to teach us, and our own experiences with neglecting the consequences of our ingenious innovations have subsequently taught us, the consequences of such single-minded creativity are often destructive and negative. Hubris has been defined, in the Encyclopedia Britannica as an “overweening presumption suggesting impious disregard of the limits governing human action in an orderly universe. It is the sin to which the great and gifted are most susceptible, and in Greek tragedy it is usually the hero's tragic flaw.” In our recent book, Hubris and Hybrids, Mikael Hård and I have characterized hubris, in relation to modern science and technology, as the “if only syndrome”:

If only we could develop an even better instrument of production or destruction, if only we could tame another force of nature to provide us with unlimited energy, then our wealth and our capacities – the values by which we measure progress – would be so much greater. More than two millennia after the sun melted the wings of Icarus for coming too close, we are still under the spell of hubris, trying to fly higher and higher (Hård and Jamison 2005: 5)

In many environmental projects, not least in those that are carried out in the business world, there is a strong tendency to hubris. It can take the form of exaggerating, or over-emphasizing the importance of one’s particular environmental problem – be it population growth, nuclear energy plants, or carbon dioxide emissions – or it can take the form of overdoing one’s own particular solution, or technical “fix”. 
In the contemporary world, one can see the tendency toward hubris in the climate change rhetoric of Al Gore, when he claimed, for example, in receiving the Nobel Peace Prize, that “climate change is not a political, but a moral issue,” while knowing full well, as the consummate and lifelong politician that he is, that he was overstating his case, and, indeed characterizing the problem of climate change in hubristic fashion. In referring to climate change as “our greatest opportunity to lift global consciousness to a higher level,” he was also, perhaps unwittingly, imputing to the issue a kind of importance that has proved difficult, if not impossible, to deal with in any meaningful political fashion. On this, as on so many other occasions, Gore allowed his rhetoric to replace a realistic assessment of political options and measures to be taken. 
The problem with hubris is not merely that it is ethically questionable, but that it is also often counterproductive, since it tends to bring on a backlash. By exaggerating one’s arguments, or by overstating one’s case, the promoter of a particular environmental solution or policy scheme opens the way for “skeptics” to challenge or even reject those arguments, and the result, as we have seen in the debate on climate change, is the ascendancy to social and cultural legitimacy of those who deny the importance of climate change, and, until recently, even denied that human activity played a role in our climate woes. 
As in the earlier debates about population growth, when, in typically hubristic fashion, the biologist Paul Ehrlich characterized the issue, in his best-selling book of 1968, as a “population bomb”, the argumentation that is used in the climate change debate is filled with questionable rhetoric that, instead of inspiring positive or productive action, tends to bring on highly negative and counterproductive re-action. The response to Gore’s moral crusade has all too often, and in all too many parts of the world, been a kind of “business as usual” complacency, promulgated perhaps most influentially by the self-proclaimed skeptical environmentalist from Denmark, Bjørn Lomborg, in his recent book, Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s Guide to Global Warming.  
Hubris is also quite visible in the way in which “solutions” to urban environmental problems are promoted and discussed. Since the 1980s, and the emergence of neo-liberal market rhetoric as the dominant form of political discourse, a particular language or vocabulary of sustainable development has come to dominate policy-making and public administration, as well as the more general public talk. Sustainable urbanism has come to be increasingly seen as a form of business management, and particular measures and projects carried out as commercial ventures, in what has come to be characterized as eco-efficiency or “ecological modernization”. 

In the words of Maarten Hajer (1995: 26), who has analyzed the emergence of ecological modernization as a political discourse, “the fundamental assumption [is] that economic growth and the resolution of the ecological problems can, in principle be reconciled. Hence, although some supporters may individually start from moral premises, ecological modernization basically follows a utilitarian logic: at the core of ecological modernization is the idea that pollution prevention pays.” As such, particular projects must justify themselves in business, or “market” terms; that is, they need to combine profitability and environmental improvement.  

In the contemporary efforts to deal with climate change, which has now become the main topic of environmental concern, the tendency to hubris has grown increasingly evident. Many of those who, often for commercial reasons, are proposing, and actively promoting, particular technical and political solutions to climate change disregard significant social and cultural aspects of their “innovations”. Using ethanol to replace gasoline as a fuel source for automobiles is an especially visible example. In technical terms it can perhaps make sense to replace gasoline with ethanol (although a more sensible technical solution, it could be argued, would be to begin to phase out automobiles altogether), but in many real-world contexts, the production of ethanol is problematic from a social justice perspective. Land that is used, or could be used for food cultivation is instead used to grow crops that are grown for ethanol production, and resources, both human and financial, that could be invested in improving the living conditions for people are devoted instead to improving the technical conditions of driving automobiles, that is, in making the non-human artifacts “greener”.   

Similar sorts of tension have manifested themselves in the quest for sustainable urban development, that is, the widespread effort around the world to make cities “greener” or more environmentally-friendly (for an overview, see Jamison 2008). On the one hand, the dominant culture of commercial capitalism has transformed the quest for sustainable development into the green business; and, as in Austin, a project like the Alley Flats Initiative, whether its instigators like it or not, becomes subjected to commercial pressures both in terms of how it is to be “marketed” and further developed. On the other hand, community activists throughout the world have met the challenge of green business by seeking to combine sustainable development with struggles for environmental justice, such as the PODER organization that has emerged to fight the environmental degradation in East Austin and the increasing gentrification of the primarily Latino neighborhoods that have remained free from industrial contamination.  In Austin, this tension, or conflict has also been evident in relation to the Alley Flat Initiative. An externally-funded project that was meant to bring an understanding of sustainable development into the education of architects has confronted the concerns of environmental justice voiced by activists in East Austin. One might say that the two different strategies of sustainable development – green business and critical ecology - have met in the back yards of East Austin. 
The Forces of Habit(us)
It has not been easy for universities to teach their students how to integrate an environmental consciousness into their “higher” education, or more recently to “teach” sustainable development, and the situation at the University of Texas and its school of architecture has been, it seems, no exception. While a scattered array of courses and programs litters the campus, there is little coordination among the various forms of environmentally-oriented education and even less of a coherent strategy for either the university as a whole or the School of Architecture in particular in relation to dealing with sustainable development. As has been the case at many, if not most universities around the world, the power of academic tradition, and the dominance of traditional forms of organizing university educational activities has proved extremely difficult to overcome. The kind of problem-based pedagogical methods and approaches to learning that have been developed, among other places, at my university in Aalborg, Denmark, have come up against the continuing influence of old-fashioned ways of doing things: the forces of habit(us). 
Like a number of universities that were created in the 1970s under the influence of the student revolts of the 1960s (there were student organization leaders on our planning team) Aalborg has practiced problem-based learning from the start (in 1974), and, in all of the educational programs, teaching is primarily carried out in the form of project advising, with traditional lectures and courses serving mainly to support the project work. Different theories and methods are not taught for their own sake but are rather meant to be used by students in their project work, which address a particular problem in society, where their particular academic subject might be able to make a contribution. It can be suggested, and it is my conviction, that such an approach to education is far more appropriate for environmental higher education than more traditional disciplinary approaches, and many universities in Europe that have developed programs in environmental studies and environmental science, and, more recently, sustainable development have tried to apply problem-based approaches (Jamison 2003/2004). But as has been the case with the Aalborg model in Denmark, problem-based learning, or PBL, has continually met resistance from those educated in older universities – such as our current minister of education in Denmark, who has done his best to destroy our pedagogical model - and by no means only in relation to educational programs in sustainable development or environmental studies.    

The values, or traditional ideals of the university, and of the different disciplines and/or professions for which students come to the university to be educated, have served as barriers to dealing with environmental issues since they first became topics of social and political concern in the 1960s. In many fields, a kind of green rhetoric has emerged, but usually without any meaningful influence on the actual theory and practice of the academic discipline or professional field as a whole. At best, sub-disciplines have developed (e.g. environmental history, green chemistry, sustainable architecture, etc), and particular “niches” in the proverbial academic marketplace have been carved out in regard to specific environmental assessment methods or techniques, and, in relation to architecture, green design is now a growing market niche. But in general environmental issues have been subjected to what might be termed disciplinary differentiation, both for students and for those academics seeking research funding. What is intrinsically a problem-based field of knowledge has largely been subdivided into specializations, based on the theories and pedagogical methods that have been historically significant. 

At the same time, as is well known, but all too rarely admitted, attempts to mix disciplines in interdisciplinary, or multidisciplinary programs have been difficult to sustain, as have interdisciplinary efforts in general, for both internal and external reasons. It has been difficult to challenge the disciplinary identities that are central to most people working in universities, and it has been difficult, as well, to get external support and recognition for initiatives that run counter to the dominant political and policy doctrines. While research and education in green business and environmental management has been widely supported, and such activities are now established at many, if not all, business and engineering schools, it has been harder to create programs at other parts of the university that have tried to mix an understanding of sustainable development and its relation to particular disciplinary skills and knowledge with an understanding of relevant social justice and equity issues. An unholy alliance between hubris and habitus has made it difficult for what I will be calling the hybrid imagination to be fostered in regard to education in sustainable development.

In terms of pedagogy, the teaching methods and learning techniques that are used in higher education have come to serve as barriers to the kinds of practical knowledge that is necessary for architects, and everybody else, for that matter, in trying to deal with environmental issues, and, as it were, learning to be sustainable. While architecture education, at Texas as elsewhere, is based, to a large extent, on “studios” that are indeed practical in their methodology, it has been difficult to add environmental components into the mix of criteria by which architectural competence is assessed in studio-based learning. And, as an extra difficulty in Austin, the School of Architecture is more or less divided down the middle between architects and planners and the kind of cross-fertilization of planning and architecture that would have been useful in the Alley Flats Initiative apparently didn’t happen because of this institutionalized bifurcation. 

As one professor put it in an interview, many of the attempts that architecture schools, including his own, have made to try to bring an environmental concern into studio teaching have tended to “trivialize” environmental concern, or sustainability issues. “It has been too much of a checklist approach,” he says and, in his opinion, the efforts have not always paid proper respect to established architectural standards and aesthetic principles. The responsibility of the architectural school is to teach students how to build buildings, according to this professor, and it is no easy task to combine that instruction with a form of political activity, as he sees it, devoted to furthering the cause of sustainable development.  Admittedly for this professor, there is an architecture a tendency to hubris in the value attributed to individual creativity. And one might add that the importance of commercial values and entrepreneurial skills are usually given more priority in architecture education than a concern with social justice. From discussion with students who took part in the studio that led to the Alley Flats Initiative, it seems that the interest in using architecture as a tool for community development was a hard “sell” in Austin.  
The problem, in many ways, is an interpersonal one. Those professors at the University of Texas, as at so many other universities, who have tried to bring a concern with environmental justice, in addition to, or as opposed to, a market interest in green design, directly into their teaching often feel a stronger need than their colleagues for changing architectural practice, and, more generally, in modifying what might be termed the architectural habitus. They often are more personally engaged, or involved, in their activity, and, for better or worse, often find it hard to separate their personal and professional lives. Such personal commitment often meets criticism and even resentment from those who simply do not feel the same degree of concern, or who are not as interested in environmental and justice issues.  
Habitus, like hubris, is a word that comes from antiquity, and it provides the etymological root for the commonplace word, habit, as well as for the more complicated term, habituation. It is also, of course, the root for such words as inhabitant and habitat, and other widely used terms of domestication and home-making. In the work of the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, it has become an influential academic concept for characterizing culturally shaped predispositions that form what Bourdieu has termed the “logic of practice”. Habitus is particularly important in framing or constructing creative activities, and Bourdieu has applied his concept to the life-worlds and institutional settings of both art and science. 

In relation to science, Bourdieu has used the concept to oppose what he calls the “scholastic illusion” within epistemology and the philosophy of science in order to emphasize the significance of “the principle of scientific practices,” by which he means a “system of largely unconscious, transposable, generative dispositions”  (Bourdieu 2004: 37, 41). He has likened the term to the more widely used notion of “tacit knowledge,” and, as with tacit knowledge, the habitus is a crucial condition or resource for practical activity, but it also serves as a limiting or constraining factor. 

For Bourdieu, the disciplinary habitus can often exert a kind of censorship, as it sets the boundaries for what is to be considered acceptable scientific, or academic practice:

A discipline is defined by possession of a collective capital of specialized methods and concepts, mastery of which is the tacit or implicit price of entry to the field. It produces a ‘historical transcendental,’ the disciplinary habitus, a system of schemes or perception and appreciation (where the incorporated discipline acts as a censorship). It is characterized by a set of socio-transcendental conditions, constitutive of a style (Ibid: 65).

In trying to tame the hubris of green business, we might say that the Alley Flat Initiative has come up against the force of the architectural school’s habitus, its particular logic of practice. The initiative, as mentioned earlier, grew out of an external grant to develop a sustainable development portfolio in the graduate program at the architecture school. The idea was to offer students a number of courses by which they could add an expertise in sustainable development to their professional education. While being placed at the school of architecture and being directed by Steven Moore, a professor of architecture, the courses were also offered as electives for students in other fields, and, during its three years of operation, students in planning and public policy, as well as other fields have taken one or more of the courses. The Alley Flat Initiative itself grew directly out of a special studio course for sustainable architecture that was taught by Sergio Palleroni, who was brought to Austin to run it with support from the grant. And while it can be suggested that the hybrid imagination was indeed fostered both in the portfolio as a whole, as well as in Palleroni’s studio, the particular style or context in which it developed definitely served to constrain and limit its effectiveness. 

To Foster the Hybrid Imagination

To an outsider, the collaboration between Steven Moore and Sergio Palleroni seems like a kind of architectural dream team that any university would have been proud to have hosted. But, as in so many dream-like situations in real world contexts, this particular arrangement proved difficult to sustain, as the school of architecture decided not to extend Palleroni’s contract, and the funding from the external grant has come to an end. But for a time, the collaboration provided a fertile environment for fostering what I have come to call the hybrid imagination: that is, the mixing of skills and knowledge, and the connecting of previously separated social and professional roles, in new combinations.

Fostering the hybrid imagination is a way to educate students in what my colleague in Aalborg, Bent Flyvbjerg (2001), has characterized as “phronesis”. Phronesis is the kind of common sense practical knowledge that the ancient philosopher Aristotle distinguished, on the one hand, from theoretical knowledge, or episteme – what we today call science – and, on the other hand, from technical knowledge, or techne – what we toady called engineering and/or art and architecture. Phronesis, for Aristotle, was a kind of moral, or ethical knowledge: according to Flyvbjerg, it “concerns the analysis of values – “things that are good or bad for man” – as a point of departure for action” (Flyvbjerg 2001: 57 (the Aristotle quotation is taken from the Nicomachean Ethics). 

Flyvbjerg argues that the kind of “phronetic research” – a problem-based case study as good example - that he has carried out on the relation between rationality and power in the planning process in Aalborg is of crucial importance if social science is to “matter.” At a time when planners, and, for that matter, architects, have become so closely allied to those in power and have largely come to serve their interests rather than the interests of the dispossessed, or the powerless it is necessary to show that there are alternative ways of practicing one’s craft. The hybrid imagination is my way of characterizing the forms of cognitive praxis that connect theoretical knowledge to practical problems: it is problem-based knowledge making. But, as the Alley Flats Initiative and the Sustainable Development Portfolio Program, show clearly demonstrate, fostering the hybrid imagination is easier said than done. It is no easy matter to avoid the tendency to hubris and at the same transcend the forces of habitus. The opportunities for innovation and change, and the ways in which innovative projects are funded, such as the one in Austin, are framed within the language of the dominant discourses of business and commerce, and thus encourage a tendency to hubris, at the same time as innovative activities are constrained by the traditions and customary modes of behavior in the institutions in which they are carried out: the forces of habitus. And so the Alley Flats Initiative has moved off campus, into the world of business and its main progenitor has left town, in search of a more congenial setting in which to foster the hybrid imagination.    

 .   

Sergio Palleroni came to Austin after 14 years at the University of Washington in Seattle, where he had acquired a worldwide reputation as a socially concerned architect, teaching students in his “studio at large” how to practice an “architecture in service of global communities” (Palleroni 2003). He and his students had designed and built schools and hospitals and community centers in poverty-stricken areas of the United States, as well as in many other parts of the world. Palleroni’s pedagogy involves a combination of field work, in which the students investigate and learn to understand the community in which they are to work, with instruction and “learning by doing” in a variety of practical architectural and design skills. The idea is that the students do the work, and that the role of the teacher is to facilitate the learning process, by providing leadership, advice and, not least, inspiration and encouragement.    
Part of the problem in Austin, according to Palleroni, was simply bad timing. Just before he arrived, at the invitation of Steven Moore, to run a studio course in the portfolio program in sustainable development, he had received a prestigious international architectural award and the release of a documentary film about his work had led to a good deal of media attention, and there was, as he put it in an interview, bound to be resentment. “If I had played docile, it would have been fine,” he told me, but, after a few minutes talking with Palleroni, it is clear that he is not the docile type.

In any case, there were some serious structural, or habitual problems that proved insurmountable in relation to integrating Palleroni’s educational approach into the University of Texas school of architecture’s way of doing things, even with, or perhaps, because of the financial support of Moore’s grant (the external funding made it possible for the school to let it happen and then simply decide not to continue). One of the main problems is that the kind of field work that is essential to Palleroni’s approach, and what he calls an immersion in the community, was simply not considered a part of the proper education of architects. As in other universities, the kind of community-oriented research that was a part of Palleroni’s work in Washington, had been separated from architecture in Austin, and was the kind of thing that was taught in other departments, or in other parts of the school of architecture, where planning was taught. To an outside observer, there seems to a rather solid line of demarcation between the more prestigious architecture part of the school and the less prestigious planning division

Moore’s grant was meant to build bridges between social issues and sustainable architecture, but, as a professor of architecture, he was institutionally as well as intellectually separated from the planners, in terms of physical location, but also in terms of theoretical orientation. Having been a practicing architect for 20 years before returning to academic life, Moore’s interest in sustainable development is something rather different than the interests of the planners in the school. And his more theoretical interests in linking social justice with environmental concern, was also quite different from Palleroni’s action, or hands-on orientation. What developed was thus a double bifurcation between, on the one hand, Moore’s more theoretical approach to sustainable architecture and Palleroni’s more technical, or practical approach, as well as a bifurcation between Palleroni’s design-oriented practice and the community-oriented planning practice taught by the planning professors and carried out by the activist groups in the community. There were thus two different approaches to sustainable architecture and two different approaches to community engagement that found themselves in a kind of uneasy relationship. Much will depend on how those relations develop in the future, and whether the very real differences in perspective and orientation can be combined successfully.  

The Alley Flats Initiative was a direct outcome of Palleroni’s studio. As he had done in Washington, he came to Austin with an ambition to inspire his students to do something practical, and so he took them to the streets of East Austin and told them to look around and take photographs, and literally make postcards that could point to particular architectural projects that could help sustain the community. The process of community immersion or programming, as Palleroni refers to it, was disrupted by the coming of Katrina to New Orleans, which grabbed the attention of Palleroni and led to his highly successful effort to contribute to the rebuilding of the city by designing furniture using materials destroyed in the storm. There was also less time for fieldwork than had been the case in Washington due to the semester system and the strong pressure in the regimen of studio instruction in Austin that the students actually do something and not simply investigate what they could do. The time constraints, but also the Katrina project, were mentioned by several students as complicating factors that made it difficult for them to appreciate what Palleroni had to offer. And yet, for the handful of students who were a part of the actual formation of the alley flat initiative, their time in the studio with Palleroni had something of a life-changing importance.    

From several participants, the aha moment was described, when maps and postcards were placed on the table and it could be seen and subsequently comprehended and realized  that along the alleys in cerrain areas of East Austin there was space that could be utilized for building smaller housing units. Actually such units could already be seen in some of the backyards, what, in community parlance, were called granny flats because that is where the grandparents had traditionally been housed. Just imagine, one of the students asked, if we could apply some sustainable design methods to building granny flats?  Such things were being done in other cities – that was part of what the students could learn in some of the other courses – and so why not do it in East Austin? But like all good ideas there was to be a long way from conception to actual construction.  What is amazing to an outside observer, however, is how quickly and productively the process actually proceeded.

It took two semesters of studios to move from the original insight to actual designs. What proved to be an important problem, however, was that there had not really been sufficient time for field work and for discussion in the community, and the relevant actors in the community, and in the city council, were far from convinced that alley flats were particularly viable. It didn’t help that the first student designs were more or less rejected out of hand by the representatives of the community who were asked to consider them. On the one hand, the director of a local housing company, the Guadelupe Building Society, that was sympathetic to the project, felt that the flats would be too expensive to build, and, on the other hand, the head of the local environmental justice organization, PODER, felt that the alley flats would simply be a new approach to gentrification, that is, a new way for outside developers to come in and take over the community. And the local residents who were willing to have the students build a prototype in their backyard didn’t much like the aesthetics, especially the sloping roof that was meant to capture rain water.
In order to bring the project further, another set of hybrid imaginations needed to be fostered, combining the architectural design work with actual building, and the construction activity with financing and management competence. One of the key actors, K. Zaman turned out to be a graduate of the architecture school, who had established his own design-build company, and whose bid for one of the model alley flats was accepted. He sees the alley flats initiative as a significant attempt to connect vision and reality in the world of sustainable architecture, and not least in the education of architects. “There is a big gap,” he said in an interview, “between what is going on in the market and what is being taught at the university.” What Sergio Palleroni offered was a unique opportunity for students to get actively involved in sustainable development, but the structural barriers at the school were very strong, and Zaman, like many others who had worked with Palleroni during his time at Austin, mentioned the difficulty that the school of architecture had had in providing a suitable site for Palleroni. 

Another key actor in the continuing process is Michael Gatto, a chemical engineer by training, who went back to school to study architecture and has developed his own hybrid identity as a community-oriented construction manager. Indeed the company that he has started is a good example of the hybrid imagination in action, in that it combines an interest in providing affordable low-cost housing with an interest in sustainable design. Together with Brad Deal, an architect who, as a student, took part in the famous studio where the alley flats initiative was actually born, Gatto and Zaman are the ones who will be taking the project further, together with the Guadelupe Building Society, under whose auspices the prototypes are being built. Much will depend on how well they are able to balance the interests of their own companies and careers with the interests of the community, and at this point it is not at all clear whether the alley flats initiative will be able to alter, in a positive way, the larger and more all-encompassing process of gentrification in East Austin or not. As Susana Almanza has put it, the alley flats can only be a meaningful addition to the community if they are carefully controlled by a housing company that is well integrated into the community. “They can only work in Guadelupe,” she says; “otherwise they will simply be a way for people to make money from their property and provide a new form of colonization.”

And so the story remains unfinished, and the tension between sustainable development and social justice in Austin, Texas remains unresolved. At this point, neither Moore nor Palleroni, nor, for that matter, anyone else employed by the University of Texas will actually carry on with the alley flats initiative, and the question can be asked how much influence the initiative has actually had on the university in general and the school of architecture in particular. The value of the portfolio program and the various courses that will continue to be offered for graduate students across the university is certainly significant. But the core of the discipline, and of the school, and the values that are taught and fostered have been little affected. Community-oriented sustainable architecture remains a marginal option for architecture students, and the opportunity of learning from the experiences of Sergio Palleroni will no longer be available to students at the University of Texas.  

On the other hand, doors have most definitely been opened for architecture students to combine training in their core competence with other knowledge and skills, to learn to be green architects. How well they can do that will depend on whether the kind of curriculum development, and problem-based learning that was established in the project, can be continued. The challenge in the future will be to keep the doors of change open, and, perhaps especially find ways for architecture students and teachers to interact more directly with students and teachers in planning, public policy, and management, as well as with the local community.    

Note
The quotations from interviews are from a visit to Austin in March 2008. 
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