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Niagara County home, near Love Canal, abandoned after
eighty-one chemicals, including benzene, were found
present in the suburb. UPI photograph, 1981.

Call for Proposals
Toxics. Toxins. Toxicants. Toxicity. These terms slip in and
out of architecture, design, and urban planning discussions,
shifting between scientific, medical, legal, and social
meanings. But what does the history of toxics reveal about
the history of architecture? From nineteenth-century
arsenic-laden wallpaper to present-day chemical sensitivity–
inducing formaldehyde, increasingly industrialized building
practices have created both new products and new modes of
consumption, production, regulation, and disposal. Over the
last one hundred years, building materials have become
increasingly composite—made by cutting, mixing, extrusion,
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cross-lamination, and even nanomaterial microscopic
manipulation. These processes can covertly introduce toxic
substances into the architectural spaces we inhabit. How
should we narrate histories of dangerous materials that so
often evade our consciousness, governance, and control?
How do we understand the corporeal, environmental, and
social responsibilities architects assume or reject under these
evolving material conditions? Finally, how do we account for
the methodological and practical challenges of writing about
untraceable substances, mapping inaccessible supply chains,
or navigating legal restrictions on material archives? Writing
histories of deleterious building materials offers an
opportunity to understand how the differences between
nature and artifice, production and consumption, business-
as-usual and environmental justice, and the toxic and
nontoxic are produced and perpetuated.

In cultural theory much of the discourse on toxics examines
contamination and cleanliness, echoing the conceptual
frameworks unearthed by Mary Douglas in Purity and
Danger and by Julia Kristeva in Powers of Horror.  Recent
work in environmental justice, material feminism, science
and technology studies, environmental history, critical race
theory, and many other fields, however, offers new strategies
for exploring the architectural history of toxic landscapes
and building materials, allowing us to understand how toxic
tensions co-constitute theoretical and material realities.
Dorceta Taylor’s work on how toxic communities exist in the
tensions between wastelands and the core through “internal
colonialism” that designates minority and impoverished
communities as sacrificial is one such crucial intervention,
bringing insights from environmental justice communities to
studies of toxic spaces.  Architectural scholarship, with its
focus on spatial practices, can draw from the insights of
scholars in other fields and shed new light on these worlds’
built dimensions, offering insights in return. Thus, this
project seeks to “stay with the trouble” and interrogate the
histories of toxics, toxins, toxicants, and toxicity in
architecture in dialogue with critiques in environmental
history, environmental racism, and toxic coloniality
developing in our field and others.

Scientific, industrial, and embodied knowledge of toxics has
shaped how we understand them. At the turn of the
twentieth century, scientific committees in the fields of
industrial hygiene and public health (later known as
toxicology) defined dilution theories, threshold values, and
toxicity limits for human bodies, air, water, and soil. These
limits delineated risk in terms of capacity, the assumption
being that natural systems tolerated specific harmful
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quantities; there was thus no consideration as to whether
toxic substances should be allowed at all.  Yet, regulated
substances shift from being harmless and inert to downright
ruinous by “dose-makes-the-poison” claims. Scientific limits
often miss durational, systematic, and interlinked effects as
chemical residues, endocrine disruptors, and biological
accumulation present exposures measured in decades and
centuries.  Max Liboiron’s recent work on the distinction
between “toxins”—harmful substances organically produced
—and “toxicants”—substances industrially manufactured at
increasing speeds in seemingly unlimited amounts—can help
us distinguish between everyday harmful substances. In
quantity, these substances make up brownfields,
postindustrial landscapes, and waste economies, yet
scientific narratives about these substances have helped
them evade regulation.  As Michelle Murphy and others
have argued, their varied presence in our environment forms
part of these substances’ biopolitical history: they become
media through which we stage debates about health and
exposure.

Exploring how forms of exclusion persist through the
material opens other ways to write architectural histories of
toxins and toxicants. Rather than fetishize the material or
orient ontologies around it, we welcome work that takes into
account the essential critiques of “new materialist” thought
exercised by Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, Kyla Wazana
Tompkins, Zoe Todd, and others, who make clear that
materials are always embedded in embodied political
histories.  How might we understand the architectural and
landscape dimensions of Dorceta Taylor’s concept of internal
colonialism? Or, drawing from Vanessa Agard-Jones’s work,
how might we understand the connections between
disarticulated bodies and the world-system of toxic
commodities and peripheral landscapes?  Sara Ahmed’s
work on spatial phenomenology could also open up new
methods of writing about experience, embodiment, and
positionality in toxic worlds.  Through these frameworks,
we can trace how toxic inequalities are reproduced through
both spatial experience and structural forces in spaces as
diverse as riverbeds, mines, factories, playgrounds, and
homes.

The work we solicit for this project would also build on
existing foundational research addressing toxic worlds in
architectural and landscape design and history. Extensive
research on wastelands, hinterlands, reservations, and
cancer alleys and postindustrial landscapes conducted by
Vittoria di Palma, Kate Orff, Lindy Roy, Anita Bakshi, Jill
Desimini, and many others grapples with how polluted
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spaces can be recorded and remediated.  Others examine
how the aesthetics of ruined landscapes have been both
contested and recuperated in art and design projects.  Work
on regulatory frameworks, architectural industrialization,
and the industries associated with the architecture
profession parse how agency is dispersed and distributed.
Emerging research by Anooradha Siddiqi, Samia Henni, and
others argues for a geopolitical framing that makes clear how
toxicities form and perpetuate colonial occupations.

All of these approaches can help us explore new methods for
looking at toxics in architecture. We hope that the essays in
this collection will demonstrate and/or examine possible
narrative and research methods for investigations on toxics.
Possible topics include, but are not limited to:

Studies of toxic materials and their supply chains
and geopolitics
How toxicity is understood and contested in
professional contexts
Linkages between toxicity and labor in architecture
and building
Corporations and their impact on architectural
production
Engagements with theories of toxic materiality and
materialism, as well as intersections of historical
case studies with these theories
Histories of architectural theory related to toxicity
and building
Work on indigeneity and toxicity
Work on remediation, futurism, and futurity
Public history methods and projects
Methodological and other questions that arise when
working in a disciplinary space in which history and
public health overlap

We envision a multi- and transdisciplinary project; therefore,
we welcome work from scholars in architectural history and
allied fields—science and technology studies; science,
environmental, or business history; cultural studies; race or
postcolonial theory; landscape and urban history—and from
any others who feel their work attends to the intersections of
toxicity and building. While we intend this project to explore
new scholarly methods, we also hope to open new conduits to
and from academia. Therefore, we welcome participation in
this project from environmental justice practitioners, public
historians, activists, and designers whose work deals with
toxic spaces.
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For additional sources, see the Toxics Project’s in-process
bibliography.

Project Timeframe
We anticipate the following schedule for three separately
released sections of two to three papers each in order to
make progress on this project:

January 25, 2021: Due date for proposals
submitted in response to the call
February 1: Announcement of selected projects

Section 1

Early February, 2021: First Zoom workshop to
discuss scope and plan of work
March 15: Section 1, first draft due date
Late March: Workshop for discussion of drafts
May 2: Final draft due date

Section 2

Late March, 2021: First Zoom workshop to discuss
scope and plan of work
June 30: Section 2, first draft due date
July 15: Workshop for discussion of drafts
August 31: Final draft due date

Section 3

July 15, 2021: First Zoom workshop to discuss
scope and plan of work
October 30: Section 3, first draft due date
November 10: Workshop for discussion of drafts
January 15, 2022: Final draft due date

Format
We welcome proposals for traditional scholarly essays of up
to 7,500 words for consideration through Aggregate’s open
peer-review publication process. We also welcome proposals
for work in other formats: slideshows, annotated images or
primary materials, discussions of archival challenges, maps,
videos, thought exercises, teaching assignments, glossary
entries, or other original works in a web-compatible format.
Aggregate is a free, open-source online venue that publishes
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under Creative Commons protocols; authors do not incur any
costs to publish on the site.

This project will be collectively edited by participants using
Aggregate’s practice of transparent peer review. Participants
who wish to have their work anonymously reviewed will be
accommodated.

Proposals
Proposals should include an abstract of 250 to 500 words
describing the scope, form, research methods, and
description of the scholarly interventions you wish to make,
as well as a brief CV; proposals are due January 25, 2021.
Please submit them via this Google Form. Submissions will
be reviewed with the aim of creating a coherent working
group for this project.

Please note that Aggregate cannot offer financial assistance
for travel to participate in editorial meetings (should travel
be possible in this period) or honoraria for participation.
However, it will be possible to participate fully in this project
via Zoom meeting and authors need not incur any costs for
participating.

To reach the current editors, or to make a suggestion for our
reading list, please email either of us:

Meredith TenHoor, Professor, School of
Architecture, Pratt Institute, mtenhoor [at]
pratt.edu
Jessica Varner, Lecturer, HTC Department of
Architecture, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, varnerj [at] mit.edu
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