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Antarctic research 
facility locations. 

Average Cost of Antarctic Vacation: $15,000 - $30,000
the experience of seeing global warming first hand? Priceless.

[2006-2007 Season] Total Number of Antarctic Tourists: 37,552

Source: http://maps.grida.no/go/graphic/trends-in-antarctic-tourism

Trends in Antarctic 
Tourism. 
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Stewart Brand & the 
Whole Earth Catalog

In 1966, Steward Brand initiated a public campaign to lobby NASA to release satellite 
images of the earth taken from space. With the distribution of a few hundred buttons 
around the UC Berkeley campus (which read “Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the 
whole earth yet?”) Brand launched a project that would eventually become the Whole 
Earth Catalog, the pilot issue of which brought these first images of the whole earth to 
the public. Many have written about the influence those images had once released, on 
the environmental movement in particular and society in general – heightening a public 
sense of the interconnectedness and vulnerability of environmental systems. Through the 
Whole Earth Catalog, Brand not only sought to raise awareness, but also to promote a 
new pragmatic approach to environmentalism, born out of a philosophical merging of 
military-industrial technocracy and Western-American countercultural ideals. 

Before the 1960s, American environmental advocacy was dominated by a conservationist 
paradigm, an approach which dismissed industrialized technology as the antithesis of 
nature. In stark contrast to this view, Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog celebrates technological 
achievement and a pragmatic modification of the environment. ‘Design’ is upheld as an 
extremely important conceptual tool for the invention of the pragmatic tools (devices) 
to which much of the catalog is devoted. The catalog’s mantra of “access to tools” conveys 
Brand’s intention to create a countercultural version of LL Bean, containing product 
descriptions, book reviews, updates on new technologies, and announcements of events. 
Brand envisioned the catalog as a new type of information delivery service that would 
provide access to physical and conceptual tools necessary to feed his survivalist / do-it-
yourself approach to environmental and social improvement. 

Brand’s interest in Systems Theory informed both the content and structure of the Whole 
Earth Catalog.13 Drawing on Norbert Wiener’s writing on cybernetics, Brand intended 
to develop a self-sustaining and continually expanding information network that 
reinforced an association between individual action and global (political) ramifications. 
The individualism promoted by the catalog, a reflection of Brand’s libertarian leanings, 
sends a political message to readers: small-scale tools offer a means of bottom-up social 
transformation, and personal choices lead to community (and ultimately global) change. 
With access to the required tools, each individual has the power to make decisions 
regarding how to conduct his or her own life.14 Brand’s version of environmental rhetoric 
offers an ironic combination of escapism and optimistic pragmatism. His belief in the 
existence of technological solutions to social and political problems reverberates through 
the catalog’s contents, emphasizing the potential of an architecture conceived of as a tool 
for action and individual use. 

13 Turner, Fred. From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Steward Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise 
of Digital Utopianism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006. Page 79. 
14 Turner 83. 
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An (entrepreneurial) approach that aims to take advantage of what’s there, and thus re-
quires a thorough examination of site conditions: geographic and physical, as well as le-
gal, logistical, metaphorical, and rhetorical. This expanded site analysis involves identify-
ing urgencies and opportunities for action. Surveying the scene in such a way allows for 
a selective exploitation of certain conditions, constraints, and opportunities (not unlike 
the revealing of legal loopholes), in order to expose a range of possibilities. This approach 
is systemic in nature, recognizing that architectural production implicates a wide range 
of factors and agents; architects can design a strategy for implementation as well as an 
inhabitable object. Operating strategically within this expanded notion of a ‘site’ requires 
a series of new tools for architecture. For example...

We’ve come a long way from Stewart Brand’s campaign to get NASA to release images of 
the earth taken from space; today companies like Target are using architecture as global 
signage...Google Earth allows architects to visualize vast space as a contiguous territory 
and to understand an architectural project in a much larger (global) context. It also allows 
for the remote collection of site information, and, potentially, an opportunity to experi-
ence architecture remotely.  

Tactical opportunism 
(a definition):  

Google Earth:
new technological tool
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pre-sustainability FOOTPRINT
the space occupied by a structure
(denotes spatial boundaries)

post-sustainability FOOTPRINT
a building’s impact on the environment
(denotes system boundaries)

Sustainability is transforming the terms by which architecture is valued. No where is this 
more visible than with regards to the architectural conception of ‘footprint.’ 

Historically, a building’s ‘footprint’ was simply where (and how) it interacted with the 
ground – the surface or space occupied by a structure. Initiated in part by (ecologist) 
William Reese’s book Our Ecological Footprint: Reducing Impact on Earth, the idea of an 
architectural ‘footprint’ has expanded to incorporate the much more abstract notion of 
the building’s impact, effect, and demand on the environment at large. This re-defined 
architectural footprint is often interpreted as the resource usage of a building – the em-
bodied energy it consumes and the carbon it emits. 

A ‘sustainable’ design approach is often equated with the simplified ideal of ‘minimiz-
ing footprint,’ a philosophy that, when pushed to its extreme, is often incompatible with 
the very act of building. Additionally, defining architectural ‘footprint’ as a collection of 
energy metrics rather than a site plan positions footprint analysis in the realm of the en-
gineer, rather than the architect. 

The emphasis on building performance -- often to the exclusion of other design factors 
-- begs the question: what if, despite its inherent connection to issues of resource use and 
energy consumption in the built environment, ‘sustainability’ is an architectural problem 
without an architectural solution?   

Footprint Analysis:
new methodological 
tool
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To offset (definition)
1. An agent, element, or thing that counteracts, or compensates for something else.
2. Something developed from something else.

According to Wikipedia, a carbon offset is a means for reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Although there are six primary categories of greenhouse gases, carbon offsets are 
measured in metric tons of carbon dioxide-equivalent (CO2e); one carbon offset repre-
sents the reduction of one metric ton of carbon dioxide, or its equivalent in other green-
house gases. The Kyoto Protocol has sanctioned offsets as a way for governments and 
private companies to earn carbon credits which can be traded on a marketplace. In the 
much smaller voluntary market, individuals, companies, or governments purchase car-
bon offsets to mitigate their own greenhouse gas emissions from transportation, elec-
tricity use, and other sources. The Nature Conservancy [“protecting nature, preserving 
life”] can help you determine and offset your own personal carbon footprint with their 
on-line calculator and Carbon offset program: see http://www.nature.org/initiatives/cli-
matechange/calculator/ 

Viewing the earth as one big interconnected environmental system that can be described 
and understood through a series of quantifiable energy metrics [carbon output] makes 
the idea of offsetting possible. Once all actions are abstractly converted into units of car-
bon [a new universal currency?] one action/product/intervention can be exchanged or 
substituted for any other. However, this makes one wonder what is actually being offset: 
pollution or guilt? In The Carbon Neutral Myth: Offset Indulgences for your Climate Sins 
[Carbon Trade Watch, 2007] Kevin Smith likens modern day carbon trading to the buy-
ing of indulgences, a medieval mercantile practice by which one could expiate sin by en-
gaging in monetary exchange with the church. 

Smith writes: “Carbon offsets are the modern day indulgences, sold to an increasingly 
carbon conscious public to absolve their climate sins. Scratch the surface, however, and a 
disturbing picture emerges, where creative accountancy and elaborate shell games cover 
up the impossibility of verifying genuine climate change benefits, and where communi-
ties in the South often have little choice as offset projects are inflicted on them...Promot-
ing more effective and empowering approaches involves moving away from the market-
ing gimmicks, celebrity endorsements, technological quick fixes, and the North/South 
exploitation that the carbon offsets industry embodies.” 

Download the PDF at: 
www.tni.org/detail_pub.phtml?know_id=56&menu=11c

Offsetting:
new conceptual tool


