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The events of 9/11 are dramatically reshaping society. The terrorist attacks in New York City and in
Washington, DC, have been extensively examined in the media and addressed in the work of profes-
sionals and academicians across a broad spectrum of disciplines. The profession and discipline of
architecture is reassessing its position in relation to these events. Architectural education, and the
functions of the design studio in particular, are similarly subject to this process of reappraisal. A case
study is presented of a studio project on the topic of transportable medical facilities for disaster miti-
gation. This work is discussed against a backdrop of societal constructs concerning the functions of
compassionism in architecture in the aftermath of 9/11. The case study is but one example of the
potential of the studio to emerge as a rapid-response vehicle to foster in the student a genuine atti-
tude of social and civic engagement.

Introduction
The design studio maintains its position at the cen-
ter of nearly every professional architectural curricu-
lum in the United States. The time, effort, and
�nancial resources devoted to the studio by institu-
tions, faculty, and students, and the amount of
physical space required, is considerable. This expen-
diture of resources, unfortunately, too often pushes
other courses to the margins relative to the design
studio. For these reasons, it is no surprise that the
studio model of instruction in architecture continues
to stand apart from practically every other disci-
pline.1 This has been acknowledged time and again
in prognoses on the state of architectural education,
a fact reaf�rmed most recently in Building Commu-
nity: A New Future for Architecture Education and
Practice, published in 1996 by the Carnegie Foun-
dation for the Advancement of Teaching.2

All is not well in the semicloistered world of
the design studio, however. Shortcomings are not
dif�cult to discern and in the extreme may result in
unsound educational pedagogy. Critical discourse in
the discipline and profession of architecture tends
to gloss over pedagogical intentions in the design
studio. This can result in naive defensiveness on the
part of faculty and administrators whenever the stu-

dio format of instruction falls under external scru-
tiny by outsiders. Tom Woolley has asserted that
more than 70 percent of a student’s time is spent
on design and this, by default, gives rise to its func-
tion as the most important aspect of one’s educa-
tion.3 To Woolley, central university administrations
often �nd it hard to come to terms with the com-
paratively expensive space and resource require-
ments of design education. This, in comparison to
lecture format courses for which students are
packed into large lecture halls or entirely left on
one’s own to labor ignominiously at home or in the
library. The defense of the studio system has been
rather weak and ineffective, verging on:

smugness and complacency, extolling the vir-
tues of the studio system while avoiding any
real critical analysis of its strengths and weak-
nesses. In my experience (critical) questions are
rarely asked of studio projects: Why this proj-
ect? What are the educational objectives?
What speci�c things do we expect students to
learn with it? What criteria will be used to
assess it? Are there other ways of learning
about this? . . . Teaching in the studio tends to
be largely intuitive . . . it is largely an amateur
affair . . . learning by students is largely

through following role models, which can be a
very hit and miss process. Far too much
emphasis is placed on socialization and not
enough on teaching or acquiring skills.4

Attempts over the years to rationalize the
design process itself have typically met with broad
dismissal by architects.5 Many studio educators con-
tinue to argue for design education to remain a
highly intuitive activity predicated upon intense,
singular, self-exploration. Both views, even in the
extreme, afford insight, however. Often, the client
expects the architect to share the creative experi-
ence and to engage him/her, and in so doing
demystify the design process. But the cumulative
experience of students in the studio tends to make
them defensive, unwilling, over a period of time, to
open up their thought processes to external scru-
tiny, and therefore becoming disinterested in exter-
nal realities.6 Woolley calls for transparency in studio
teaching insofar as this learned tendency to retreat
must be reconciled with everything else the archi-
tect must learn and at once reconciled with the
needs of the society.

Amos Rapoport advocates the establishment of
valid alternatives to the singular dominance of the
design studio, asserting that far too much emphasis
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is placed on how to design and not on what to
design, nor for whom to design.7 Singularly formal-
ist approaches to studio instruction, in his view,
result in designers whose passion lies in the making
of form alone. The �nal outcome may be devoid of
connectivity with, or empathy toward, the constitu-
ency for whom one designs. The student may there-
fore emerge a passionate, highly adroit form maker
while remaining misdirected, disinterested, or even
contemptuous of external realities. Later, the prac-
ticing architect becomes adroit at the production of
beautiful form irrespective of whether it is the
wrong solution to the wrong problem.8

C. Richard Hatch, in The Scope of Social Archi-
tecture, conceptualized the teaching and practice of
architecture as primarily a social medium, a medium
for fostering the centrality of community, of place-
making attuned to the needs of the marginalized
and the disenfranchised.9 In discussing Hatch’s ped-
agogical position, Anthony Ward writes, “Hatch
asserts . . . at its best, social architecture aims to
create and develop critical consciousness.”10 This
position, however, stood in diametric opposition to
the dominating themes within architectural dis-
course in the 1990s, which increasingly sought to
remove critical theory in architecture from the
everyday social milieu of its time, thereby discon-
necting it from the realm of moral imperative. Ward
asserts the mere persistence of a topic referred to
as “social architecture” pushed aside from a position
of centrality in this discourse “is an indictment of
the latter.” He calls for transformative practices in
architecture and in studio education as a means to
reconnect both with moral and social imperatives.11

No facet of critical theory in architecture need
stand aloof from the circumstances in which it must
evolve.12 By extension, the same argument can be
made for sociocultural connectivity in the design
studio. Thomas Dutton argues that critical peda-
gogy can offer a vital intellectual aperture for the
teaching and practice of architecture.13 Studio peda-
gogy, to him, is to be equated with far more reso-
nant cultural and social concerns than simply what

may occur randomly in classroom teaching on a
day-to-day basis. It involves ”all those practices that
de�ne what is important to know, how it is to be
known, and how this production of knowledge helps
to construct social identities.”14 He adds “pedagogy
is part of the process of shaping what people know
and how they come to know it . . . any practice
which intentionally tries to in�uence the production
of meaning is a pedagogical practice. . . . If this
constitutes an expanded conception of pedagogy,
critical pedagogy recognizes that all forms of learn-
ing are enveloped in political processes.”15 Dutton
cites the work of prominent educational theorists
Roger Simon and Henry Giroux, among others, and
their call for a moral imperative whereby, in a world
of needless pain, critical pedagogy in education val-
ues social justice, democracy, equality, and emanci-
pation. In the educational system itself, the aim of
these theorists has been to break all forms of domi-
nation that have accompanied late capitalism and
global capitalism.16

Ward cites examples of studios in which an
openness toward social engagement, if not the
avowed aim at the outset, has been a governing
theme. This work includes numerous studio projects
he has directed with Maori communities and com-
munity urban design studio projects for the cities of
Otara and Aukland, both in New Zealand.17 These
efforts have generally been deemed a success, and
indeed provide much for others to build upon. This
stream of activity provides an especially fertile base
to build upon in light of recent dramatic events in
the United States. The seriousness of these events
necessitates a full reappraisal of teaching pedagogy
in the design studio. Hatch’s rational transparency,
an approach informed by taking cognizance of
issues of immediate signi�cance to the society, sat-
urates the discussion that follows.

September 11, 2001
September 11, 2001, stands apart as a pivotal day
in the cultural, economic, and political landscape of
America and of democracies worldwide. In the

immediate aftermath of the events of 9/11, our
everyday lives would change, both in symbolic and
in direct, tangible ways. The sheer devastation
resulting from the acts themselves forced each of us
to reexamine what we do and who we are. Tai
Moses wrote,

As the ruins of the World Trade towers smol-
dered at the southern end of Manhattan and
the breeze stirred the ashes of thousands of
human beings, a new age of anxiety was born.
If someone had slept through September 11
and awakened, Rip van Winkle-like today, he
would open his eyes on an astonishing new
landscape . . . this divided our world into two
radically different eras. We watch wistfully as
the pre-9/11 world drifts away . . . we will
speak of it in the reverent tones reserved for
the dead. Meanwhile, the post-9/11 era looms
like an unmapped wilderness.18

Immediately, public attention became trans�xed on
the horror of the thousands of deaths, the monu-
mental destruction of property—rami�cations of
the most devastating surprise attack to take place in
history on American soil.19 Signs of societal transfor-
mation abound in the wake of 9/11, challenging
our sense of invulnerability, previously a hallmark of
the American psyche. After 9/11, we looked at each
other with new sets of eyes, asking new questions.
Pundits wrote of a country having lost its inno-
cence, at once overlooking the obvious fact that
innocence is not a prerequisite quality in a super-
power nation. The attacks on the West by Islamic
extremists signi�cantly reordered, if nothing else,
the psychological dimensions of the global geopolit-
ical landscape. Its impact will endure. For Ameri-
cans, living in the richest nation in history, these
events shove the nation into the glare of the inter-
national spotlight. America is in the not-so-painless
process of reconsidering its most cherished values,
daily routines, and lifestyles, many of which are
viewed by observers both domestically and over-
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seas as self-deluded.20 As an undeniable determi-
nant of cultural reappraisal, 9/11 penetrates to the
core—and architecture can neither remain immune
from, negate, nor isolate itself from the events of
that day (Figure 1).

Architects in the United States, along with vir-
tually everyone else, were compelled to ask, “How
could anybody hate us so much?”21 Throughout the
booming 1990s, Americans, not unlike the retreatist
predilections of critical discourse in architecture, had
increasingly turned inward as more and more archi-
tectural �rms in the United States, ironically, began
to expend considerable energies on cultivating new
economic opportunities surrounding the globaliza-
tion of practice. Perhaps, in retrospect, this period
was naive. The stark display of terrorism exhibited
on 9/11 has driven home in full color the dangers
of architects running the risk of attack for being
motivated by self-centered, culturally autonomous
economic determinants.

Post-9/11, the profession undoubtedly contin-
ues to view globalization in somewhat soft focus,
romanticist terms, although now with a far stronger
dose of realism, caution, and circumspection. It is
now unjusti�ed to casually dismiss out of hand the
view of those who may view the building of build-
ings in far-away cultures as being in some measure
an imperialistic act, an act of cultural hegemony.
The fundamental question at this point is not

whether or not architectural practitioners are justi-
�ed to engage in such pursuits in and of them-
selves, but whether future architects will be edu-
cated to be equipped to think, act, and build in a
sensitive, compassionate manner. Now, the quest to
build the tallest or most lavish high-rise of�ce tower
in Malaysia or Manhattan is subject to reassess-
ment, as well as, for that matter, whether anything
at all should be built on the hallowed site of
Ground Zero in New York City.22

Searching the Soul
of Architecture
The events on 9/11 functioned as a national �ash-
point.23 Americans retrenched in the weeks and
months following the attacks, de�antly displaying
the �ag while traveling less, spending less on enter-
tainment, pulling back on purchases of consumer
goods, and disinvesting in the stock market.24 Cor-
respondingly, the threat of bioterrorism metasta-
sized in the public psyche, fueled by the anthrax
episodes that forged an indelible imprint on every-
day habitual life in the civic realm.25 Airports, of�ce
buildings, laboratories, shopping malls, schools,
prisons, post of�ces, sports facilities, and hospitals
were but a few of the civic places where long-
standing design assumptions were rendered obso-
lete, literally, overnight.26

As an entire nation questions itself, is the
architectural design studio to be considered a part
of the “problem,” or a part of whatever “solutions”
may unfold? Is the studio and studio teaching ped-
agogy in some way an expression of the negative
side of these large-scale events? Regardless, the
temptation must be cast aside to simplistically
reduce the core issues to an either/or diatribe of a
position of political apathy versus blatant, even gar-
ish, visual displays of patriotism, such as �ag
apparel. For the architectural student, at the very
least, matters surrounding the nature of the inner-
directed versus outward-directed predilections in
one’s own work must now be brought out into the
open.

As architects search for ways to build more
meaningfully in a post-9/11 world, architectural
educators are embarking upon parallel lines of
inquiry in a search for ways to teach more meaning-
fully. Pre-9/11, in the case of Islamic extremism, it
might have been logical for the student to ask, “Is
western architecture viewed in isolation from west-
ern society in the minds of those who harbor
intense hatred of the West (America in particular),
or, does architectural activity and political ideology
covary?” The answer is now obvious: buildings can
be viewed contemptuously, detested as raw symbols
of political and cultural ideology. Post-9/11, new
questions swill in the air: Do studio projects set in
such locales as Egypt, Bombay, or Shanghai export
an architectural cosmology of a striated, egocentric,
even repressive nature to non-western cultures? For
projects in domestic settings, the questions are
equally vexing. Am I giving back to my community
and to society? Am I critically engaged? Am I dem-
onstrating civic leadership through my work and
actions?

A Transportable Medical
Care Center
Studio educators advocating transformative pedago-
gies have attempted to broaden the manifold of
social concern in architecture.27 Studios concerned
with social engagement have generally been of
three types: type 1—studios that literally take the
studio out into the community, type 2—studios
that strive to bring the community into the studio
experience to the maximum extent, and type 3—
studios that attain a balance between type 1 and
type 2. All three variants within this typology are
outward directed, with the �rst based off campus to
the extent possible, the second based largely on
campus, and the third representing a combination
of experiences on and off campus.

In type 1 studios the client is frequently inter-
acted with—that is, consulted—on his/her (or the
organization’s) turf. In the case of type 2 pedago-
gies, the client frequently comes to the studio at

1. Horror on the streets of New York City, September 11, 2001.

(Reprinted from New York: September 11.)
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predetermined intervals for the critiquing of stu-
dents’ work. In the third studio variant, a combina-
tion of both strategies occurs. Above and beyond
matters of pedagogical directionality, the intentions
are nearly always socially focused, based on a
salient issue in the community, such as affordable
housing, urban design, recreational space, reuse of
historic buildings, schools, and so on. A local church
approaches the university seeking input and guid-
ance on the design of a childcare center. The local
chapter of Habitat for Humanity seeks the help of
students for the building of new homes in inner
urban neighborhoods. A neighborhood group of
business merchants seeks new ideas to reinvigorate
declining revenues along a deteriorated commercial
strip. The student work may, one hopes, ultimately
have some impact on these real clients with their
real needs. The students feel respected and valued,
the client receives useful information, and the value
of the architect/architecture is reaf�rmed.

Regardless of whether the studio is taken out
to the problem, the problem is brought to the stu-
dio, or a combination of both occurs, each repre-
sents a transformative pedagogy. In practice, many
approaches have been implemented at various times
for various reasons. Now, with 9/11 adding much
gravity, timeliness—rapid response—ascends to a
position of considerable importance. Rapidity of
response requires three qualities: engendering in the
student the merits of social engagement, instilling
an appreciation for the merits of teamwork in order
to produce much “output” in a relatively short
period of time, and instilling in the student a high
level of care, concern, and quality control regarding
the immediate usefulness (utility) of the output
(product).

Beyond 9/11, complex global geopolitical and
population issues loom larger than ever before in
recorded history. The world’s 6.1 billion population
increases by nearly 9,000 people each hour. Several
worldwide population institutes estimate that, by
2050, between 9 and 9.5 billion people will be liv-
ing on the planet. The population of the United

States by 2050 alone will have surpassed 400 mil-
lion.28 By 2000, capital expenditures in architecture
for health in the United States alone surpassed
$17.6 billion.29 Populations most in need of global
architectural intervention will include communities
ravaged by HIV/AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis, plagues
such as the virulent Ebola virus in Africa, and yellow
fever.

The profound pain, misery, and severe disloca-
tion caused by natural disasters, including earth-
quakes, �oods, and hurricanes, is becoming more
widespread. Global population increases as new set-
tlements are built in places where they should not,
such as in low-lying coastal zones, earthquake-
prone regions, and in the midst of notorious “hurri-
cane alleys.” The aftermath of industrial disasters
can be especially devastating in communities with
high concentrations of chemical and nuclear energy
plants. Meanwhile, conventional military warfare
continues to devastate communities in the Middle
East and elsewhere around the globe. Populations
equally in need of rapid-response architectural
intervention now may be in Chicago, Omaha, Osaka,
Sao Paulo, or in Bangladesh.30 Rapid-response
architecture for deployment in disaster mitigation
contexts requires a high degree of immersion, team-
work, and amenity.31

In the fall of 2001, in the aftermath of 9/11, a
rapid-response studio was initiated at Tulane Uni-
versity. The brief called for a prototype 18,000-
square-foot, adaptable, fully transportable health-
care facility. Non–site speci�city was essential: “kit
of parts” proposals were to be responsive to at least
four site variants: linear urban street, open �eld,
shoreline, and open paved site.32 The work of three
two-person student teams is presented: team 1
(Bridgette Cabarrus and Marcella Casas), team 2
(Scott M. Simon and Mabel Nazario), and team 3
(Carrie Walker and Kenyon C. Zimmerman). This
work is representative of nine teams in all (two stu-
dents per team) in this fourth- and �fth-year elec-
tive platform studio.33

In studios on the topic of social engagement,

students often get to interact with real clients who
critique their work at key intervals (and in fact this
author has directed a number of studios with “cli-
ents” serving as invaluable adjunctive resources,
beginning with a hospice studio taught twenty years
ago). It was not logistically possible to duplicate this
scenario in the present studio, although the sheer
weight of the events of 9/11 and intensive waves
of subsequent media coverage provided a great
amount of essential information. There was no “cli-
ent” readily available on such short notice to cri-
tique the work of the students at key intervals
whether in the studio or beyond the campus. The
intense media coverage of the caregivers, the vic-
tims, and numerous accounts of the vast rami�ca-
tions of the tragedy to a large extent �lled this
potential void.

In the days that followed 9/11, local experts
who would have otherwise volunteered their time to
assist with the studio in a hands-on manner were
themselves working overtime to develop their own
disaster mitigation plans. With this said, this should
not be misconstrued to infer that a nonclient format
was preferable versus having had actual specialists
serving as consultants. It therefore became neces-
sary to take additional measures to transport the
students out into the community in order to attain
interaction, insight, and feedback. This information
was taken back into the studio setting and subse-
quently tested, reiteratively. As a result, the studio
most closely resembled type 2 within the pedagogi-
cal typology of social engagement in studio instruc-
tion.

The �rst two weeks centered on investigations
of compassion as a construct. The nine teams pre-
sented case studies of conditions faced in the after-
math of a sudden, catastrophic loss or traumatically
dislocational event: sudden disruption to one’s
physical and emotional equilibrium in the aftermath
of attack, disease, an industrial accident, or natural
disaster.34 Environmental stress and coping behav-
iors were reviewed, including research on environ-
mental stress, learned helplessness syndrome, epi-
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2. Deployment sequence, Case Study 1.

sodes of mass violence, and antisocial behavioral
patterns such as rioting in the aftermath of sudden
loss. The profound need for persons and groups to
make sense of their immediate condition was exam-
ined, that is, the craving of families to reclaim a lost
or severely damaged home.35 Well-being, health
status, and basic shelter was discussed with recent
examples of architectural intervention ranging from
Hurricane Floyd in South Florida (1992), to the
Kobe earthquake in Japan (1995), to the Ebola
pandemic in Africa (1998), and to 9/11. The peda-
gogical objective was to create a �exible, adaptable
healing environment empathetically responsive to
diverse cultural and geographic contexts.36

The �rst �eld trip, a one-day empathic model
workshop, centered on instilling an appreciation for
the myriad challenges faced in coping with a sud-
den loss in one’s repertoire of sensory and physical
abilities. The original intent of this teaching appli-
ance, developed in the late 1970s at the University
of Michigan, was to simulate the loss of sensory
capabilities experienced by the aged: simulated loss
of hearing, vision, olfactory abilities, physical mobil-
ity, and tactile sensory ability. Nearly every student

reported that their simulated, abrupt loss of mobil-
ity, sense of touch, eyesight, and/or hearing genu-
inely affected them. This was particularly the case
for those out�tted with multiple sensory loss appli-
ances, such as wheelchair con�nement crossed with
partial blindness. At the workshop’s conclusion �ve
hours later, they had become advocates of the
empathic model as a very useful way to sensitize
architects. This occurred against the backdrop of
the media’s monumental, generally compassionate
24/7 coverage of the terrorist attacks. The many
stories about the thousands of victims, their fami-
lies, and the survivors functioned as moving testa-
ments to the power of the human spirit, and thus
inspired the student teams.37

The teams embarked on a search for spatial
metaphors expressive of the spiritual dimensions of
healing. The �ve basic platonic volumes—the tetra-
hedron, octahedron, cube, dodecahedron, and the
icosohedron—were studied.38 The ancient art of
tent making was examined, which led to the review
of the twentieth-century work of Buckminster Fuller
and Frei Otto, the Airstream trailer, and lightweight
portable buildings including case studies with fabric

roof systems. The M.A.S.H. tent structures of the
Korean War and the Vietnam War were studied. The
physicality of molecular minerals and principles of
fractal geometry were examined for their rele-
vance.39 The goal of rapidity of response called for a
charrette-like schedule, and the fast tracking of
these explorations was therefore a high priority.

Team 1 developed a transformational prototype
in response to the unpredictable nature of disaster
mitigation situations. The siting of the modules (as
many as twenty on a single site or as few as two)
provide outdoor space for triage in the event that
many hundreds of victims must be evaluated or
decontaminated at once. In triage, rapid decisions
must be made such as immediate assessment of
those in need of airlifting to an offsite medical cen-
ter versus those who can be cared for onsite. To
accommodate the potential of many hundreds of
patients simultaneously in need of triage, one or
more modules are con�gurable as large open-air
pavilions, adjacent to the main arrival-intake
entrance and staging areas.

These units are interconnected to diagnostic
and treatment modules, including surgical modules,
via accordion-like tubular circulation and supply
corridors. A fabric membrane applied to an exoskel-
eton frame is connected to a base platform. This
occurs in a manner in which each module’s anatom-
ical components such as electrical and HVAC sys-
tems are supplied from the underside of �oor panels
inset in a steel grid. The translucent skin is com-
posed of a three-ply nylon membrane with an inter-
stitial layer to moderate indoor-outdoor air tem-
perature differentials. Assemblage is shown step by
step, in a procedure diagrammed in Figure 2. Here,
the container Type A becomes the platform for the
module; the structural rib elements are then assem-
bled in pairs and locked together. Next, the skin
membrane is applied. End panels are fabricated of
steel and equipped with operable louvers that dou-
ble as means of egress (Figure 3). The plan of an
inpatient semiprivate ward illustrates this proposal’s
considerable dexterity insofar as interior partitions
can be added or subtracted as care needs dictate,
with modules linked to one another via the unfold-
ing and sliding of the wall panels (Figures 4, 5, and
6). The modules respond to site, topography, micro-
climate, and medical equipment requirements. The
number of modules is variable, depending on need
and siting constraints. Many aspects of this pro-
posal, including the triage open-air over�ow space,
provide diagnostic and stabilization for many more
persons at once compared to an emergency depart-
ment in a conventional hospital. Many aspects of
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4. Section through inpatient ward, Case Study 1.

this team’s proposal were adapted from tent hospi-
tals designed and deployed in twentieth-century
modern military warfare. Human scale was achieved
as well as a �exible siting concept, together with
clearly articulated staff and patient circulation pat-
terns.

Team 2 developed a modular system whereby
the pattern of the basic 10-by-10-by-30-foot steel
shipping container is replicated and reppropriated as
a “bookend,” becoming a key architectural element.
The use of the module’s shipping container as an
architectural element arose out of practical consid-
eration for a system that would require minimal
time, effort, cost, and labor to assemble. A large
measure of this proposal’s compassion is expressed
in its concern for the severe logistical limitations
posed with respect to its transport to the site, and
the constructors’ limitations of time and resources.

A relatively high level of self-suf�ciency and struc-
tural autonomy is expressed in this system as a
result. Its considerable spatial dexterity enables the
system to accommodate general medical tech sup-
port, HVAC, and electrical systems. These are
housed in an interstitial plenum beneath a prefabri-
cated �oor plate system. These plates fold out from
their passive state during shipment to become
active elements. Wall panels fold, lock and unlock,
clip in, and slide from side to side to allow for vari-
ous uses and permutations.

Individual modules are covered by a light-
weight retractable fabric roof, activated by a pair of
parallel pulleys on a track system; this roof can be
pulled from end to end and locked into place by
four workers, two per side. A clear plastic membrane
sheathes the space between the fabric roof and the
top of the module on all sides, providing a source
of daylight and natural ventilation. Daylighting and
ventilation levels are variable through the addi-
tion/subtraction of the lightweight steel prefabri-
cated wall panels (Figures 7 and 8). These modules,

3. Model of transportable medical care module,

Case Study 1.

5. Section through surgical suite and connecting “accordion” supply-circulation elements, Case Study 1.
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as in the case of the previous proposal, are recon-
�gurable due to unforeseen site conditions likely to
be encountered in the �eld. Options for con�gura-
tion range from radial to linear (Figure 9). The mer-
its of this system center on a signi�cant degree of
autonomy in terms of its transport, assembly, and
disassembly.

Redeployable medical facilities pose architec-
tural challenges, not the least of which is the matter
of portability. Transportable, prefabricated structures
are of two basic types: those transported to and
“installed” on a permanent site, and those that are
reusable (re-installable) on multiple sites.40 Motor
coaches and prefabricated �xed-site buildings are
typically dismissed outright—the architectural
equivalent of fast food—as contaminated, impure.
To British architect-educator Jonathan Hill, the term
contamination describes an unfortunate condescen-
sion on the part of architects whereby the
user/occupant in a newly completed work of archi-
tecture is viewed as having a debasing effect on the
space. In his view, the user/occupant is too often
held in contempt for his/her contaminating effect
on the building through the simple act of engaging
in everyday inhabitation. Although Hill was referring
primarily to �xed-site architecture, this negative
attitude becomes compounded exponentially in the
case of prefabricated architecture. The factory-built

aesthetic, combined with the stigma of so-called
contamination through inhabitation, diminishes its
potential for appraisal as a serious work of architec-
ture.41 Team 3’s proposal challenges this dismissive
attitude while embracing the principles of social
engagement and rapidity of response.

This proposal is transported to the site on an
eighteen-wheel trailer truck. The truck then morphs
into a medical care clinic. The procedure is not
unlike that of a traveling stage set of a globe-
trotting rock band such as U2 where the stage
apparatus is integrated into the means of transport.
The expandability of these modules in vertical and
horizontal directions starkly contrasts the static
nature of the typical prefabricated mobile home,
however, as well as the typical mobile truck-based
medicoach mobile health clinics used in many rural
parts of the United States. In the latter, the narrow-
ness of the unit tends to constrict usage and this
nearly always results in too little staff workspace,
storage, patient comfort, or patient con�dentiality.
To overcome this de�ciency a pair of mobile units
are staged in an interlocking, horizontally and verti-
cally expandable/contractible parti’. Upon activa-
tion, they are transformed into a single unit com-
prising in large part the truck chassis and the
transport container, which double as the structural
system. These units expand vertically to a height of

two full levels, if necessary. The second level is
accessed via “high-boy” fork lifts and clip-on steel
stair elements. Accommodations for universal access
are provided in the form of ramps and mechanical
lifts. The second level is raised and locked into
place vis-à-vis the pneumatic lift trucks, which dou-
ble as vertical transport.

This serialized process of arrival, assembly, and
activation is illustrated in Figures 10 through 18. A
single unit can function autonomously, or many
units can be connected to one another on a single
site. Each module takes on a specialized role in this
scenario. In disaster mitigation situations in which
multiple truck-clinic units are deployed to a single
site, individual modules are transformed into one
part of a larger whole and adaptable as needs dic-
tate. Individual modules can be deployed for triage,
decontamination units, surgical units, or short-term
patient housing. This proposal merges tectonic dex-
terity and portability with vehicular transport found
in the ubiquitous everyday environment.

This proposal also facilitates ease of delivery
and setup in the densely populated inner urban
neighborhoods of cities. The capability to service
these communities is a key strength of this pro-
posal. It is the residents of these neighborhoods
who tend to not have their own means of transpor-
tation, and who are often left out in disproportion-

6. Perspective of triage-assessment unit, Case Study 1.
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7. Model of typical container-clinic module, Case Study 2. 8. Partial section through post operative holding area, Case Study 2.

9. Siting options, Case Study 2.

ate numbers in emergencies, such as in the case of
rapid-pace hurricane emergency evacuations. In
densely built neighborhoods, the units can be
trucked to a staging area and quickly deployed on
city streets, in narrow vacant lots, in schoolyards,
and parking lots. This semi-autonomous dispersal is
premised on self-containment and allows for effec-
tive deployment, that is, a sole unit on a site, in a
pattern replicated on numerous sites. Therefore, the
provision of care is not limited to sites where, for
example, ten units must be interconnected to one
another in an “all or nothing” scenario.

The scatter-site concept therefore supports
deployment of independent entities throughout a
community where one is set up perhaps a few
blocks apart from the next. In this scenario, a lat-
ticework or matrix of truck-clinics can be estab-
lished on short notice with some perhaps providing
only triage and diagnostic care, others only immuni-
zations, another only decontamination, and yet
another for surgery or for the treatment of cuts,
bruises, and related posttrauma conditions. Those
patients in need of comprehensive posttrauma care
would be transported to safe-house specialized
treatment sites for more-intensive care, including
surgery.

Le Corbusier recognized the architectural signif-
icance of a key historical precursor to these three
proposals. One of the earliest transportable building
types, the primitive temple, was little more than a
nomadic structure consisting of poles and fabric,
easily erectable, transportable across the desert to
the next place of worship.42 To him, this embodied
the very essence of architecture: “There is no such
thing as a primitive man; there are only primitive
means.”43 These proposals represent only one of
many possible strategies to express engagement in
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10–14. Phased deployment of bionic truck-hospital, stages one through �ve, Case Study 3.
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15–18. Phased deployment. Bionic truck-hospital, stages six through nine, Case Study 3.

a rapid-response studio format,44 although British
architect Robert Kronenburg states

(There are) compelling arguments for the study
of the current state of movable buildings . . .
portable buildings, because of their dynamic
nature, have the ability to play an active role in
saving lives. Disaster relief activities are an
obvious role. . . . The lack of shelter in a post-
disaster situation can lead to loss of life from
exposure and disease that can be in excess of
that caused by the disaster itself. It is essential
that people . . . are helped within a very short
period, 48 hours or less, if that help is to be
effective. Temporary shelter which is reusable

is a core requirement . . . but equally impor-
tant, and more so in the long term, is an
appropriate level of facilities for medical,
administrative, and rebuilding centres, which
can be deployed immediately and help nurture
such activities during the reconstruction
period. There is no doubt that well designed,
appropriately used and deployable disaster
relief facilities can save lives. However, the vast
majority of movable structures (are) . . . for a
completely different range of circumstances
and functions rather than �ne tuned speci�c
responses . . . (this) could result in a new eco-
logically aware design strategy—the design of
buildings that “tread lightly on the earth” and

still convey the sense of identity and commu-
nity that is necessary for an established,
responsible society.45

Transportability, rapid deployment, and social
responsiveness call for lightness. The metaphysics of
lightness denote a subtraction of weight in the
abstract, and the de�ance of gravity in the face of
the darkest, heaviest, most impossible situations.
Italian author Italo Calvino advocates lightness as
the preferred method for the designer in the New
Millennium.46 In fact, it could be said that lightness
evolved to become a metaphor for the entire studio
experience itself.
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As for the student teams’ impressions at the
conclusion of the project, after eight weeks of work,
the course evaluations, informal feedback, and
feedback from other students throughout the
school indicated no small show of support for what
had been accomplished in a relatively short time.
Marcela Casas wrote, “Seldom do studio projects
involve topics directly related to reality. At the start,
very few of us understood how architecture might
address such a tragic situation. The events of Sep-
tember 11 made the entire class aware of the mag-
nitude of the challenge. We were challenged
because design studios usually center on formal,
material, and site issues. But now these assumptions
seemed irrelevant on their own. Reality forced us to
design a single structure equally useful in both poor
and wealthy nations. This project reminded us of
how broader issues are too often easily left out of
studio projects.”

On the Post-9/11 Studio
In the aftermath of 9/11, architectural educators
are justi�ed to reappraise design studio pedagogy
because the studio continues to maintain a position
of centrality and prominence in schools in the
United States, as well as in schools in many nations
around the globe. Rapid response implies a proac-
tive, anticipatory stance—the willingness to address
a pressing external issue. Rapidity of response has
emerged as a principal underlying theme of the dig-
ital age. A century ago, society was characterized by
relatively long periods of equilibrium punctuated by
relatively brief periods of radical change and
upheaval—or punctuated equilibrium. The current
digital age, in sharp contrast, is characterized by
relatively long periods of dramatic change punctu-
ated by brief periods of constancy. This latter cul-
tural state is de�ned as punctuated chaos—con-
stant upheaval marked by brief respites.47 In light of
this, architecture schools appear to be afraid to
break out of static, time-tested, normative (conser-
vative) studio teaching formats.48

This need for reappraisal on the grounds of
attaining greater connectivity with societal concerns
through the studio now appears to be on the radar
screen of the American Institute of Architecture
Students (AIAS).49 Recent evidence suggests that
recent graduates continue to hold the studio in high
regard in terms of its critical role in providing
unique knowledge and skill sets. They see these as
setting the architect apart from all other profession-
als, although social engagement is not listed as
being of priority in the larger scheme of things.50

Nonetheless, the designation of one or more design

studios per semester or quarter as rapid-response
vehicles can help to foster societal engagement.
Topics are limited only by the imagination, ranging
from the immediate local community to issues of
global concern. An anticipatory stance on the part
of architectural administrators is prerequisite: this
involves curricular �exibility and �exibility with
respect to the distribution of �scal resources. Also,
real clients can and should be called upon to pro-
vide feedback and serve as hosts to students, when
in the �eld away from the campus. It should not be
the aim of studios on the subject of social concerns
to be aloof from or “heroically dismissive” of direct
interaction with those for whom one is designing.
This would be highly ironic and obviously self-
defeating.

Some will level the criticism that compassion-
ism is little more than a new term to describe a
pedagogical approach that has been kicking around
architecture schools for the past thirty years. This is
true to some extent. Semantics aside, however, stu-
dios that over the years have built bridges with the
community have usually been described as being
focused on social “responsibility.” Compassionate
engagement requires a spirit of social conviction
combined with the sense of urgency. It is far more
concrete than the related, unspeci�c term corporate
responsibility as it has been used with respect to the
public outcry for the end of administrative malfea-
sance in corporate America. Compassionism has
been de�ned in this discussion as a broad construct
with two main streams of activity and inquiry: envi-
ronmental compassion and architectural compassion.
It encompasses social, political, aesthetic, environ-
mental, economic, technological, and broad cultural
forces. It is paradigmatically centered on the dimen-
sion of caring in environmental design, caring as a
design determinant in addressing global problems of
greater intractability than ever before in history.

The case for compassionism in post-9/11 soci-
ety is at present being examined in nearly every
walk of life, and in particular in American corporate
culture following the hedonistic, greed-driven
dynamics of Wall Street during the 1990s, and the
recent wave of corporate meltdowns. In a recent
article in the Harvard Business Review, Jane E. Dut-
ton, et al., in summarizing a 1998–2001 research
study on corporate culture jointly sponsored by the
University of Michigan and the University of British
Columbia, articulated four indicators of an organiza-
tion’s capacity for compassion. These relate to the
philosophy toward, treatment of, and overall
engagement of an organization’s constituencies.
These attributes are de�ned as compassion compe-

tencies: the scope (the breadth of resources pro-
vided by the organization in times of urgent need);
the scale (measurement processes put in place by
the organization to assess the volume of resources
needed and actually received by victims in times of
crisis); the speed of response (the ability of the par-
ent organization to act quickly, decisively, and
effectively); and the degree of specialization
(appropriate measurement protocols undertaken by
the organization to ascertain the degree to which it
tailors its resources to those in greatest need of
assistance).51

With the machinery of cultural reappraisal in
full swing in corporate America for the �rst time in
over a century, human concern for others is being
viewed as the seed of newfound compassionism in
the workplace:

As a colleague of ours once remarked, there is
always grief somewhere in the room. One per-
son may be feeling personal pain due to a
death in the family. Another may �nd person-
ality con�icts in the workplace unbearable. Still
another may be watching a colleague struggle
with a serious illness and not know how to
help. You can’t eliminate such suffering, nor
can you ask people to check their emotions at
the door. But you can use your leadership to
begin the healing process. Through your pres-
ence you can model behaviors that set the
stage for the process of making meaning out
of terrible events. And through your actions
you can empower people to �nd their own
ways to support one another during painful
times. This is a kind of leadership we wish we
would never have to use, yet it is vital if we
are to nourish the very humanity that can
make people—and organizations —great.52

At this broad scale, politics and compassion are
tightly interwoven. When an architect whines that
nobody respects him/her, this is usually the same
person who has next to nothing to do with the
political process in one’s local community. Disen-
gagement eventually leads to “why bother?”53 In
their 1996 report, Service to the Nation, Ernest
Boyer and Lee Mitgang’s Goal Seven, called for
architecture schools to establish a climate of exter-
nal engagement, to clarify to the public the bene�ts
of architecture in direct relation to the common
good, to promote the creation of new knowledge,
and to stress the critical importance of a high level
of ethical professional behavior. At the time (1996),
Boyer and Mitgang were left with little option but
to soberly conclude that the public’s perception of
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the architectural profession remained “one of
abstraction and elitism.”54

The reality of the so-called contaminating
effects of the act of human inhabitation in buildings
portends an uphill battle ahead.55 Twenty-two years
ago, Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaiver sarcasti-
cally described architects who “presume they can
roam freely in the realm of mental constructs, disas-
sociating themselves from the external world of
unpleasantries, by turning inward for approval to
the closed world of peers or of the of�ce drawing
board, where everything becomes possible.”56 In
stark contrast, the compassionate architect must be
agile, willing to perform in an atmosphere of at
times utter spontaneity, improvisation, and, if need
be, highly “contaminated” circumstances in order to
meaningfully engage. Worse, the case for compas-
sionism runs the risk of falling prey to what Man-
fredo Tafuri asserts is the possibility of a precipitous
fall into a mode of unseemly discourse where class-
based criticism is injected into contemporary archi-
tectural discourse, serving little more than reinforc-
ing socially delimiting, restrictive, polemical
polarities.57 Fredrick Jamison responds rather fatalis-
tically, asserting that basically nothing new can be
done insofar as architecture cannot serve a “liber-
ated society” within “the massive being of late capi-
talism” unless the system itself is radically
reworked.58 As for the role of formalism as a free-
standing construct in post-9/11 discourse, a pas-
sionate building, according to Charles Jencks (1995)
has been de�ned as a building whose formal lan-
guage need signify little more than a momentary,
temporal, if �eeting, cultural shift in values.59

It is hoped that critical discourse in architecture
will, at the very least, cease to espouse retreat:

Unlike modernist art that sought transcen-
dence by attempting an autonomy from the
contamination of social life . . . early
twentieth-century modern and avant-garde
practices in architecture were de�ned by the
constraint of architecture actually being an

instrument of use, integral to daily life experi-
ence and the structures of society . . . (it) is
not only a compositional language . . . It is
subject to multiple and diverse forces . . . con-
scious withdrawal was never a strategy for
modern architecture in its own time, and it
offers no critical response to architecture’s
social dilemmas today. . . .60

It is reasonable to assume the events of 9/11
will have at least some transformative bearing on
critical discourse in architecture. Before 9/11, how-
ever, internal challenges to the “recovery” of dis-
course in the �eld remained formidable. In the
1990s, American capitalism and popular culture
advanced in its quest for global domination through
the expansion of increasingly powerful transnational
capital markets, the Internet, and the mass media
(that is, CNN). In the post–Cold War era, economic
and cultural hegemony, when viewed within the
broader context of modernist/postmodernist dis-
course, exponentially increased its global reach. A
culture of resistance through retreat, refusing to
engage the struggle for social movements and with-
out any constructive alternative strategy, has no
place in a struggle to de�ne an antihegemonistic
social agenda in architecture. Moreover, anyone
who, according to Dutton and Mann, does not

locate oneself “on the global social battle�eld—as
a strategist, that is, not a map drawer but a . . .
generator of structures for knowledge for social
action” will be among the �rst causalities of the
hegemonic American global ruling class.62

Much has been written of America having been
blindsided by the events of 9/11:

In the wake of September 11 there erupted
something more primal and re�exive than criti-
cism: a kind of left-wing fundamentalism, a
negative faith in America the ugly . . . Soon
enough, however, old re�exes and tomes
cropped up here and there . . . smugness, acri-
mony, even schadenfreude, accompanied by
the notion that the attacks were, well, rooted
in America’s own crimes of commission and
omission.”63

Complacency is equally unjusti�ed in the political
arena, the corporate boardroom, the entertainment
industry, the art world, in organized religion, or in
architectural education. A decade ago an outcry in
the media occurred on the plight of the homeless
in the United States (Figure 19).64 Soon, as media
interest waned, so too did the frequency of design
studios offered on this topic in U.S. architecture
schools.

19. Homelessness. (Reprinted from Progressive Architecture.)
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Revisionism and Accountability
This discussion, it is hoped, will not be misconstrued
as a diatribe for any one pedagogical approach or
studio project. There are many ways to attain con-
nectivity with salient social issues of the moment.65

In times of uncertainty, practitioners, educators, and
laypersons share in the collective responsibility to
take stock. Post-9/11 revisionism appears to be
taking center stage in postmodern architectural dis-
course,66 including calls for a “terror proof” architec-
ture, and even an outright ban on the construction
of all tall buildings altogether.67

Jonathan Dimbleby, the British broadcaster and
writer, at the Annual RIBA Lecture address given in
April 2002 in London, spoke of whether architects
collectively or individually are as “aware of their
daunting responsibility to the future as they might
be.” He challenged architects to not squander the
opportunity to have a positive impact on the shap-
ing of the everyday habitual landscape:

Surely, it is the architect, listening to the voices
of the community, exchanging ideas and
exploring values with those communities who,
in the future will make the difference between
social re-integration and social disintegration.
And surely, it is not good enough to accept
that he who pays the piper calls the tune.68

Although it may not be an attainable goal to
establish an international architectural counterpart
to the Hippocratic oath (as Dimbleby suggested
later in his RIBA address), it may be desirable to set
up clear performance criteria to which “architects of
repute would pledge their collective allegiance, and
from which, in practice, they would not depart.”69 In
this respect, compassionate engagement is a
both/and, not either/or proposition as it can ideally
fuse empathy and caring with the formal concerns
of education in design. Boyer and Mitgang called
for meaningful engagement, a modus operandi pre-
sumably based on all of the above working in con-
sort, in order for the architect to better serve the

nation and the global community in the coming
years.70 But, before this can occur in the schools
and the profession on a sustainable basis, a logical
starting point is to reassess pedagogy. In the after-
math of 9/11, the design studio can continue to
prosper if it expresses a renewed spirit of innova-
tion, spontaneity, lightness, and unfettered, open
inquiry. Fortunately, the design studio is not dead
as a medium for learning. It remains uniquely
attuned to instilling principles of leadership and
meaningful civic engagement— values at the core
of the re�ective architect.
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