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Architecture sustainability

How do you analyze sustainability in architecture? 



Semiotics can provide the theoretical basis for examining 

and modelling the dynamic processes involved in 

sustainable architecture design projects. By modelling and 

exploring through the design processes semiotic theory –

in which meanings are reproduced, evolve, or produced –

a possible analytical methodology emerges. This 

methodology could move beyond deductions and 

inferences of meaning to attempt the (re)construction of 

signs, especially sustainability signs, in architecture 

design projects. 



Meaning

ObjectText

We will talk about terminology in the discussion!

(parts or specific elements of the architectural project which can include designed 
spatial or social processes)



1. The pre-design phase – the key text is the project brief (or the request for proposals). Project 

briefs are usually prepared by the institution requesting the project in collaboration with other 

stakeholders (experts, consultants, local residents or government agencies). 

2. The design phase – the key text available is design text. This text is prepared by the 

designers (the architect in collaboration with consultants) and it usually accompanies the 

proposed spatial design and answers to the request for proposals. There are usually also texts 

that is imbedded in drawings and diagrams – such as labels. 

3. The post design phase – could be understood as the evaluation phase of the design and the 

key texts available are jury reports or evaluation reports

 Pre-design phase Design phase Post-design phase 

text Prominent Supportive Prominent 

(object Absent (imagined) Prominent Supportive 

 

The pre-design phase can be understood as a firstness as it embodies the possibility, the 

design phase can be understood as the secondness which indicates existence, and the post-

design phase could be understood as a thirdness as it involves the institutionalization signs.



(1) the brief collects macro signs (i.e. references to codes, regulations and articulation of 

goals) and micro signs (i.e. details that relate to the social and physical realities of the site 

and location) to present a possibility, (2) the design articulates these possibilities into micro 

signs (i.e. designs applicable to the project at hand), and (3) the evaluation reelevates these 

signs to the macro level by placing the micro signs produced in comparison to other projects 

or in reference to broader concepts. 



Text object coupling

The design phase makes the object a reality (Perkins-Buzo, 2017). 

the design phase couples the text and object. They both become intrinsic part of the sign that cannot be 

separated – ideas which have been also proposed by De Biasi & Biasi (2000). Once the design (through 

design documents) is available, there are three text-object couples which emerge and that provide different 

information: 

1) the design text and the design – the text provides support and clarify the intention of the design

2) the post-design text(s) and the design – the text provides a comparative or macro account of the design 

3) the pre-design text(s) and the design – the object provides a spatial/architectural interpretation of the text

Meaning

ObjectText Together they form meaning



Three modes of reasoning and signs in architecture design projects 

 Reproduced sign Evolved sign New produced sign Evaluating the signs 

Mode of 

reasoning 

Deductive Abductive inductive 

Process Reproducing an 

institutionalized sign 

Evolving (adding to or 

removing from) an 

institutionalized sign 

Creating a new sign - 

could be potentially 

institutionalized 

Institutionalizing signs 

Focus Applying a theory, 

type or general 

solution 

Modify hypotheses Present new 

hypotheses 

Creating new 

conclusions or 

generalizations 
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Analyzing Architecture design projects

Real Project

•The real 
manifestations

Designed Project

• Intention of the 
designer(s)

Designers in this aspect do include more than architects (context)
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Analysis as the reconstruction of the Signs

. Instead of interpreting or inferring meanings from the signifier and referent, the researcher would attempt to 

reconstruct, based on the text-object couple the sustainable architecture signs around the concepts they seek 

to explore. These concepts could range widely: they could relate to specific sought-after improvement or areas 

of focus (such as indoor air quality, materials, or integration with surrounding), they could be specific site or 

context related (such as decontamination, access or protection of landscapes), or they can be broader social 

issues (such as gender equality, patterns of production and consumption, or access education). 

This process would require the researcher to inspect both the text and object simultaneously. 

Concepts inserted by 
external agent

the objectText



Analysis as the reconstruction of the Signs

3 options:

1. No sings can be constructed

2. Text but not object – require further investigation in details

3. Object with no text – require further investigation in details

4. Complete sign

Concepts inserted by 
external agent

the objectText

Unlike evaluations processes which aim at arriving at conclusions or generalizations, the proposed analysis mythology is an abductive process where hypotheses are built 

based on the design texts and objects. Instead, it recognizes the continuous development and evolution of sustainability and allows for signs to be constructed based on 

current meanings and concepts – that might have not existed during the original conception of the project. Thus, it answers to how can the intentions of the design be 

understood today.



Analysis as the reconstruction of the Signs

Pre-design 
reading 

Added 
contextual 

info

• history

• Demographics

• Economic

• cultural

Design 
documents

Post design 
documents

Attempted 
reconstructio

n

The concept of “sustainable consumption and production” will be used in the analysis. This specific 

concept appears as GOAL 12 of the UN’s sustainable development goals SDGs (United Nations, 

2015) and it involved ideas related to 1) encouraging sustainable tourism, 2) promoting local 

culture, 3) using local products, 4) raising awareness on sustainable life styles, 5) implementing 

sustainable procurement and sourcing of materials and resources, 6) reporting on sustainability, 6) 

reducing/recycling/preventing waste, 7) controlling harmful chemicals, and 8) using of natural 

resources efficiently



Case: Planetarium of Montreal competition
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Case: Planetarium of Montreal competition

Post Design



What I aim to do in the paper

• Present the theoretical basis – what I covered today

• Use examples from the competition to support the following claims
• Text – object coupling

• The 3 phases and their distinction + modes of reasoning

• The movement between the 3 levels (and institutionalization of signs in post-design)

• The contextual model 

• The possibility of reconstructing signs



Where I need your help

• Definition and terminology

Charles Jencks – meaning in architecture

Semiotic theorists use different terms for the three corre-
lates of the semiotic triangle. The philosopher and logician C. S. 
Peirce (1998) proposed a model of the sign that consists of a 
triple connection of the representamen, the object, and the 
interpretant. Similarly, the literary theorist I. A. Richards ar-
ticulated a semiotic triangle consisting of the symbol, the ref-
erent, and the reference (see Ogden & Richards, 1989). Other 
theorists have come up with similar models distinguishing 
between the signifier, the referent, and the signified (Nӧth,
1995)



Where I need your help

• Narrowing of focus 
• I already took out a part dealing with modalities 

• possible divisions 
• Could this be made into more than 1 paper?

• What is the part that you – as non-architects – would be interested most interested in?

• What publication venue do you think this can go? :)  


