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DESIGN IN CRISIS: SENSING LIKE AN ANIMAL 
http://www.iup.mcts.tum.de/index.php?id=179&L=1#c320  
Professur für partizipative Technikgestaltung, Department of Architecture & 
Munich Center for Technology in Society, TUM 
MA in Architecture, Winter Semester 2017-18 (12 ECTS) 
Tuesdays 10-15 
Teachers: Prof. Dr. Ignacio Farías, Dr. Tomás S. Criado, Felix Remter 
Venue: Seminarraum Heizkraftwerk 1815  
 
Description 
Building a more convivial world with animals does not only entail ethical or 
political commitments, but different design practices and toolkits. Hence, in this 
project, students will collectively explore what happens to architectural practice 
when we ‘sense like an animal ’. During the semester, on a weekly basis students 
will (a) experiment with a multi-sensorial approach to urban environments that 
centre-stages bodily experiences beyond the gaze and that is supported by 
different sensing devices, (b) reflect upon how such an approach to animals puts 
many of the tools, strategies, aims and goals of architectural design in crisis; and 
(c) reimagine how a multi-sensorial animal-inspired architectural practice could 
look like. Accordingly, we will, first, undertake a collective exploration of animal 
sensory practices, in order to re-appreciate the city and the built environment in a 
different light. This exploration will involve site visits, perception experiments, 
documentation exercises, and collective readings and discussions. Second, using 
a case-scenario approach, we will learn from these critical experiences to 
collectively prototype a new architectural toolkit: that is, a set of devices, 
methods, and skills necessary to re-equip our practice and make us ‘design like 
animals.’ 
 
Objective 
Learning to develop animal sensory skills and capacities of designers beyond the 
use of the gaze, as well as learning to become affected by the multi-sensory 
aspect of the situations in which animals design, and how we could learn to 
design with them. 
 
Teaching and learning method 
The course will operate on weekly workshops, including site visits, perception 
experiments, documentation exercises, collective readings and discussions, 
building and prototyping exercises. Attendance to all sessions will be compulsory 
to pass the course. 
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SESSIONS 
 
17.10 Presentation of the course     
  

24.10 (Un-)conventional projects and animals in architecture   
10-12: Public presentation on your past work (10-15 minutes per student)   
Bring to the class two projects (the most conventional and the 
weirdest/unconventional ones) you have been working on in your studies or in 
work. You would have to present them in public for the whole group (so please 
bring a digital or physical copy). Please try to focus on explaining the others, who 
come from different origins and faculties why you selected them, and why they 
might be representative of your training and skills. What's conventional, and what's 
unconventional for you?  
12-13 Lunch break  
13-15 A reflection on the role of animals in architecture and design practice 

 
    For this afternoon session, we'd like to reflect with you on a field of practice called 
AAD (usually referred to as Animal-Aided Design), which is as of late turning into a 
very relevant trend in the production of animal-friendly environments. There is 
a TUM Chair working on that, and you could also check the website 'The 
expanded enviroment' for different developments along those lines.  
Something interesting seems to be happening here with regards to knowledge: In 
many of these projects, architects and designers turn to biologists, social 
ecologists, and other natural scientists to discover 'hard facts' on how 
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environments should be designed. But what about the animals, in what way are 
they really 'aiding'?    Most of the times these projects seem to be more of an 
'aiding animals design', such as in the somehow shaky projects searching to 
develop 'wild-life corridors' to make animals avoid the violence of, say, car traffic 
(when most of the car lanes and highways are indeed interrupting natural 
pathways)   

 
But beyond reflecting on the ways in which we could either 'learn from' or 'draw 
inspiration from' animals, we'd also like to reflect on the problem of 
incommensurability, that is, the recognition of a profound gap between an alleged 
'us' and a 'them,' which is sometimes grounded on some scientific developments 
searching to establish our cognitive difference, and to enforce a biological scale of 
intelligence. How could we design with these beings who cannot understand us, 
and who cannot even reason like us?  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Well, there are many who dispute some of these claims, and who say that in order 
to design with animals we are the ones who should be trying to 'go beyond 
language' and the particular modes of visual representation of modern design and 
architecture. Namely, people like Temple Grandin, an expert in 'Livestock 
Behaviour, Design of Facilities and Humane Slaughter,' who claims that being 
autistic helps her relate to animals, and that is the grounding of a particular 
approach to more 'humane' slaughterhouses, which she has designed according 
to her own experiences of being constrained.  

 
   However, Grandin's claims might be problematic, as if she had a 'direct access' 
towards animals and their feelings. What about the non-autistic? How could they 
cross the border, or shorten the gap? 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We will pay particular attention to Thomas Thwaites's–one of this semester's 
guest crits–latest project, called 'The Goat Man':  

"I tried to become a goat to escape the angst inherent in being a human. The 
project became an exploration of how close modern technology can take us to 
fulfilling an ancient human dream: to take on characteristics from other animals. 
But instead of the ferocity of a bear, or the perspective of a bird, the 
characteristic most useful in modern life is something else; being present in the 
moment perhaps." 

  You could check a few videos where he explains his designerly approach to these 
matters: Designing to become aware of what it means to be a goat? Designing to 
test how a goat lives? Designing to learn how a goat moves, eats, and deals with 
things? 
Building from all this, i  n the course we'd like to reflect in what it means to design 
to approach animals: What if the only way to know is to keep asking questions?  
  In a way, we're trying to build upon Vinciane Despret's arguments in the book 
'What Would Animals Say If We Asked the Right Questions?', but giving them a 
slight twist towards architecture… 
How would animals design if we asked them the good questions? And what if the 
way of asking questions is through design? Asking questions moving our bodies, 
creating artefacts, producing situations, etc. 
 Deliverable 1 (deadline 6.11)  

1. Summarize in 1-2 pages someone else's conventional and unconventional 
projects (as agreed in class) 

2. You should do it as an email (800-1200 words) written to a colleague from 
your studies or at home, telling him/her what you discovered and learned or 
your puzzlements after the afternoon's discussion (what the animal turn 
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does to architects, their role and skills). 
  

31.10 Holidays (no lecture)     
  

7.11. Sensory exploration 1: ANTING ARCHITECTURE 
10-12: Going from A to B, learning non-euclidean topologies   

 
  What if ants would help us understand space not as a three-dimensional set of 
coordinates or as an Euclidean space but as another topology, one premised on 
sequence, procedure, other sensory stimuli, etc.? How would it affect our 
orientation and what we take for granted to move in space: depth, location, etc.?  
Let's try that!  To start training to become ants, in the morning session we will go 
to a big green space in order to try out an adaptation of a ‘blindfold game’ through 
which we will not only search to experience space otherwise, but also where you 
will learn how through 'synaesthesic' (translating one sense with another) 
exercises you might experience the issues and problems of having to sense these 
other forms of space in different sensory modes.   
So, the proposal is the following:  
A. Form couples (search for someone you don't know yet).  
B. You have one hour to do the following exercise:  

1. Use your pullover, a handkerchief or whatever might be handy to blindfold 
one of you. The seeing person should choose a starting point and a point of 
arrival (not too far away).  

2. The blindfolded person should turn around 3 times. And then, with the help 
of the seeing partner, both should move to the chosen starting point. 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3. Without bodily contact the seeing member should guide the other to move 
to the chosen spot.  

4. The blindfolded one also has another task: searching to use his or her 
senses to understand how he or she could learn the route, finding hints and 
traces along the way. This should be done in whatever way possible: not 
walking but crawling, smelling the floor, feeling the different composition of 
the materials, etc.   

5. Repeat the route as many times as necessary.  
C. Repeat the exercise swapping places for another hour.    
12-13 Lunch break  
13-15 An ant collective moving through space   

 
  Ok. So far so good. But what ants do is a bit more complicated, right?  
They are able to collect things from one location and to tell others how to find that 
thing themselves. Also, in searching for food or in building their colonies, they 
need to communicate to give and receive.  
So let's explore that: during the afternoon, again blindfolded, we're going to 
become an ant colony going from A to B, repeatedly, leaving all kinds of sensory 
marks to help others find point B (things to touch upon, things to smell, etc.).  This 
is how we will do it: 
 A. You will all blindfold. Then, we will gather and establish what Point A is.   
B. Then, in turns a couple of you will be taken to Point B, and that couple will 
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have, with the help of others to go back to Point A, searching to leave marks of all 
kinds (e.g. sounds, smells and tactile hints).  
 C. Once back in Point A that couple will have to instruct and coordinate others (for 
approximately half an hour) to go from Point A to Point B, as if you were collecting 
things for your ant colony.  
D. We will repeat that procedure for each of the remaining couples.  
  Deliverable 2 (deadline 13.11)  
Playing with the aesthetics of your choosing use drawings and words to create a 
how-to guide describing the methods you developed to move like an ant, 
conveying your feelings and sensations in exploring space in this way. This 
depiction not only should contain instructions on the appropriate way to do it, but 
the sensory landscape of your explorations: it should be a non-cartesian topology, 
depicting the space as experienced when being blind-folded, also showing how 
space is created in the act of receiving and giving collectively.        
   

14.11. Sensory exploration 2: BEAVERING ARCHITECTURE 
10-12: Building like beavers, those situated planners/makers   
In the morning we will go the river Isar’s Fischerhäuser, a place where local beaver 
population is thriving. There, we will meet a beaver expert who will show us 
around…  
The goal of the day is to learn from beavers as situated planners/makers: beavers 
do not measure, draw, or visually represent their environment in different devices 
in order to collect materials, and intervene in the very transformation of the 
environment they make their own.  
Our first attempt in the morning will be, then, working in couples and in one hour 
to build a dam as you imagine a beaver would, but with your human bodily 
equipment: hence, locate materials, check the surroundings, find the right spot, 
and attempt to do it.  
  Where would you build the dam? How to relate to water? And what would happen 
to the environment when you intervene it? This is hard to say without any 
cartographic measuring of heights. Find a way to do so without measuring, only 
spotting different sites in the river banks… Do it, now!  
Later on, the beaver expert will accompany us to locate proper beaver dams, and 
we will try to learn from them: their materials and modes of building, and we 
will compare it with the ones you have built. In fact, we will be able to explore two 
dams. There are also beaver paths and many traces of teeth-chopped trees and 
bushes (e.g. long trunks without barks). And we will also see all the materials the 
beavers used for their construction. 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13-15: Becoming beavers    

Once we do this, and working in the same couples, you will have to re-build the 
dam with the knowledge gained from the expert.   
But, wait, if we have to learn from this, and in order to become a proper 
beaver, you would have to transform your body with different gadgets and 
prostheses to build like a ‘beaverchitect.'  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For more information on the beaver ecologies, and the Biber-Beauftragter of 
Südbayern (Gerhard Schwab) who will show us around, you could download 
these brochures.  
Deliverable 3 (deadline 20.11) 
 Based on what you have learnt today: Craft an 'IKEA for beavers' manual of 
instructions for the building of a dam.    

1. What to do with the fact that your manual would never be a ‘standard’ one?  
2. Remember to account for the appropriate way to deal with materials, 

location/emplacement, tools, ways of chopping wood, the appropriate 
gadgets to become a beaverchitect, etc 

 

  21.11. Sensory exploration 3: DOGGING ARCHITECTURE       

 
  'Man's best friend' is the (gender-biased) phrase Westerners often use to talk 
about dogs and we imagine them, a human and a dog, walking or running 
together through a park. But are the two inter-species friends inhabiting the same 
space at all? Do we actually know anything about the worlds our best friends 
create through their senses? Today we'll try to see, sense and move with dogs 
and like dogs around an ordinary urban district. 



 11 

   
10:15-11:45  
We will meet Katharina, her friend and three dogs at 10am at S-Bahn Laim.  
 You will group in couples. Please choose a partner with whom you haven't done 
any sensory exercises yet.  Each couple will walk in a different direction with one 
dog.  
During 20-30 minutes, one of you will walk with the dog, that is, not leading the 
dog in a certain direction with a certain pace, but rather letting the dog lead you 
through the city at its pace.  
You just need to make sure that you pass through a pre-defined area (a park, a 
commercial street, a industrial zone). During the process, your partner will make 
audio recordings describing in detail how the dog performs space, how does it 
move, how does it relate to smells, sounds, lights, where does it slow, stop, 
accelerate, etc.  Then you'll switch places and repeat the exercise.  
This time you need to make to sure that you get back to our meeting point at S-
Bahn Laim.  
12:30-14:00 
  You will work in the same couples as in the morning and will repeat the same 
exercise, but this time with the help of a different type of dogs: what Germans call 
'Hunde' (dog). That is, this: 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The student who did the first recording selects a stretch of the route s/he 
described in the morning (around half of the route).  
Once at point A, you will sit, knee or lie on the 'Hund' and re-enact the route 
covered by the dog in the morning, trying to experience with your own senses the 
dog's sensory experience. During this exercise, the second student's first task will 
be to help his/her partner move around on the dog. If possible, s/he will also make 
audio recordings describing how his/her partner moves and performs space. Then 
you'll switch places and repeat the exercise.  
This time you need to make to sure that you get back to our meeting point at S-
Bahn Laim. 
  Deliverable 4 (deadline 27.11)  
Based on your experience today, build a physical model that represents/evokes 
the urban space as a dog experiences it. For your model, use the description you 
made of the route covered by the dog and your own experience of that same 
route while sensing and moving like a dog. Your model should not respect 
Euclidean geometry. It might include elements to evoke the scent, acoustic, taste 
and visual perception of the dog. 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28.11 Exhibit preparation     
 
5.12. Workshop: ANIMAL EXHIBIT + ASSIGNMENT   
Working as a group you would have to build an architectural toolkit to be able to 
learn and become a particular animal in a particular situation.   
What animal and what situation? We're going to go slightly back in time, and 
you'd have to help the beavers submit a proposal for the Isar's re-naturalisation 
architectural competition. Ok, but… how?  
Well, that is going be the main task. It will not be easy, you will have to learn a lot 
from the beavers, unlearn many of your regular modes of thinking, and build 
gadgets, devices, situations and techniques to come closer to the beavers. But 
also, creating the conditions for the architectural appreciation of what the beavers 
bring to the design board…   
Rather than solutions or even objects, we'd be more interested in the learning 
process you're going to go through, and how you could create the conditions for a 
future architect to work on these same issues. 
 

  12.12. Research week  
TASKS 
 1) Document the exhibition, and create the documentary ecology of the group; 
  2) Trace back the project of the re-naturalisation of the Isar: the competition (the 
aims to tackle flood control, to foster biodiversity, and the quality of public 
spaces), the contending candidates and their proposals (their notions of nature, 
and the role of animals in them); but mostly what happened and the controversy 
that was opened up after that  ; 
3) What have been the main issues opened up in design and architectural practice 
by beavers, and what have been the main modes in which architects and 
designers have related to them? (pay particular attention to the conflicts in 
Munich, and the particular zones in which they have taken place)   
 

  19.12. Session 1    
TASKS   
10-12: Show your progress   
13-15: Reading and discussing: Ingold, T. (2000). Building, dwelling, living: how 
animals and peoples make themselves at home in the world. In T. Ingold, The 
Perception of the Environment. London: Routledge. 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9.1. Session 2        
TASKS   
1) Design the contract you will establish with the beavers to run for the 
competition; 
2) Start sketching out the particular set of techniques and tools you will need to 
use to start working with the beavers (remember, a toolkit is not just about tools, 
but also about skills to make them relevant and modes of use that might modify 
their goals). Bring materials, models, and any development you will be working on. 
Maybe you could also draw from the gadgets, techniques and explorations we 
worked on in the past weeks. 
3) Sketch down answers to the questions related to the texts we suggest below. 
Think of them as memos you can use for your presentation and the blog 
 
   SESSION'S PLANNING  
10-12: Show your progress, with particular references to the contract (Serres’s 
Natural Contract could help you with that)  
 13-15: Reading and discussing van Dooren & Rose   
 
Readings 
 Serres, M. (1990). The Natural Contract (Excerpts, pp. 13-54). Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press.  
van Dooren, T. and D. Rose (2012) ‘Storied-places in a Multispecies City’, 
Humanimalia, 3.2, pp. 1-27.  
 
Special tips for texts  
We highlighted some parts of Serres's text, to help you to better understand his 
arguments.   The one by Van Dooren & Rose is not as dense. It is in fact nice to 
read, so you will manage without highlights.  As mentioned you should also go 
through Ingold's text once again, to be able to compare the different authors' 
claims and suggestions.  
 Use the questions we added below and scribble down your answers and what we 
discuss together in the group. So you can use it for the competition and the blog, 
as you used the smartphone memos after the explorations.  
1. Questions for Serres 
 - Every contract is about creating boundaries as well as including relations that 
were unaccounted. Hence, each contract has a foundational aspect: it creates 
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relations, attributes roles and, in a way, produces particular actors in the particular 
way in which it distributes responsibilities and liabilities. How did Serres's text 
helped you think of the particular agreement you wish to define with the beavers 
to run for the competition. 
 - Also, as Serres mentions, we need to develop newer forms of contracts not only 
"social" but "natural", but we need to imagine how to make them hold. Serres 
gives plenty of importance to the material act of binding (what is a contract if not 
"a bond that binds"?). This is an act of design, whereby you will subject 
yourselves to the agreement. Thus, what would be the material aspects of the 
bond you seek to create? What is the shape or the materiality of your "natural" 
contract with beavers? 
2. Questions for Van Dooren & Rose 
 - Do you find the notion of nonhuman animals inhabiting storied places helpful to 
get to a less human centric standpoint for thinking and designing urban spaces? 
Compare it to the dwelling perspective.  
- Why and how are the authors questioning the urban/rural divide with their case 
studies of the penguins and the flying foxes?  
- What do the authors imagine as an urban conviviality? How does it relate to your 
understanding of a contract between you and the beaver? 
 - What terminology, what perspectives, what arguments can you use for your own 
project?     
 

16.1. Session 3 – Crit: Thomas Thwaites     
TASKS   
1) Show your progress, and discuss it with T. Thwaites who will also be showing. 
2) Attend Thomas Thwaites lecture: Making a toaster, becoming a goat, policing 
with bees… Doing design projects about science and technology (7-8:15 pm @ 
MCTS, Augustentstr. 46. Room 270). 
   

23.1. Session 4     
TASKS   
Reading  the following texts: 
1. A blog post on beavers' territory 
markings:   https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/thoughtful-animal/respect-the-
boundaries-of-the-beaver/  
2. A blog post on the question of whether animals can give consent: 
https://naturallifemanship.com/can-animals-consent/ 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3. This article on ‘Participatory Design Things’: 
 Bjögvinsson, E., Ehn, P., & Hillgren, P.-A. (2012). Design Things and Design 
Thinking: Contemporary Participatory Design Challenges. Design Issues, 28 (3), 
pp. 101-116.    
 

  30.1. Session 5 
 TASKS   
Show your progress     

 

  8.2. Final presentation and evaluation – Crit: Enrique Nieto      
For the final session we will simulate the competition jury. 
SCHEDULE 
 10:00-10:15 Introduction of the competition and the members of the jury 
  Enrique Nieto, architect (Architectural Projects Dpt., Univ. of Alicante) – President 
 Ursula Münster, anthropologist (Rachel Carson's Center, LMU) – Counsellor 
 Karianne Fogelberg, architecture and design theorie (Akademie der Bildenden 
Künste München, Munich) – Counsellor  
 Susanne Schmidt, artist/anthropologist – Counsellor  
  10:15-11:00 Presenting the proposal  
Tentative structure:  
5' Introduction (summarising)  
10' WHAT / WHY Commitment 
 25' HOW sensory explorations, protocol, toolkit, etc. (include a demonstration)  
5' Conclusion 
 ** Advice: If you're going to read, 100 words of text is usually 1'. Please rehearse 
beforehand. 
  11:00-11:15 Brief round of clarifications from the jury  
11:15-11:30 Pause  
11:30-12:00 Q&A from the jury 
 12:00-12:30 Open questions from the public     
 

  15.2. Final submission 


