
New Strategies for Materially Sensitive People

This brings us from the architectural and material qualities to the role of the

persons involved. Like we did before, we move from an attentiveness for the

material world to possible strategies we could implement to raise said atten-

tiveness. However, in this chapter I do not want to bring in a theological per-

spective as a corrective to a philosophical discussion on materialism. Rather,

I want theology to learn from the perspective of practitioners.

Not only architects have changed their approach to building and public

space to allow for a networkedworld to come to its own right and thus included

the wholeness of living. Designers and community organisers likewise have

done so and therefore can become role models for a renewed pastoral practice

and practical theology as a whole.

The Architect: Material and Social Self-Formation

From thewayWilly Brandt understoodpolitics as listening and trying to under-

stand,we can detect the need tomake planningmore open and inclusive,which

applies not only to politics but to architectural planning and its emphasis on the

star architect as well. Modern planning approaches focus both on the public as

an independent actor and on thematerial as an important factor. It is an archi-

tecture that strongly connects the network approach inmaterialismwith social

theory.The architectWalter Klasz is an architect who puts this approach into

practice.

Klasz’ development as an architect and his relation to both thematerial and the

social might best be described in reference to his book in-between in which he

reflects on his artist residency in New Zealand and on his principles for con-
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struction. The title in-between suggests that Klasz seeks out spaces in between:

he is interested, as his colleague Wittfrida Mitterer writes in the introduc-

tion, in the “dialogue between humans and space and between humans and

nature” (Mitterer 2017, p. i); he practices architecture “between research and

practice” (Kern 2017, p. vii), as Christian Kern writes in the same book; and he

works with students in the “‘inbetween-phase’ in their lives”, a time “deter-

mined by insecurity but also by openness” (Michl 2017, p. v), as Thomas Michl

notes.

From an architecture-theoretical perspective, Wittfrida Mitterer places

Klasz also in the in-between: between the schools of high-tech architecture

of e.g. Norman Foster, bionic architecture of e.g. Frei Otto, and the “age of

parametrical design” (Mitterer 2017, p. iv) with its use of digital tools and CNC-

aided production. The result is an architecture that the artist Paul Woodruffe

characterises as “capable of creating a bridge between the unconscious and the

conscious” (Woodruffe 2017, p. xi).

In order to do that, Klasz has developed a strong sensibility for thematerial

with which he builds.Woodruffe writes

[…] the nature of a material is encouraged to show itself through the de-

signer's hand. Walter creates forms that have deep roots within human

necessity: to provide shelter, social space and a connection to place, but,

most importantly, these forms impart a sense of wonder, and demonstrate

a respect for the natural world (ibid., p. xi).

The architect Christian Kern characterises Klasz’ work along the same lines.

Walter listens to the material inherent behaviour, trying to find a sort of

melody in the continuously changing form […] His research vehicle is the

scaled physical model […] using his hands – feeling real physical forces and

limits in the material (Kern 2017, p. vii).

How this approach turns out in practice is what I shall be concerned with here.

I want to focus on three practices: workingwith scaledmodels, referencing ver-

nacular architecture, and working socially with the need of humans – as social

and relational beings– inmind.Klasz describes his approach tofindnewarchi-

tectural forms as one coming frommanual practice.Thus we find himworking

with scale models of wooden structures during his residency.
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I am a practising architect. It's a fundamental sensation to watch forms

emerge and to actively take part in this process. I worked for six weeks in the

wood barn without any distractions, just listening to the material inherent

properties of wood (Klasz 2017, p. 40).

In these “iterative experimental form-finding” processes the architect experi-

ments with differently bent and joined strips of wood. From one form to the

next, Klasz further and further reduces the complexity of his design and the

additional aids, such as cables, that hold the form in place. He is “trying to re-

duce active design work in order to let the form emerge on its own, believing

strongly in self-organised form-finding” (ibid., p. 73).

Figure 26: Iterative experimental form finding,Walter Klasz (2017)

Walter Klasz's experiments with iterative formfinding are documented in the

architect's online publication “inbetween” on pages 52-53.

Theobserver notices ever new forms emerging not from the addition of techni-

cal complications but froma further reduction of the inferences of the designer.

In the experiments the attentiveness towards thematerial and its self-will is lit-

erally taking shape. They also connect to the work of Frei Otto, one of the pio-

neering architects of light structures. For his Tanzbrunnen pavilion for the Na-

tionalGardeningFare of 1957, FreiOtto built a scalemodel of the structure’s skele-

ton which he then dipped into a soap solution.The resulting soap membranes

were the models for the tarpaulin membranes of the actual structure.

This working with the materials also bridges the gap between architecture

as an art and as a craft. Danny Rowlandson refers to that as “knowledge which

cannot be expressed as theory and can only be understood through experience”

(ibid., p. 85) and links back to Heidegger’s term “performative knowledge.”

Form finding through self-emergence and knowledge acquisition through

experience are therefore closely linked.
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The second aspect I want to highlight is Klasz’ veneration for vernacular archi-

tecture.He includes both to the alpine architecture of his native countryAustria

and the Polynesian boat design of his host countryNewZealand.Both architec-

tures have in common that they use localmaterials, are designedwith the needs

of the users in mind, and “can be given up to nature when they don’t work any-

more” (Klasz 2017, p. 64).

Figure 27: Frei Otto: Tanzbrunnen (1957). From the “Werkarchiv Frei Otto” at the

Karlsruhe Institute of Technology

The bubblemodel of the “Tanzbrunnen” is featured in the 2020 exhibition cat-

alogue “FromModels, Media, andMethods. Frei Otto's Architectural Research”

by the Yale School of Architecture.

Such an approach underlines the networked nature of architecture. Its materi-

ality is rooted in nature – which is also allowed to take back what is no longer

used – and its use is rooted in a user-centred social structure. The approach

stemsnot just fromapractical perspective but also regards the “huge emotional

desire in our society to have a closer relationship to our environment again”

(ibid., p. 64). Peter Zumthor showed a similar sensibility for natural materials,

the integration of architecture in nature, and the human need to emotionally

connect with the building – partly through its materiality. Christian de Groot

aptly describesWalter Klasz when heworkswith hismaterials as also emotion-

ally involved.

I have got the feeling that you have had funwhile experimenting in the wood

barn. The emerging forms release a smile in our face. There is a difference

between just being attracted by a shape and being moved by an aesthetical

form in a deeper way (ibid., p. 79).

This joy of interacting with nature also makes the architect aware of his build-

ings’ impact on nature. A lightweight designwith both a small physical and car-

bon footprint is the result, such as in the project A Cloud for Fresh Snow, where

a minimal-impact mountain shelter was constructed.
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The third aspect I want to mention is the social dimension of the form finding

process. Klasz himself teaches students, a practice to which his colleague, the

academic advisor Hazel Redpath, refers in her pedagogical theory.

I noticed that the beauty of your structures emerges when you set bound-

aries and then give freedom to the material; I would like to suggest that this

might also be possible in an education setting, where the students interact

with their environment – and the focus shifts, through “enabling constraints”

to creating the conditions for emergence rather thanmanaging for outcomes

(ibid., p. 90).

Leaving the rooms of the university, Klasz’ approach to form-finding can also

be applied to the engagement with the community during planning and build-

ing processes. An example that goes beyond the mere gathering of ideas from

a building’s users during the design phase, is Klasz’ project Baetsch in the City.

Figure 28:Walter Klasz and PaulWoodruffe: Baetsch in the City (2013)

The hut built byWalter Klasz andPaulWoodruffe is documented on the archi-

tect'swebsite in the article: “Ein Baech inWien”.

Thearchitect had todelay the start of his residency inNewZealand, sohebegan,

together with his project partner Paul Woodruffe, to transplant the experience

of a Kiwi beach to the heart of Vienna.They chose a small park surrounded by

streets, the Nietzscheplatz in Ottakring, as their project site where they con-

structed a structurally integer timber frame.Their idea was, as Woodruffe de-

scribes it in retrospective, “to get the ball rolling,” hoping that local citizens

would donate “old pieces of buildings and interior furniture” (Woodruffe 2013,

p. 48) which would be attached to the substructure. The building thus was not

constructed in its entirety in an architect’s office but itwould growwith thehelp

from those who lived around it. Besides naturally attracting children, youth,

as well as “drinkers from the edges of the park over” (ibid., p. 48), Klasz and

his partner also held public meetings in which they would be “sitting in a circle

on the new floor visualising what could be done with this space” (ibid., p. 48).

The result was not just a building with a “warm wood interior with its books,

chairs, donated paintings, odd glasses, cups and saucers, just like an old Kiwi

bach [=beach;C.P.]” (ibid.,p. 48),but also a social gathering space and the emer-
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gence of spontaneous interaction and creativity, “an impromptu concert from

a man who once had a voice and a talent” (Woodruffe 2013, p. 48). At the end

of the project the architects sealed the building with plastic wrap to protect it

from the nearing autumn weather and left it in place as a social sculpture.

Frommy theoretical perspective I am drawn to the idea that the architect’s – as

well as the public intellectual’s – task is to provide space and a substructure to

whichothers can thenadd. I alsowant tohighlight the epistemological premise,

namely that knowledge is acquired in interaction with the natural and the so-

cial world, which are given the status as co-producers – like the performers of

John Cage’s music. This is an important learning for pastoral theology and its

working structure.

The Designer: Subversively Changing the World
through its Products

The second approach I want to introduce is that of the designer. Akin to ar-

chitecture, design also works intensively with the material, especially product

design, which is responsible for the material world – filled with things –

that we live in. The architect and design scholar Friedrich von Borries

attempts to define the ethics of design in his bookWeltententwerfen, designing

the world. Like Klasz, von Borries opposes the philosophy of company- or

architect-knows-best and looks at the social aspects of his work.

He begins his book with a definition of the word “entwerfen,” designing,

and refers to the Heideggerian definition of “being thrown into this world”

(cf. above) to describe humanity as born with the inherent need and ability to

design. He adds to Heidegger’s etymological approach the philosopher Vilém

Flusser’s position, who understands designing as an act of liberation as well as

of becoming human.

The central element of incarnation […] is the designing, the path from subject

to project. While the “sub-ject” (Latin subjectum that which has been thrown

down) is subjected, the project throws or thinks forwards. When we design,

we liberate ourselves* (Borries 2016, p. 13).1

1 The play on words in German, i.e. “ent-werfen” as throwing, is not easily translatable.
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On that basis von Borries distinguishes between design that liberates and de-

sign that subjugates.

Whatmakes the act of designing unique and interesting in the context ofmate-

riality is the fact that it has a concrete object to work with. Again, von Borries –

like Heidegger – looks at the etymological roots of the word: “Object has two

meanings. The first refers to the materiality […] but more fundamentally de-

signing an object means that something stands against us2 […] which we have

to object to make the world a better place”* (ibid., p. 15). This etymology refers

to the liberating, and conflict-ridden, practice of designing.

But there is also a second notion, namely that the act of designing some-

thing turns an abstractum into a concretum. Through design, abstract concepts,

such as the living conditions of people, become palpable. And it is through that

palpability that we can understand them and change them (cf. ibid., p. 18). If

we follow Marx and Adorno in that the post-industrialisation world is full of

things, so much so that humans begin to treat each other as if they were things

(cf. ibid., p. 17), then we can not only better understand the world by looking at

objects,we can also change theworld by designing them in a better way.Design

will thus become a leading discipline for the future because “in design one does

not just describe and analyse problems, but design is always geared towards

solving problems”* (ibid., p. 135).

This notion brings von Borries to the conclusion that design is a highly political

affair and that designers must recognise their responsibility both for liberat-

ing and for subjugating designs.3 The ethical imperative penetrates the world

of even the most mundane objects.

A chair can be liberating as well as subjugating. […] A throne is subjugating

[…] But a chair can be liberating as well […]With the cantilever chair the static

sitting is dissolved into a dynamic swinging, into a moment of freedom that

questions stable relations; a materialist paradigm shift* (ibid., pp. 28–29).

2 Again there is a similarity in the German language, this time between object, i.e. “Gegen-

stand,” and objecting / standing against, i.e. “entgegen stehen.”

3 Von Borries refers to Bruno Latour who argues that materiality and morality are being

fused into one. Thinking both together becomes especially important as designers start

working not only with buildings but with genes and implanted chips.
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This iswhere vonBorries sees a new role for designers:They are designingmun-

dane objects – and even participate in the design of subjugating products to

make a living – but they are “despite all pragmatism […] working in secret on

projects that turn the existing conditions upside down. These projects are the

subversive potential that drives their work in and on the social realities”* (Bor-

ries 2016, p. 127). But in order to change the world through design – hence the

title of the bookWeltentwerfen, designing the world – the designers also have to

change their own life: “Designing the world always means to design one’s own

life but […] in the sense of a positive porousness– to accept one’s own inadequa-

cies as well”* (ibid., p. 130). This design philosophy is thus not only a political

one, it is also a personal one that is open, porous, and never finished.

If we relate von Borries’ world design to Klasz’ social form-finding,we refer

to a rich tradition of conscious and social designing small andmundane things

but also developing architecture on the large scale. On that basis we can see

a counter movement emerging against the all-encompassing fantasies of ear-

lier city planners and laboratory designers.

The Community Organiser: Listening to People’s Voices
as Co-Creators

The last role model I want to mention is one I call the “community organiser,”

which includes city planners, researchers on the ground, social workers, and

committed citizens.These people run the social laboratories that give the name

to this part of the book. I therefore want to introduce the idea of social labo-

ratories first before giving voice to a prominent representative of community

organisers, the German-American priest Leo Penta.

As mentioned above, form-finding processes are experimental in charac-

ter.Therefore, it is only natural to connect the idea of social andmaterial form-

findingwith the idea of the laboratory.The laboratory in question,however,dif-

fers from both corporate campus architecture and the scientific university lab-

oratory that Latour andWoolgar visited. Social laboratories are not only rooted

in a different approach to architecture but also in the theory of science, in par-

ticular in theories on the relation between university and public. In the face of

large societal transformations, the university and the company can no longer

seclude themselves as independent producers of knowledge – scientists claim-

ing the same independence and power as the star architects we discussed be-

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473580-016 - am 14.02.2026, 16:59:03. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473580-016
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


New Strategies for Materially Sensitive People 143

fore – if they want to play a role in the transformative processes that happen at

their front door.

Building on the long tradition of research on civic engagement (i.e. service

learning), action research, and the public co-creation of scientific knowledge,

there has been an increase in research on social or open laboratories over the

last 10 years. The term real-life laboratory, Reallabor, has been used to charac-

terise projects, that openup theuniversity towards thepublic to discuss societal

transformations and the role of science and research in shaping these transfor-

mations.Niko Schäpke et al. have compiled a list of research approaches and of

projects that have opened such laboratory spaces (cf. Schäpke et al. 2017, pp. 29,

63–67). Many of them deal with research on the transformation of mobility, of

how public and private transport must change in ever growing cities and how

science, politics, and the general public can developworking solutions for these

transformative processes, cf. the real-life laboratory for a sustainable culture of

mobility in Stuttgart.

Schäpke et al. have also sought to single out the common characteristics of real-

life laboratories: They are based on the idea that science does not just produce

knowledge about the state of the world or normative claims of how the world

ought to be, but that it also produces transformative knowledge about the path

from the current state to a future state (cf. ibid., p. 9). Real-life laboratories are

therefore part of transformative research which looks into the transformation

of physical and of social structures (cf. ibid., p. 11).

Their research method is the real experiment, Realexperiment, a type of

public experiment which understands the setup and the execution of experi-

ments as a participative endeavour between scientists and stakeholders from

the public. Experiments are not set up in a controlled laboratory space and can-

not be executed in one day. Rather, over the course of several months, these

experiments move back and forth between scientific research, public partici-

pation, and real-world implementation. They are more a type of scientifically

controlled public intervention than a laboratory experiment.The aim is to take

the learnings at the endof the experiment andeither lookmoredeeply intowhat

made the intervention successful or to broaden and scale up the intervention so

that it can be applied in other contexts as well (cf. ibid. 39-40).
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Figure 29:The process of real experiments (Schäpke et al. 2017, p. 23)

A graphic illustration of the different phases of real experiments can be found

in the sourcementioned above on page 23. It shows both the different phases

from “problem definition” to “implementation” and the different levels of in-

volvement during the different phases from “information” to “empowerment”.

One such real experiment that happened at the real-life laboratory in Stuttgart

was the construction of parklets, small wooden structures that replaced parking

spaces in the citywith public areaswhere people could sit and enjoy a green and

social outdoor space. These were designed in a collaborative process between

researchers and the public and they were also discussed both on site and on the

internet. The researchers designed multiple parklets while closely monitoring

and engaging in the conversations that erupted on the project’s facebook-page.

Figure 30: Parklet Stuttgart, Reallabor für nachhaltigeMobilitätskultur (2018)

The “Parklets” in Stuttgart are documented on their own website Parklets für

Stuttgart.

This hands-on approach to space and thematerial realities that is characteristic

for a real-life laboratory is important if wewant to implement a new type of so-

cially responsible laboratory. In fact, experimentation alone lets us get in close

contact with the material.

One way in which this experimental approach can be brought to the praxis is

the ideaof community organising.Albeitmucholder than the real-experiment, its

proponents can tell us a lot about the personal involvement it takes to engage

with urban spaces and the people therein. How that is realised in practice is

best described by Leo Penta, who is one of the theoreticians behind Christian

community organising. As a Catholic theologian he started to initialise citizens

assemblies in the U.S.

Penta followed the tradition of Saul Alinsky, the father of community or-

ganising in the United States, who founded the Industrial Areas Foundation in

Chicago and went on to organise civic participation in many parts of the U.S.

The main idea behind Alinsky’s organising was to form a stable and powerful
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coalitionof citizenswhowere living inaparticularpart of a cityor townandwho

were directly affected by political and economic decisions in that area.Commu-

nity organising starts with the needs of those who are affected, which is why

professional community organisers are engaged in a lot of door-to-door listen-

ing campaigns. After listening the organisers try to bring citizens together and

enable them to publicly voice their problems and to set their own agenda for

change (cf. Alinsky 1971).

Leo Penta tells his journey as a community organiser as that of a young priest

who came to Brooklyn in 1987, then one of the poorest areas of New York.That

poverty showed inburnt downandneglectedhouses aswell as unkept tenement

houses that resembled dangerous prisons rather than places for living.

Soon after my arrival it became clear that the common methods of pastoral

care and social work would not be sufficient to deal with the situation. Not

only the poverty and the variety of social problems resulting from that ques-

tioned everything, but also the obvious fact that that part of town was on the

verge of total decline* (Penta 2007, pp. 55–56).

The clergyman rallied leaders of other faith communities who were facing the

same problems and were often the only remaining institutions in that part of

the town. The key to his success was, as Penta later understood it, that he or-

ganised his response based on the principles of community organising as set

forwardbySaulAlinsky andhis successorEdwardT.Chambers.Thecommunity

leaders aroundPenta“didnotwant to just addanotherpatch to thewound–just

another soup kitchen,warm room, or a homily on eternal life […] they looked in

earnest and systematically for new ways to act”* (ibid., p. 58). So they started

to build long-term relations in the neighbourhood, started listening to key per-

sons within the community, and also left the comfort of their own social group:

“I was asked for instance to get in touch with a young black baptist preacher.

I realised how difficult it was at first for me to look beyond my own solidified

white world and empathise with his world”* (ibid., p. 59).

The leaders of thediverse faithgroups inBrooklyn formedanorganisation–

the East Brooklyn Churches – and began to build a large-scale accessible hous-

ing project. They were able to turn their neighbourhoods around: “The neigh-

bourhoods pronounced dead rose again andwith them their church communi-

ties”* (ibid. 63).
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There is much to say about the rise of community organising in the 1990s

and the challenges it faces today as cities grow and neighbourhoods break

apart.4 But what is important for the scope of my book is that Penta describes

a personal strategy of paying close attention to how his neighbourhood looks,

even sounds and smells, in order to take care of its wellbeing. Furthermore, as

a pastoral worker he was not content with abstractly analysing a situation but

rather took on the role that Friedrich von Borries imagined for the designer:

work out concrete – as in material – solutions for seemingly abstract and

insurmountable social problems.

4 The link between affordable private housing and the growth of a new community around

a church reminds me of housing development in Germany after the war, when church of-

ficials were full of optimism that their model of church could go on forever thanks to an

ever-increasing Catholic community. I will come back to that in the fourth and final part of

the book.
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