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Abstract

This thesis investigates the merits of cross-disciplinary appropriations of natural-
scientific theory in architecture, particularly of the theory of autopoiesis as
appropriated in Patrik Schumacher’s two-volume tome

. This investigation began with an interest in perceived connections between
urban dynamics and autopoietic processes in biological cells. In this context, Schu-
macher’s workwas expected to offer, but did not deliver, an explanatory theoretical
framework. This raised questions about the role of cross-disciplinary appropria-
tions of natural-scientific theory in architecture in general and the appropriation of
autopoiesis in architectural theory in particular.

A reviewof related literature shows that investigations of these questions are con-
founded by the conceptual broadness granted to theoretical ideas and the indirect
route along which autopoiesis has been appropriated in architecture. From its orig-
inal conception by Maturana et al. in microbiology in the 1970s to its appropriation
by Luhmann in sociology in the 1980s, on to the appropriation of its sociological in-
terpretation by Schumacher in architecture around 2011, the phenomena described
by the three instances of autopoiesis theory, and theirvarying grounding in empirical
evidence, have changed significantly. Meanwhile, natural-scientific theories inform
architectural practice and research across a broad spectrum between metaphori-
cal ambiguity and literal exactitude, from conceptual inspiration in applied design
and literal design guidance as is common in biomimicry, to scholarly explanation
and empirical prediction. Between these intricacies, the following research ques-
tion arises:

To address this question from an academic architectural research perspective,
this studyuses amixed-method approach, drawing on discourse analysis, close read-
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ing, visual interpretation, and inference to the best explanation to analyse 16 per-
tinent samples from both individually as well as in
aggregate, using previously-established categorisations of language use and merits
of theory appropriation. It thereby determines how Schumacher’s theory relates
“architecture” to prior (i.e., Luhmann’s or Maturana et al.’s) instances of autopoiesis
theory, the degree of literality of these references, and their likely beneficiaries.

The outcomes of this analysis show that the connections drawn between ar-
chitecture and autopoiesis in evoke (or at least do
not preclude evoking) biological systems rather than aligning exclusivelywith Schu-
macher’s conceptualisation of architecture as a social system. They also suggest that
a significant portion of these connections appear to benefit the author (Schumacher)
rather than the reader by legitimising and obfuscating rather than providing explana-
tory convergence. Furthermore, the analysis shows how these connections are not
committed to a uniform use of language, ranging across literal, metaphorical, ana-
logical, and similised modes. Schumacher thus seems to operate somewhat ambigu-
ously across all analytical frameworks and distinctions applied in this study, taking
an approach that may benefit conceptual inspiration of the design practice rather
than rigorous descriptions of academic research his theory purports to do. In this
view, Schumacher’s theory appropriation appears to enjoy the conceptual tolerance
cultivated on the design practice side of the field but seems unlikely to substantially
benefit either the professional practice or academic research arms of the discipline.
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�O�P�S �B�O�Z �M�J�N�J�U�T�Ç �S�F�T�V�M�U�J�O�H �J�O �V�O�Q�S�F�E�J�D�U�B�C�M�F �C�F�I�B�W�J�P�V�S �B�O�E �T�F�F�N�J�O�H�M�Z �F�O�E�M�F�T�T �H�S�P�X�U�I�÷
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