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ARCHITECTURE AND
A GRAMMAR OF
COLLECTIVE LIFE

In the current period, the predominance of the individual
over the collective reigns supreme. In electoral politics,
individual personality is preferred over substantial policy.
Ethics of freedom and individual rights translates to a culture
of consumer rights. In economics, the entrepreneurial spirit is
glorified and neoliberal capitalism amplifies the self-interest
of individuals. Market-value supersedes use-value. The
broader social and cultural trend is toward total self-
expression. ldentity politics has heightened the hostility to
self-expression and amplified difference. In theoretical
discourse, the narrative of “post-political” and “post-critical”
has severed the individual from the political and critical
agencies. In architecture, the aura of individuality continues in
the trend of what used to be called “iconic” or “spectacular”
buildings, but today the iconic, the spectacular, and the
different is everywhere, to the point of banality. Technoloqy,
social media, and changing social and economic relationships
have made it more possible to live, work, and even socialise
alone. The pandemic has served to intensify the isolation.

Capitalism organises collective life around a grammar
of consumption (credit, debt, cars, shoes, phones, the
spectacle of the image industry, the home as a
commodity, architecture as an object, education as a
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service...). But is this a desirable ethos? It is not a question
of a binary choice between living as individuals or living
together as a collective. On the contrary, the task is to
articulate a finer articulation of the individual within
collective life by amplifying the agency of the individual,
who has a choice, and who now must make a decision
about how to engage with and in the world. Articulating a
formal grammar of collective life to frame new individual
and collective relationships might provide an alternative
approach.

The agency of the human being to act, think, and
imagine is central to what political theorist Paolo Virno
calls a “grammar of the multitude.” Virno articulates the
principle terms for acting collectively and living together
in the contemporary world: social individual, general
intellect, the common, a resistance to totality, critique of
the State, amongst others. The multitude is a mode of
being that signifies the active, thinking, imagining,
autonomous subject, a critical agent who is every single
human being who has the faculty to speak, think and act
together. Arquing for the agency of the individual within
collective life counters the “post-human” narrative, which
has entered theoretical discourse over the last 30 years.
We are not post-human, post-political, post-critical, or
post-ideological. We have rarely experienced a more
political and ideological world than that in which we
presently live. There has never been a greater need for
criticality. The problem with the demarcation of “post-
human” and the denial of the critical agency is that it
fragments the solidarity of individuals, which leads to
identity politics. We are human beings first before we
assume an identity. We live in troubled times. We face
political, social, economic, and environmental crises. The
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post-human displaces the recognition that we, as human
beings, as a multitude, have a part to play in thinking and
making this world otherwise. The world is a global
common place. Articulating a grammar of collective life
coincides with a desire for an alternative life against the
spectacle of consumer capitalism.

How can architecture spatialise a grammar of
collective life? Architecture is a language. It has rules and
conventions, grammar and syntax. Architecture is @
discourse that positions the occupant, the human being —
the multitude — in a space. Architecture’s grammar is a
grammar of formal elements that frame and articulate
space. Consequently, the grammar of the multitude is in
dialogue with the grammar of architecture and the city. It
is the task of architecture to articulate that relationship.
Aldo Rossi once argued that the city was a “historical text”
with a grammar of architectural types in a formal
relationship that manifested what he called collective
memory.? Hence grammar extends into the city. It frames
the multitude. An architectural grammar of the city is
constituted by the formal order of plots, blocks, streets,
parks, districts, quarters, forums, places of assembly, the
axes, grids, spaces, forms, lines, edges, surfaces, and
frames. An architectural grammar of the city is articulated
by the relationships that those elements produce and
between the architectural object and its subject, the
multitude. The multitude lives, works, plays, thinks, sleeps,
desires, dies in the architecture of the city. The city, as the
locus of collective life, must be dignified and must be
adequate to the life and humanity of individuals and
collectives. Grammar positions the individual in relation to
the collective. It places the speaking and acting subject in
spatial and linquistic dialogue with the thought and action
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of others. It’'s what Hannah Arendt would call “the space of
appearance” of the city.®

It is more necessary than ever for the architecture of
the city to be understood as a grammar of the city. The
task of architecture is to develop a coherent grammar to
frame the multitude. By articulating a grammar of the city
we address the organisation of the multitude and ethics of
collective life. A coherent formal grammar of collective life
might be the point of departure for an alternative to the
grammar of consumer capitalism and an alternative to the
capitalist form of our cities.

+ CAMERON MCEWAN (AUTHOR)

See the references in the bibliography section at the end of the book.
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SOCIAL PLATFORMS AS THE NEW PUBLIC SPACES

Moore, Charles W., “You Have to Pay fo Public Life” in You Have to Pay for Public Life: Selected
Essays of Charles W. Moore, 111-41. Edited by Kevin Keim. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001. Originally
published in Prospecta 9/10 (1965).

THE NON-CITY MANIFEST

[1] Lorenzo Chelleri, James J Waters, Marta Olazabal and Guido Minucci, “Resilience trade-
offs: addressing multiple scales and temporal aspects of urban resilience” (2015). Environment &
Urbanization. International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED). 181, Vol 27(1): 181-198.

[2]Michaelis dictionary. Accessed: March 2021 https:/michaelis.uol.com.br/moderno-
portugues/busca/portugues-brasileiro/cidade/

[3]EL Pais. Paraisdpolis, uma favela contra o virus. 2021. Brasil. “Naiara Galarraga Gortdzar,
2021, Paraisopolis, uma favela contra o virus. Accessed: March 2021 https:/brasil.elpais.com/
brasil/2020/09/28/eps/1601301353_524719.html

ARCHITECTURE AND A GRAMMAR OF COLLECTIVE LIFE

*Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude: For an Analysis of Contemporary Forms of Life
[2001], trans. by Isabella Bertoletti, James Cascaito, and Andrea Casson (Los Angeles, CA:
Semiotext(e), 2004). Also see Paolo VVirno, When the Word Becomes Flesh: Language and Human
Nature [2003], trans. by Giuseppina Mecchia (South Pasadena, CA: Semiotext(e), 2015); Paolo
\/irno, Déja Vu and the End of History [1999], trans. by David Broder (London: Verso, 2015).

*Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City [1966], trans. by Diane Ghirardo and Joan Ockman
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1982).

*Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition [1958] (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
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