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Humanity is approaching an unprecedented ecological brink, and the forces pushing us toward 
this threshold show no signs of slowing – neither the atmospheric phenomenon of planetary 
warming nor the patterns of human activity that are its direct cause. In the face of this daunting 
horizon, architecture is struggling to find its relevance, compartmentalizing certain aspects of the 
discipline, such as building systems or infrastructural design, in search of new ways to respond to 
the changing conditions caused by ecological collapse. In this context, Log 47 seeks to reframe the 
link between architecture and climate by exploring the reciprocity between our current energy 
paradigm and our dominant spatial organizations. Energy, however, will not be explored in its 
technical capacity, but as a political and cultural force with inevitable spatial repercussions. 
Exposing the spatial organization of our energy paradigm reveals that space and form have been 
implicated in the formation and unfolding of the climate crisis, and, more important, that 
architecture has a significant role in defining the outcome of this increasingly uncertain phase of 
human history. 

To make this argument, it is essential to understand how the relationship between energy 
and built form has changed as primary energy sources have evolved. Humanity has moved 
through three energy paradigms, each producing different built environments and social 
organizations. While the first two systems – nomadic and agricultural societies – were solely 
reliant on the consumption and combustion of available biomass, and thus naturally constrained 
by the limitations of available land and labor, the third and current system was initiated by a 
transition to carbon-intensive fossil fuels – that is, coal, petroleum, and natural gas. The high 
energy density and seemingly endless supply of these fuels broke the natural constraints of 
organic economies and revolutionized the productive capacities of human society, restructuring 
the existing social order. Mechanized production led to demographic displacement, urban 
density, commodity culture, and global capitalism. In tandem, a new spatial order emerged, 
defined by warehouses, factories, worker housing, office towers, apartment buildings, department 
stores, skyscrapers, suburbs, strip malls, train lines, highways, airports, etcetera. Carbon-based 
energy, then, not only instigated a transition to global capitalism but also engendered its own 
corresponding spatial and architectural paradigm, one that the guest editor calls carbon form. 

For the sake of discussion, Log 47 will define carbon form as a spatial and formal 
configuration that arose specifically within the fossil-fuel era and is evidence of human society 
restructuring itself around the availability of abundant energy, cementing the consumption of 
carbon-based energy into our way of life. Carbon form both relies on intensive energy generation 
to function and emits carbon as a byproduct of that combustion. The Ville Radieuse, for 
example, with its network of highways, doctrine of decongestion, and new distribution of urban 
program, embodies the logic of industry, and in so doing reorganizes the city according to the 
logic of a carbon paradigm, both because it requires direct petroleum inputs to function and 
because it facilitates the economic dynamics of industrial capitalism. It is a carbon form, as are 
suburbs, highways, and skyscrapers. 



 
 

In the 20th and 21st centuries, human society has become an increasingly complex 
network of interlocking carbon forms, each of which replicates the myth of a limitless supply of 
energy and resources characteristic of a carbon-fueled culture of abundance. These are the 
physical building blocks of contemporary capitalism, and they are configurations that architects, 
designers, and builders replicate over and over again. Even if architects focus on increasing 
energy efficiency or reducing the carbon footprint of individual buildings, the built environment 
as we know it will be fundamentally unable to overcome the current energy paradigm (or the 
climate crisis) as long as its core is constituted by carbon form.  

Log 47 will argue that architects and theorists of the built environment are uniquely 
equipped to propose ways out of our current paralysis. Just as the Modern Movement proposed a 
new organization for the city based on the realities of industry, this moment demands new 
organizations that can eclipse the carbon paradigm by creating new ways for humans to live 
together. This is not solely a call for utopian visions. This issue seeks to interrogate the 
foundations of contemporary human organization, for the prelude to any new alternative is the 
obsolescence of a social system powered by carbon-based energy. From an architectural 
standpoint, this requires overcoming the material and cultural legacy of carbon form. In other 
words, the city of the future will be determined by how radically we are willing to reject the 
carbon-fueled fiction of unlimited production and growth, and lay new foundations for the 
oncoming transitions in energy and social form. Log 47 invites contributors to give architectural 
thought to this urgent challenge, assessing how profoundly carbon has shaped the built 
environment and, in particular, speculating on the spatial transformations necessary to finally 
overcome carbon. 

 


