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Abstract 

Self-Sustaining Village: Reworking the Consumer Culture Through Minimalism and 

Collaboration 

The rise of industrialization has yielded exponential growth in consumerism, 

which has arguably aided in the development of compulsive habits, thus expending 

resources beyond necessity. Studies indicate a correlation between one’s higher 

spending and a decline in overall lifestyle satisfaction. In addition, we live in a society 

which encourages minimalism, recycling, compost, and overall environmental 

sustainability, but also bombards us with advertisements, promotions, deals and 

discounts which lead to a desire to spend more.  

This emphasis on “spend more, use more...but recycle”, has become a common 

practice which creates a toxic cultural standard; It leads to lack of self-discipline, self-

expression, and increases our overall reliance on mass produced commercial goods to 

solve our everyday problems. 

This study will look at how careful and organized spatial planning can promote 

minimalism in a space and encourage its inhabitants to reduce overall material 

consumption. The romanticizing of materialistic consumption can be addressed by 

evoking awareness and transforming perception that cater to realistic ideals of society 

than to the romanticized pursuits of modern consumerism. A combination of 

psychology and architecture is used to design a spatial platform to challenge the 

materialistic consumerism through habit, interaction, and community building. 
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Introduction 

It can be argued that the rise of consumerism in America has been linked with 

the rise of industrialization in America. Between the nineteenth and twentieth century, 

there was a shift in the production of goods and materials; before the twentieth century, 

the American society was a producer-based society that had a strong focus on local 

production of goods and materials.  

Prominent figures like William Morris, John Ruskin, and A.W.N Pugin started 

movements like the Arts and Crafts Movement which propagated the creation of locally 

made goods. They believed strongly that personal craftsmanship and the unique 

creation of products create consumer satisfaction, appreciation, and recognition of the 

true value of each product. They also proclaimed that mass, commercialized production 

creates a dissatisfaction among the workers and producers of the products, therefore, it 

is necessary to maintain the value and work of locally produced, hand-made goods. 

“Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be 

beautiful. 

The true secret of happiness lies in taking a genuine interest in all the details of daily 

life. 

I do not want art for a few any more than education for a few, or freedom for a few. 

History has remembered the kings and warriors, because they destroyed; art has 

remembered the people, because they created. 

Not on one strand are all life's jewels strung. 
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The past is not dead, it is living in us, and will be alive in the future which we are now 

helping to make. 

The reward of labour is life. Is that not enough? 

If you cannot learn to love real art at least learn to hate sham art.” 

          -William Morris 

 

By the twentieth century, industrialization began to spread throughout the world 

and international trade deals were being made. What used to be a producer-based 

society - a society producing based on immediate human needs - is now transforming to 

a consumer-society - a society producing based on wants, desires, and luxuries.1  

Upon the conclusion of World War I, the American economy boomed. Businesses 

shifted from war production to post-war peace production. An industry catered towards 

offering luxury products became widespread; TVs, automobiles, and refrigerators, all 

became affordable. In addition, the consumer culture was fostered in three ways: mass 

production, new products, and improved advertising techniques.2 American society, 

which once relied on basic necessities, was now beginning to rely on luxuries. 
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Table 1: Economical Shift Between 1920-1940 

The graph shows the incline of gross domestic product in the US in the 20’s and then 

another sudden rise in the 30’s. This showcases that save for the economic decline 

during the Great Depression period, the world’s economy has made a steady incline in 

the production of goods and services and their value in the society. 3 
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Chapter 1: Consumerism and Life Satisfaction 

 

Materialism and consumerism and their impact on the overall wellbeing of 

individuals and communities has been a topic of interest for researchers for many 

decades now. It has especially gained attention during the late twentieth century on to 

today because the dynamics of the consumer culture have changed significantly. With 

the development of social media and personalized smartphone devices, advertisers have 

had to reinvent the approach to marketing.  Economical Shift Between 1920-1940 

In the twenty-first century, not only has the number of brands, retail businesses, and 

companies significantly increased but marketing has also become so personalized as to 

fit each consumer’s wants and desires and to promote and enhance their need for 

commodities that fit their lifestyle. This personalized market scheme makes luxury 

commodities ever more desirable and pulls the consumer to increase their expenditure.  

Psychologist Tim Kasser suggests that a salient difference between those who 

are materialistic and those who are not are intentions with which the pursuit of 

aspirations occurs. Those who are materialistic showcase extrinsic goals and tend to be 

driven by product acquisition, social class/status, monetary attainment, and social 

recognition/reward; materially driven people also tend to place unrealistically high 

expectations on what consumer goods can do for them in terms of relationships, 

autonomy and happiness.4 Whereas those who showcase a drive via intrinsic goals are 

driven by personal growth, community connection, and a desire to bring true value and 

benefit to the society via their goals.5 

Research suggests that extrinsic goals, because they are based on immediate 

gratification and a desire to continuously obtain more, tend to cause psychological 
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problems, greater unhappiness in relationships, and poorer moods.6 Whereas intrinsic 

goals generate overall life satisfaction and happiness due to long-term gratification 

which can add value and meaning to one’s work. 

A study conducted by Tim Kasser and his colleagues looked at the various 

factors that drive consumerism and the impact of extrinsically oriented pursuits versus 

intrinsically oriented pursuits. By studying individual values and goals, they could 

determine whether each individual was materialistic in their pursuit or not and what 

implications came from such values and goals. They found that those motivated by 

extrinsic means - seeking gratification through external sources rather than internal 

motivations - were more likely to partake in alcohol and substance abuse, reported 

higher levels of depression and/or other psychological disorders, and showcased 

increased sense of narcissism.7 

Furthermore, their findings indicate that those who do have severe materialistic 

tendencies often possess insecurities which lead to such lifestyle choices. These 

insecurities can be from unpleasant past experiences, low self-esteem, or an unsteady 

emotional state.8 Research shows that when people organize their lives around attaining 

the extrinsic goals promoted by the goods life, they actually experience lower self-

satisfaction of needs for safety (due largely to past experiences of threat), for 

competence and efficacy (as they have lower and a more contingent sense of self-

esteem and are exposed to more upward social comparisons that make them dissatisfied 

with themselves), for connection (as they have shorter, more conflictual relationships) 

and for autonomy and authenticity (as they often feel more controlled and less free).9 



 

6 

 

The negative implications of this hyper consumer culture are not only within the 

psychological realm of each individual, rather they can also be seen in the American 

society as a whole. The average American carries 4 or more credit cards; the average 

American credit card debt is $16,000; in addition, the overall consumer debt in the 

United States is $2 trillion.10 The Happy Planet Index suggests that the United States 

ranks negatively in terms of economic inequality. 11There is a wide gap between the 

rich and the poor and about 15% of Americans (that is 1 in every 6 American) are 

living on or below the poverty line.12 

  

Table 2: Source: Poverty Program 

 

This evermore widening gap of the poor and the rich has a lot to do with the 

hyper-consumer culture which has spruced since the 1960s by the banking system. 

With cheap/instant loans, no-money down loans, and the ease of obtaining credit cards 

the hyper-consumer culture was exacerbated. “Ultimately, during this unique period of 

overzealous lending—marked by underwriter irresponsibility--“hyper” consumption 

became a rational decision for struggling working, middle-, and upper middle-class 
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families.  That is, purchasing a house that exceeded their financial ability was a 

“responsible” decision since it would generate additional economic resources that 

would augment their declining real household income.  In addition, the exuberant 

housing market financed access to better schools for children, participation in status 

competition through costly consumption goods/activities, unexpected personal/family 

crises (medical care, divorce, unemployment), and even investment capital for 

retirement planning.”13 

The result of such spending resulted in yielded a rise  in housing debt. “For 

millions of Americans that did not anticipate the bursting of the financial “bubble” in 

2007, they found themselves with little savings, high credit card balances, large 

HELOCs, and “upside down” mortgages.  Without the ability to “Pay MasterCard with 

VISA,” consumer debt became quickly transformed into “toxic assets” that set into 

motion the unrelenting meltdown of the U.S. financial system in fall 2008.” 

Table 3: Source: Consumer, Commodities, & Consumption 
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Chapter 2: Rise of Sharing Economy 

What is the Sharing Economy: 

With an apparent impact that the hyper-consumer culture has on individuals, 

societies, and the environment, various methods have been implemented in societies to 

assist consumers to reduce their daily expenditure. The sharing economy is one of the 

latest notions that has emerged in the 20th century which provides people with 

resources that can be shared with other members of the community. The sharing 

economy is considered a “a socio-economic ecosystem built around the sharing of 

human, physical and intellectual resources. It includes the shared creation, production, 

distribution, trade and consumption of goods and services by different people and 

organisations.”14  

This form of collaborative consumption (CC) is aimed to mitigate the ecological 

footprint, reduce consumer spending, provide jobs, and reduce the gap between the 

poor and the rich by enhancing the economy of the community. And although CC is 

made of an intricate and vast economy, it can be generalized into three distinct 

branches: 

- “Product Service Systems” (PSS) or sets of products and services for rent or 

exchange via platforms managed by an intermediary (mobility, DIY, electrical 

household goods, clothing, toys, childcare products, fashion accessories, luxury 

products…),  

- Redistribution markets: bartering, giving exchange or second-hand sales platforms 

between individuals (eBay, le Bon Coin, Freecycle, GuestToGuest)  
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- Collaborative lifestyles which include formulas for sharing immaterial resources

between individuals, such as space (working space, gardens, parking space, temporary 

accommodation), skills, time, money (crowd funding). A derivative of this category is 

joint direct purchasing from the producer, since this requires prior collaboration on the 

part of the group of consumers to come to an agreement with a farmer or small 

producer.15 

The term collaborative consumption was first coined in 1978 by Felson and 

Spaeth as a way of describing the process in which people engage in joint activities for 

the purposes of economically exchanging goods and services with one another.16 With 

the rise of internet and web development and smartphones, the consumer collaboration 

economy has significantly changed to offer CC on a physical level; people are now able 

to receive rides, food, and living spaces through the use of CC. This is a more direct 

form economical exchanges that gives people the ability to purchase on an affordable 

and temporary basis.  

Impact of Sharing Economy: 

Research suggests that the sharing economy impacts on both a micro and macro 

level. The ease at which the sharing economy works is not only a motivating factor for 

individuals to conduct business, but also a way to thrive the society economically, 

environmentally, and intellectually. 

A recent study on why people participate in collaborative consumption, 

conducted by Juho Hamari, Mimmi Sjoklint, and Antti Ukkonen, indicates that 

individuals use intrinsic and extrinsic factors as motivation to partake in the sharing 

economy. Intrinsic factors are derived by personal motivation such as, appeal of 
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business being conducted, economic incentives and benefits, and the personal value of 

the business. Extrinsic factors are derived by external sources such as environmental 

sustainability, peers, popularity of the business, and one’s reputation. Furthermore, their 

research suggested the most important driving factor in participation of collaborative 

consumption is personal enjoyment of the business being conducted and the economic 

benefits it has on the consumer. For many, collaborative consumption becomes a way 

to meet new people and partake in a new kind of collaboration within their 

communities. In addition, the affordability of collaborative consumption and the ease 

with which it can be used widens the consumer demographic gap.17 

On a macro level, the sharing economy has triggered a boost in economy and a 

source of disruption. With the emergence of rideshare programs and shared living 

spaces, cities are faced with a new route of conducting business; the National League of 

Cities (NLC) indicates that city officials now have to develop ways to merge 

collaborative consumerism into the traditional buyer-seller model.  

Sharing economy has, without a doubt, catapulted at an immensely fast pace, 

and although it is still in the process of merging with the traditional models of the 

economy, it has received a generous positive feedback among its users. Consumers find 

it a convenient way to incorporate into their daily lifestyle and thus society has 

benefitted in three ways: improved services of existing traditional models, increased 

economic activity via convenience and ease, and increased entrepreneurial activity. 

NLC states, “sharing economy goods and services are not just efficient and beloved by 

citizens; they also create new economic opportunity and serve as catalysts of urban 
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innovation. Many sharing economy services make use of existing or underutilized 

resources, encourage entrepreneurial spirit, and promote innovation.”18 

 

 
Table 4: Source: National League of Cities 

 

 
Table 5: Source: National League of Cities 

 

 
Table 6: Source: National League of Cities 



 

12 

 

Negative Aspects of Sharing Economy: 

As stated previously, city and government officials are having a difficult time 

determining exactly how to merge the new sharing economy model with the traditional 

one. A study conducted by NLC determined that while city officials are aware that the 

sharing economy is a contemporary form of business trade and is here to stay, they are 

faced with many challenges that come with such an intricate system that has created 

business sharing on a much personal level than ever before.  

NLC conducted a mail and email survey which was sent out to chief elected 

officials from 245 cities which showcased the thoughts and concerns on the ever-

growing sharing economy that they now have to deal with. The data below shows the 

primary concerns that officials voiced they had from the highest to lowest. Public safety 

was indicated as the primary issues that many officials are concerned with; in many 

cities there are few to zero laws and legalities to protect the seller and consumers from 

any form of trouble they would face during their transaction. Insurance and liability 

issues are bound to emerge with the spread of CC and it is necessary to ensure that all 

parties are covered under such transactions. 

In addition, the CC economy is now taking over the traditional business that 

have been in service for many years. A primary example of this is the new rideshare 

companies that are becoming more widely used than the traditional taxi/bus/train transit 

systems that were administered by the government. Many officials fear that this may 

compete and impede the systems at a level where they will no longer be sustainable to 

use. The unfortunate consequences of that are still unknown and a source of concern for 

many. 
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Other issues that the officials reported were their concern with the fact that 

many of these sharing economy companies are not compliant with current standards of 

similar traditional services, how they price out their goods and services and the fact that 

those are not incorporated as tax revenues, and potential service inequity that these 

companies are causing. 

Table 7: Source: National League of Cities

The NLC also asked the surveyors about the level of regulation that they have 

implemented onto the CC models: 

 Cities offered varied responses by sector. 54 percent of cities surveyed reported that 

their local government imposed no regulation on the sharing economy, while 40 

percent reported that sharing economy services are regulated similarly to more 

traditional services. More specifically, 30 percent of city respondents reported that they 

regulate ridesharing providers similarly to traditional transportation providers, while 

10 percent reported light regulatory action or a partial ban on these mobility 

providers. One percent reported that they had banned these services completely. The 

majority of cities (58 percent) indicated that their local governments had not instituted 

a regulation on homesharing, while 24 percent indicated that these businesses are 

regulated similarly to traditional industries. 13 percent indicated that they had 
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instituted regulations or partial bans on homesharing, and 5 percent reported that they 

had banned these services completely. 19 

 

Table 8: Source: National League of Cities 
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Chapter 3: Self-Sustaining Village 

Concept and objective 

Changes to the hyper-consumer culture can be implemented in ways which create 

an appreciation for material goods. Negative implications of undisciplined expenditure 

are not only visible in spending habits, but also become deeply embedded in one’s 

identity leading to unrealistic and often times unattainable desires decreasing the 

overall value for goods and services and furthermore, the people who make those. The 

primary goal for this project is to go beyond the habitual changes of the hyper-

consumer culture and pursue it from a holistic level aiming to mold four core areas: 

Identity, value, desire, and choice.

 

Figure 1: Visual Representation of the Four Core Areas 

Secondly, this form of heightened consumer spending is not only an individual 

problem but also a societal problem. Therefore, it is imperative to build on a concept 

which would aim to target not only individuals but also a community. Society and 

surrounding culture have a strong influence on human identity, behavior, and decision 

making in individuals and in turn, individuals have a strong influence in shaping the 

ideals and values of their surrounding community. By focusing on society and 

individuals, we are given an opportunity to change the cultural dynamics that are rooted 

in present day modern societies.  
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Proposed Options 

With the objective in mind of implementing lifestyles changes in individuals 

and societies using four focus areas, various spatial concepts were reviewed: 

Community Development, Interactive Museum, and Residential Living Spaces.  

Community Development would entail any space which is accessible to public 

and would give a specific experience which would either counteract the ideals of 

consumerism or navigate the users to perceive the way they consume from a different 

perspective. A communal space would either be in the form of a retail marketplace or 

an activity center. A retail market would aim to promote the distribution of recycled 

goods and materials and sustainable practices. Through this, consumers can gain insight 

and perspective on alternative ways to shop and spend money. On the other hand, an 

activity center would aim to develop life skills which can be then used in real life 

settings. It can consist of workshops, counseling, or various community activities where 

consumers can join to work together. 

An interactive museum is the second spatial concept which would aim to 

enhance awareness and education on the consumer culture and how goods are produced 

throughout the world. The primary goal of the museum would be to raise awareness 

about the current state of consumerism and production so that users can gain value and 

insight and be better equipped to make proper judgements when spending. 

Lastly, residential living spaces - either private or multi-family - can be created 

to develop an overall lifestyle change within the homes. The ultimate goal of this would 

be to pursue change on a micro level and encourage a cultural change from there. 

Developing a specific real estate community can have dramatic benefits to the way 
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community members develop a lifestyle and implement values and beliefs into their 

system. 

 

Figure 2: Diagram of Proposed Options 

Proposal 

After a thorough analysis of each proposed space type, a multi-family 

residential system is proving to be the most conducive in promoting a consumer 

conscious lifestyle. The primary concern with the other proposed developments is that 

retail spaces, activity centers, and interactive museums offer a very temporary and 

minute experience. Consumers will only be gaining insight and knowledge on the hyper 

consumer culture, but it will not be sufficient for developing habits or promoting a 

lifestyle change. In addition, the private residential communities are not efficient in 

promoting minimalism or community building. Residents can often keep to themselves, 

and individual housing units deter from the idea of practicing sustainability and hyper-

consumerism. 

A self-sustaining village is a proposal to create a multi-family housing unit 

prototype where residents have the opportunity to build and develop their own spaces, 

share common routine experiences with other residents, and sustain a shared space with 

one another. Each personal unit will be assembled by residents using a set prototype to 
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reflect micro-housing apartment units. In addition, shared communal spaces will be 

created where all residents can come together to perform daily tasks. 

A self-sustaining village aims to promote a lifestyle through six principles: 

Decommodification, self-reliance, self-expression, self-discipline, community building, 

and appreciation of material goods. These principles will be discussed in depth in 

coming chapters, however, the overall notion is by building a shared space and having 

the task of sustaining it, consumers will develop habits and a lifestyle which can then 

be carried to other areas of their life and be translated into other spaces. 

 

 

Figure 3: Diagram to show procedure from start to finish 

 

 

Figure 4: Sample prototypes based on occupancy numbers 
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Chapter 4: Case Studies & Movements 

The most vital component of this project is the fact that this is not solely an 

experience or a way to enhance and mold intellectual perceptions, it is also a 

development of lifestyle and habitual changes. This point is very crucial to understand 

because the development of this village invigorates the consumer to continue practicing 

such a lifestyle even outside of the village.  

With this said, it is imperative to look at existing programs and spaces which 

promote a change of a lifestyle and not merely offer a specific experience. In this 

chapter, several case studies will be discussed which will indicate the different ways 

people are practicing minimalism, their pros and cons, and how important elements 

from each study and movement can be combined to better develop an experience. 

Burning Man 

Burning Man is an annual gathering to build and develop a community to 

experiment a culture of arts and expression. Started in 1986, Larry Harvey and Jerry 

James created the first “burning man” as a playful way to practice self-expression. 

Once lit, Larry Harvey described that first visual of the burning man as “... when he 

was lit he simply incandesced, and for a moment, it turned night into day."20 Since then, 

the idea expanded significantly and has become a community movement. The 

population grew from 35 attendees in 1986 to over 60,000 in recent years and continues 

to grow.21 
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Figure 5: Burning Man plan layouts 

 

 

Figure 6: Burning Man Plan Layout 
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The primary goal of The Burning Man is to erect a temporary community based 

on ten principles: 

Radical Inclusion - making the community open to all types of people and not limiting 

who is given the opportunity to participate; 

Gifting - partaking in the act of gift giving without the expectation of receiving 

anything in return. The value of gift is unconditional and therefore must enhance our 

desire to give more than receive; 

Decommodification - In order to preserve the spirit of gifting, our community seeks to 

create social environments that are unmediated by commercial sponsorships, 

transactions, or advertising. We stand ready to protect our culture from such 

exploitation. We resist the substitution of consumption for participatory experience.;  

Radical self-reliance - Burning Man encourages the individual to discover, exercise and 

rely on his or her inner resources; 

Radical Self-expression - Radical self-expression arises from the unique gifts of the 

individual. No one other than the individual or a collaborating group can determine its 

content. It is offered as a gift to others. In this spirit, the giver should respect the rights 

and liberties of the recipient 

Communal effort - Our community values creative cooperation and collaboration. We 

strive to produce, promote and protect social networks, public spaces, works of art, and 

methods of communication that support such interaction. 

Civic Responsibility - We value civil society. Community members who organize 

events should assume responsibility for public welfare and endeavor to communicate 
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civic responsibilities to participants. They must also assume responsibility for 

conducting events in accordance with local, state and federal laws. 

Leaving No Trace - Our community respects the environment. We are committed to 

leaving no physical trace of our activities wherever we gather. We clean up after 

ourselves and endeavor, whenever possible, to leave such places in a better state than 

when we found them. 

Participation - Our community is committed to a radically participatory ethic. We 

believe that transformative change, whether in the individual or in society, can occur 

only through the medium of deeply personal participation. We achieve being through 

doing. Everyone is invited to work. Everyone is invited to play. We make the world 

real through actions that open the heart. 

Immediacy - Immediate experience is, in many ways, the most important touchstone of 

value in our culture. We seek to overcome barriers that stand between us and a 

recognition of our inner selves, the reality of those around us, participation in society, 

and contact with a natural world exceeding human powers. No idea can substitute for 

this experience.22 

These ten principles are an integral part of the Burning Man and necessary to 

truly appreciate and gain an experience that is outside the realm of daily living.  
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LifeEdited 

The fundamental belief of LifeEdited - a consulting group - is that one does not 

need a large space and a large selection of commodities to live a satisfying and happy 

lifestyle. People can enjoy all the elements of life, such as socializing, hobbies, personal 

daily routines, equally in a space that is smaller and offers space for less commodities 

than an average household. 

LifeEdited works with major architecture and developer firms to offer solutions 

to creating small spaces which would accommodate a certain lifestyle. When 

LifeEdited first started, the basic concept was to create a small “micro-housing” unit 

space which would accommodate 2 overnight guests, host a dinner party for up to 12 

people, include a home office and home theater, and offer clean air and be 

environmentally friendly.23 

LifeEdited offers a spatial prototype which can be used to create micro-housing 

unit systems anywhere; in addition, they work to offer solutions of how to declutter 

using latest technology and devices and daily lifestyle changes to promote a reduction 

in spending habits. The positive attributes to this form of housing is that they are far 

most cost effective than the average apartment or single family house; not only is it cost 

effective for residents but also for developers who are creating and leasing the space.24 

A smaller housing unit means using less space and being able to create more spaces in 

an average multi-family building.  
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Figure 7: LifeEdited prototype units 

 

Figure 8: LifeEdited prototype unit floor plans 
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WeLive 

The third case study which was looked at was WeLive apartment units. WeLive 

works on a sharing economy model in which it offers fully furnished apartments on a 

month-to-month basis. The apartments range from studio to one bedroom to two 

bedrooms and three plus bedrooms. In addition, WeLive strives to build a community 

by offering daily living amenities which are open, communal spaces open to all 

residents; these include living/lounge areas, kitchens, bars, roof decks, and hot tubs. 

WeLive also fosters community development through various programs and events it 

offers on a daily basis. 

The positive attributes of WeLive is that it heavily emphasizes the notion of 

community building through its many amenities which are available to all residents. 

Amenities like communal kitchen and living room/lounge areas and a bar promote 

socialization and developing a bond and relationships with those who share the space 

with you. In turn, the resident not only gets the opportunity to build friendships but also 

build a networking system and share daily responsibilities and common interests with 

one another. 

The negative attributes of WeLive is the fact that its “college dorm” feel of the 

environment makes it so that it is catering to only a specific demographic. Although it 

is fully furnished and offers a wide range of amenities, it is also designed in a way as to 

be a temporary stay for the residents.  
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Figure 9 WeLive Prototypical Floor Plan 

 

Figure 10 WeLive Communal Area Concept Rendering 

 

Figure 11 WeLive Concept Spatial Design 
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Chapter 5: Design Concept 

Each case study offered positive and negative insights that can be further 

developed and explored in this thesis project. Burning Man is a good case study to 

understanding the underlying principles that are needed to enhance the lifestyle and 

value surrounding commodities and living with an appreciation for art and 

environment. On the other hand, Burning Man offers a very romanticized version of a 

decommodified lifestyle; it promotes an exaggerated form of self-expression that can 

only be practiced at Burning Man and would not be suitable for daily living.  

LifeEdited is a valuable tool in understanding the development of prototypes 

which can be used in any space. A prototype becomes an efficient and swift way to 

developing such systems throughout the world hence promoting a lifestyle. However, 

the prototype aspect of this system also precludes it from being unique to individuals 

and offering a concept that would not only promote minimalism but also enhance value 

for the space one is living in. 

Lastly, WeLive promotes an initiative of communal living. This is beneficial 

because it galvanizes residents to network and work with one another to maintain a 

space; this is an integral part of the service as the notion behind it is to sustain a shared 

economy. Contrary to that, this service focuses on a very specific demographic and 

does not aim to make this a space which would be open to all types of people. 

Furthermore, its “dorm-like” infrastructure promotes a temporary lifestyle but does not 

promote the idea of minimalism. 

After thorough look at the case studies, two forms of design concepts are 

considered to further develop the overall design of the space using elements from each 

study. 
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Micro-Housing 

In recent years, an argument can be made that minimalism has been embedded 

into western society. With rise of national and personal debt, global warming, and an 

overall societal concern pertaining to consumption habits, sustainable practices are 

being propagated and practiced from all directions.  

Micro-housing is one such way that architects and developers are promoting a 

change in living practices. LifeEdited and WeLive are just two of the many projects 

that implement the prototype of a micro-housing unit in ways to fit into the lives of 

various types of people.  

And although the initial idea of micro-housing is ingenious, if poorly planned, it can 

pose hazards and become an unpleasant place to live in. As of now, micro-housing has 

been proven to be profitable for developers; for one, a lot more units can be built in an 

average building space and secondly, these units require less resources than an average 

apartment complex and are built in such ways to be economically and environmentally 

friendly.  

Micro-housing units are typically between 300-400 square feet and contain spaces 

which can serve dual purposes by being shifted and relocated. For example, a bedroom 

which can shifted into a living room depending on the time of day. Such units also 

come with a kitchen and restroom and can hold up to two residents. 

However, if poorly designed and planned, micro-housing units can have many 

negative effects on the residents. Charles Montgomery, a writer and urbanist, explains 

in his book Happy City that noise, pollution, and over-crowding can ignite 

claustrophobia and feelings of loneliness. In addition, such close-knit units can reduce 

the feeling of privacy leaving residents to feel discomfort in their homes.  
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By looking at the pros and cons of micro-housing, it can be concluded that with 

proper design implementations and consideration for the psychology of such small 

spaces such units can become a beneficial part of society which promote community 

building and a positive and clean atmosphere.  

Emergency Shelters 

The proposal of this design will also take into consideration some aspects of 

emergency shelters. Emergency shelters are temporary housing forms which can be 

used in an event of climate or political catastrophes which force residents out of their 

homes. A well designed shelter will be durable and easy to assemble by all groups of 

people.  

Although there are various forms of shelters, the primary shelter system to be 

discussed is the one created by architect Shigeru Ban; his shelter system is created 

using recycled paper and polyurethane to create tubes which can be assembled by 

victims in times of need.  

A positive attribute pertaining to such structures is that they are modular and 

flexible in design; this means that victims can determine how large or small of a shelter 

they need to make based on the number of occupants to reside in the shelter. This gives 

the users the ability to control their needs and add value to their space in times of 

turmoil.  
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Figure 12 Shigeru Ban's Detail Drawings of Emergency Shelter 

 

Figure 13 Shigeru Ban's Concept Rendering of Emergency Shelter 

 

Figure 14 Emergency Shelter Installation Process 

The concept of emergency shelters and micro-housing units can be merged to 

create a housing unit system where residents can build their space based on the number 

of occupants and be able to add value to that space using a given prototype. This 

concept of combining the two types of spaces came after looking at a simple concept of 

legos and the rubik’s cube. 
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Legos are a prototype material which can be used to build any form of art one 

desires. It is a simple notion which is easy to understand and use and can leave the 

users to build their imaginations. Because of this, the result of building a form or shape 

can add value for the users. Similarly, a rubik’s cube is another prototype with a very 

mathematical and systematic approach which can, once solved, leads the user to feel a 

sense of accomplishment and value.  

Figure 15: Concept of Legos to build a prototype 

Figure 16: Concept of Rubik's Cube to indicate pattern organization 
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This notion of value is crucial to this projects; the primary purpose of this thesis 

project is to reduce consumerism by adding value to the commodities people have and 

encouraging them to build and develop their own lifestyle. Hence, the concept of Legos 

and Rubik’s cube is a very important one. 
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Chapter 6: Site Analysis 

In selecting a site, several factors are considered; first, it is important to 

understand the primary occupants of this space who will be millennials and families 

with young children between 5-15. With the potential of families and young working 

adults, the site must be located near schools, public transportation, and outdoor activity 

spaces.  

Second, the space must be large enough to create multi-family residential spaces 

much like apartments or dormitories. And lastly, because the primary focus is to create 

a lifestyle rather than temporary experience, the community’s surrounding areas are 

crucial to the daily lifestyle. Proper retail and grocery stores must be available in 

walking distance, libraries and activity centers are also a bonus. 

With these in mind, the following sites were looked at for the village: 

Franklin School, Washington D.C 

A total of three sites were considered for this project from which one was made 

as a final selection. The first site to be considered was the Franklin School located on 

13th and K Streets, NW Washington D.C. Built in 1862, this school is housed in a 

13,070 sq/ft building and has three and a half stories. The Franklin School is one of the 

first flagship buildings which built to serve the comprehensive system of universal 

public education. 

“The building's 19th-century façade - including a bust of Benjamin Franklin - is 

an eloquent expression of principles of public education for a democracy in post-Civil 

America. Cluss described its architecture as "modern Renaissance", but it had its 

origins in the German rounded arch style, known as Rundbogenstil. Its appearance, size 
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(three and a half stories), and hill location all were designed to inspire students, dignify 

the educational profession, and elevate the public schools to a position of respect.”25 

The building’s primary selling points were its size -- being a 13,070 sq/ft space, 

it currently houses 14 classrooms all of which have two windows, a Great Hall on the 

third floor, and an innovative central heating and ventilation system all of which would 

be great use to create apartments and communal spaces; and its locality -- it is in 

walking distance to public parks, public transportation, and restaurants. It is also in 

close vicinity to the National Mall and some of the most prominent sites unique to 

Washington D.C, such as the museums, monuments, the Capitol building, and the 

White House.  

However, its location also serves as a hindrance and would not be an efficient 

option to create a self-sustaining village. For one, it is right in the heart of downtown 

Washington D.C. It is surrounded by a plethora of public buildings, there is a lot of 

noise pollution, and there is no other residential spaces and neighborhoods nearby. In 

addition, because it is located in downtown, it is prone to high tourist traffic and 

therefore the surrounding buildings are catered for tourists and employees. The selected 

site must not only be close to community parks, activity centers, dining options, and 

public transportation, but also give its residents a feeling of “home” and relaxation. 
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Figure 17: Franklin School in 1876

Figure 18: Franklin School in 2005
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Tenley Library, Washington D.C 

The next site to be analyzed was the Tenley Library; located on 4450 Wisconsin 

Ave NW, Washington, DC, this library is 21472.0 sq/ft and developed in 2011.26 It is a 

two and a half story building with two floors dedicated to a library, meeting rooms, 

reading spaces, and offices and the third floor for mechanical space along with a roof 

terrace and garden. The design intent of the building is to be built like a book with the 

South and West sides being windowless to portray the book ends and the North and 

East side having transparency to indicate the “open book” part. 27 

The building has won several Local, State, and Regional awards and also holds 

LEED Gold certification. The building is designed to have the active elements on the 

first floor with the quiet and slow elements on the second floor with an outdoor public 

space. In addition, the exterior design of the building is a blend of contemporary and 

traditional roots of Tenleytown (the second oldest city in Washington, D.C); glass 

being the prominent material with “fins” wrapping it to serve as shade and anti-glare 

from the sun.28 

The Tenley Library is also neighboring some of the most important elements of 

the project: School, activity centers, public transportation, and food and dining options. 

Janney Elementary school is right behind the library while the St. Albans Early 

Childhood Center is to its west. It is also within walking distance to American 

University and has the Tenley-AU Metro Station right across the street. Although this 

building would serve as a great location for the for the community, an important 

element it is lacking is the “neighborhood” feel. It is surrounded by public buildings 

hence why it is the perfect location for a library but would serve insufficiently as a 
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residential community. Community residents should feel a sense of privacy and quiet 

that typically comes with a conventional neighborhood. 

 

 
Figure 19: Tenley Library exterior 

 

  
Figure 20: Tenley Library Exterior Detail 
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Figure 21: Tenley Library floor plans of first and second floor 

 

 
Figure 22: Tenley Library Section Plans 
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Union Market, Washington D.C 

After a thorough review, the final site selection is the Cosomo Trading 

Warehouse at Union Market, Washington, DC. Union Market is an establishment of 

restaurants, theater, work space and event space, and surrounding residential districts; 

described as:  

An urban village born from the diversity of the dreams and energy of the nation’s 

capital. An authentic market of culture and commerce. A true gathering place that 

serves as an inviting melting pot of old world heritage and new world opportunities. 

From its roots as Centre Market, a fresh food venue born over 200 years ago, it’s been 

a great unifier for DC – connecting people from a variety of backgrounds. It will prove 

to be that creative spark again. An authentic district that expands beyond its culinary 

origins to include music, retail, hotel and residential uses. An organic source for 

economic growth, Union Market is a vision that has to be realized. It will be DC’s 

discovery destination. A pioneering place where vision not only matters but 

materializes into a thriving, relevant and culturally rich district of sights, sounds and 

tastes.29 

Established in 1871, Union Market was formerly known as Centre Market and 

located at the intersection of Seventh Street and Pennsylvania Ave and was the largest 

and busiest marketplace in the country. This market was the primary hub for vendors of 

all sorts: livestock, produce, fish, horses, etc.  
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Figure 23: Center Market in the early 1900s 

 

 

 

Figure 24: Fruit Stand at Centre Market in the mid-1900s (Source: Library of Congress) 
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By 1931, Centre Market was torn down and replaced with the National Archives 

and was relocated 4th Street and Florida Avenue NE as Union Terminal Market. The 

new Union Terminal Market was an open warehouse-like space which housed about 

700 vendors and included cold storage vaults, elevators, and a public cafe until 1962 

when the city banned the outdoor sale of meats and eggs.30 In 1967, a new indoor 

market was built which is the current Union Market building which houses restaurants, 

work and event spaces, and retail businesses.  

 
Figure 25: Union Terminal Market 

 
Figure 26: Union Terminal Market map 
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The Union Market now serves as a space where people and businesses can grow 

and shape the surrounding community. With a strong appreciation for art, creativity, 

diversity, and variety it is best suitable for a sustainable village. The primary goal of the 

village is to add value to every day commodities through a self-constructive community 

and an initiative for people to explore individuality and collaboration.  

The marketplace is currently a 22,000 sq.ft retail space, 12,000 sq.ft event 

venue, and 85,820 sq.ft parcel space. The warehouse where the sustainable village will 

be built is directly behind the public building of the Union Market and serves as a 

warehouse. The warehouse building mirrors the building of the main Union Market 

where restaurants and shops are open to public. 

 

Figure 27: Union Market Site Plan by Shalon Baranes Associates 
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Figure 28: Existing Site Conditions 

 

 

The Union Market has an average of 15,000 visitors per weekend and has 

hosted over 400 events thus far.31 It also aims to provide jobs and training to local low-

skilled workers in order to support the surrounding neighborhood.  

Jodie W. McLean, CEO of EDENS the Union Market Real Estate developer, 

states that, “Projects such as Union Market can serve as a catalyst for new 

development, but can also support existing residents and hyper-local businesses by 

facilitating new connections among entrepreneurs and customers, providing job 

training opportunities, and setting the stage for expansion of area businesses.” 32 

In addition to the marketplace, other factors such as play, activity, education, 

and transportation were looked at. The self-sustaining village must be near areas where 

playgrounds and other outdoor activity spaces are located; activity centers where youth 

can spend productive time outside of school; public schools available; and easy access 

to public transportation. The map below showcases such options available in close 

vicinity to the site.  

The Brentwood Hamilton Field (showed in green) serves as a playground/sports 

space; the Union Arts building (shown in blue) serves as a venue where various forms 

of events are held. Gallaudet University, Kendall Demonstration Elementary School, 

and JO Wilson Elementary School are just few of the several public schools located in 
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the neighborhood (shown in orange); and lastly, NoMa-Gallaudet U New York Ave 

metro station is located within a nine-minute walk from the Union Market as a 

prominent mode of transportation (shown in purple). 

 

 

Figure 29: Visual representation of the surrounding core elements 

 

Second part of the analysis was to look at other prominent sites which can serve 

as leisure time activities. The graph below shows three areas which are unique to the 

D.C area: the National Arboretum, the National Mall, and Georgetown Waterfront. The 

National Arboretum is an outdoor space which also serves as an agricultural research 

center. It consists of gardens, plant and flower collections, and Asian inspired 

walkways. The National Mall consists of a row of museums and monuments all within 

walking distance, it is the most historic part of Washington D.C as it represents some of 

the prominent figures of American history. Third is the Georgetown Waterfront which 
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consists of dining options, retail spaces, and other seasonal activities such as boating 

and ice skating. 

 

Figure 30: Visual representation of the major city spots near the proposed site 

 

The last analysis is the solar path. This is especially important because the site 

will include an outdoor garden. In order to properly place the garden where it can be 

sustained by the occupants and also receive sufficient light, it is important to 

understand the solar pattern. The graph below shows the path of the sun at various 

times during the winter month of November.

 

Figure 31: Solar path at the proposed site 

 

Because the outdoor space behind the warehouse will serve as the outdoor 

garden, the east to west travel of the sun in comparison to the building will provide 

sufficient lighting throughout the daylight hours for the garden to flourish and be 

maintained.  



 

46 

 

Overall, the Union Market community will be a suitable fit for the sustainable 

village. With its push towards diversity, creativity, and variety, it will not only serve as 

a space to enhance a decommodified lifestyle, but also as a space which will welcome a 

unique outlook on working together, appreciating new ideas, and using creative tools 

and methods to sustain a daily lifestyle. 
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Chapter 7: Design Development 

Spatial Planning 

 The overall framework of the building design is to be rendered in a way that it 

prompts the end user to collaborate with others, develop interpersonal relationships, 

increase self-sustenance, and add to the melting pot culture of the village through 

exchange of ideas and material goods. 

 The building design must take into consideration the transition of private and 

communal spaces. Because the end goal is for users to spend more time outside of their 

private living units in the communal areas, the space must be crafted in a way that 

communal spaces are appealing and inviting, easily accessible, and promote a positive 

attitude when using the space.  

With these considerations, the building is designed such that residential units 

are on the North and South side of the building, and key communal areas are placed 

towards the center facing the East and West side of the building. In addition, the 

workshop is located at the center of the building on the ground floor and can be easily 

viewed by all floors through the atrium. 

This workshop is one of the most important components of the space; this is 

where the residents build and create the components for their apartment units. It is 

especially important that this be viewed from all levels as a way to showcase work and 

entice other residents to build and create. 
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Figure 32 Floor Plans of the Building Showcasing the Layout of Key Areas 
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Communal Areas 

 Key communal areas are the following: workshop, storage warehouse, 

kitchen/dining/lounge, and community garden. An important component in all three 

areas is transparency. Designed using glass for walls, each space creates an inviting 

atmosphere. Having transparency promotes interaction between the residents inside the 

space and those outside. In addition, having constant visibility to a space familiarizes it 

to the residents hence generating a sense of comfort for the area. 

 The workshop is designed not only as a space to construct and create spatial units, 

but also as a resource library for arts and crafts; the “free for all” library policy is a way 

to encourage residents to share and use items left behind by others. This contributes to 

indirect collaboration to enhance items or use them in different forms and unique ways.  
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 Next, the kitchen and dining areas are located on the third and fourth floor and serve 

as the primary space for residents to gather daily to cook meals. This space is designed 

to be inviting and ensue feelings of home. Contrary to standard apartment complexes, 

the private space units in this proposal do not include standard kitchen units; this is so 

residents are directed to use the communal kitchen. In addition, the lounge and dining 

are in the same space to encourage residents to interact and mingle with other residents. 

 The lounge area is designed with the intention to be a multipurpose space where 

residents can lounge, watch TV, dine, and work. The elaborate window panel wall 

overlooking the city serves as an attraction to pull residents into the space and use it to 

connect with the surroundings of the city.  

 
Figure 33 Elevation of Communal Kitchen, Dining, and Lounge Area 

 

 
Figure 34 Rendering of the Lounge (Top) and Kitchen (Bottom) 
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Lastly, the goal of the community garden is to create habitual changes into a 

person’s lifestyle via sustenance of crops. The garden will offer a space where residents 

can share the responsibility of growing and maintaining plants in a “free-for-all” 

atmosphere. This concept of sharing responsibility, overseeing the process of growth, 

and the rigorous steps taken to sustain the overall environment of the garden is intended 

to add value to everyday commodities.  

An experiment conducted by Dan Ariely, a professor of psychology and behavioral 

sciences at Duke University, explains that those who build their own products perceive 

those products to be much more appealing than those who simply use products created 

by others. The study involved the buying and selling of origami pieces to two groups of 

people – those who created their own origami and those who were asked to evaluate an 

ready-made origami; those who created their own origami pieces were willing to pay 

five times more than those who simply evaluated them externally.  

“In the next version, we tried to do the IKEA effect. We tried to make it more 

difficult. So, for some people, we gave the same task. For some people, we made it 

harder by hiding the instructions. At the top of the sheet, we had little diagrams of how 

you fold origami. For some people, we just eliminated that. So now this was tougher. 

What happened? Well in an objective way, the origami now was uglier, it was more 

difficult. Now when we looked at the easy origami, we saw the same thing – builders 

loved it more, evaluators loved it less. When you looked at the hard instructions, the 

effect was larger. Why? Because now the builders loved it even more.”33 

Similarly, the community garden is intended to function in a way as to produce 

similar results for its users. In addition, the community garden, the kitchen and dining, 
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and the lounge areas are all interconnected to work as an entity. From growing and 

producing, to cooking and creating, to sharing and consuming, all residents will oversee 

the process that closely resembles the process of any material commodity. 

 

 
Figure 35 Rendered Floor Plan of Community Garden 

 
Figure 36 Elevation of Community Garden 

 

 
Figure 37 Community Garden 
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Transparency is a critical element to the design of this building. Not only is it used in 

the design to create a welcoming and inviting structure but it also signifies a blur 

between the public and private boundaries. The integration of transparency in 

architecture emerged in the early decades of the 1900s signifying the rise of modernity 

and technical and ethical progress; “transparency facilitates an absolutely ‘clear’ vision 

unblemished by reassuring but anachronistic metaphysical support structures, 

transparency was a symbol of a scientific age that demanded nothing less than clarity 

and precision, openness and honesty.”34  

For the proposal, the use of glass signifies openness, welcoming, and honesty but 

also serves as a sustainable and economical element. The U.S Department of Energy’s 

Federal Energy Management Program reports that daylighting can significantly cut 

lighting energy use for lighting building interiors by up to 75% - 80%.35 In addition, 

natural lighting positively impacts the overall well-being of individuals by boosting 

mood and helping a person feel calm and focused.36 

 However, by creating the private apartment units, residents are also able to get a 

sense of privacy and individuality in this space. Hence creating a fine balance between 

individual and community development. 

Residential Living Units 

The residential living units are designed to fit various numbers of residents. In order 

to diversify the living spaces, they must be able to fit a number of residents ranging 

from a single person to a family of five. Four unit types are designed which range in 

sizes: single unit, double horizontal unit, double vertical unit, and family suite unit. 
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Each unit type is built on a scale of a single unit such that the double horizontal and 

double vertical units are a combination of two single units and the family suite unit is a 

combination of three single units. 

 A single unit space is about 300 sq/ft – which can take up to two residents – and 

doubles up to 600 sq/ft for the double horizontal and double vertical units – which can 

take up to 4 residents – and 900 sq/ft for the family suite – which can take up to 5 

residents. To promote minimalism and a reduction in materialistic consumption, the 

small square footage is selected to fit the design scheme of the building.  

 
Figure 38 Axon of the Four Unit Types 

 Unlike an average apartment unit, this space will serve as an open studio space with 

a set bathroom and stairs (only applicable in the double vertical and family suite units). 

The intention behind the open unit is to provide a space which residents can design and 

develop themselves.  
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 Using local materials and resources from Open Building Institute (OBI), residents 

will use the prototypical unit and add walls and dividers to create spaces within the 

units. The Open Building Institute modules and building materials for affordable and 

ecological housing. The OBI offers an open source online library which is intended to 

be comprehensible to all people; the library offers a way to select the systems for the 

units and visualize them digitally before purchasing and installing.  

“In the 18th and 19th century, rural communities came together to build barns for 

each of their members. In our modern version of barn-raising, builds typically take 

place in 6-day workshops, during which participants collaborate to build a structure. 

The modularity of the system enables extremely rapid builds, as modules are first built 

concurrently by teams and then quickly assembled on site to form the building. During 

workshops, participants acquire skills and hands-on experience with the system in order 

to organize their own builds. The barn-raising approach not only enables rapid builds, 

but also provides organizers with a stream of revenue that helps offset the cost of 

materials.”37 

Figure 39 Open Building Institute Housing Module
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Figure 40 Unit Layouts Indicate the Various Ways A Space Can Be Arranged 

 

 The apartment units are also designed with an open balcony in each unit, this is 

especially important as to encourage the exposure to the outdoors. The sections below 

indicate balcony locations and the placement of each unit color coded as follows: 

Yellow – Family Suite Unit; Blue – Single Unit; Green – Double Vertical Unit; and 
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Red – Double Horizontal Unit. This placement showcases an equal number of units and 

ensures that all units receive a balcony in the upper or lower level. 

Figure 41 South Elevation of Apartment Complex 

Figure 42 Partial Elevation to Indicate Unit Placements by Color 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 The premises of the sustainable village apartment complex is to go beyond the 

standard lifestyle to explore the ideals of community building. Each area – though 

separate – is designed to work in a cohesive way mimicking mother nature. The private 

and public spaces are designed to offer a balance between intimate and communal 

realms of our individuality. 

 Through the process of growing and sustaining, developing and maintaining the end 

goal is for residents to make habitual and long-lasting changes to their lifestyle and 

perspective. The residents must take away from the six guiding principles that 

sustainable village culture adheres to: decommodification; self-reliance; self-

expression; self-discipline; community building; and appreciation of material goods.  

 Decommodification is the notion of stripping from our sense of desire to consume 

more. This means that understanding the value of material goods is important and 

understanding the difference between quality and quantity.  

 Self-reliance – living in a culture where conveniences and short cuts are available in 

all aspects of life; we have to gain back our ability to creatively think of solutions and 

the way commodities can be used beyond their initial purpose.  

 Self-expression – a sense of identity is lost with implication of the hyper consumer 

culture. When commodities are readily available and styles and fashions are pre-

determined, we no longer have a unique, creative, and personal way to express our 

identities. By designing and building a space, residents can incorporate and instill their 

unique styles into each apartment unit. 

 Self-discipline – The bombardment of material goods and plethora of choices takes 

away from our ability to be disciplined about the items we consume and to what degree 
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we consume them. Often, because of the overabundance of commodities, we disregard 

the value of each item and not consume it to its full extent knowing one similar like it is 

readily available. By having a smaller living space and sharing the communal kitchen, 

residents will gain a newfound perspective on the value of material goods and use them 

in a more appreciate way. 

 Community building – from start to finish, the design of the proposal is geared 

towards working closely with other residents to sustain and maintain the culture of the 

building. Through the community garden and the kitchen, residents are encouraged to 

work with one another, develop interpersonal relationships, share the experience and 

process of growing food and creating living spaces. This leads to developing social 

skills and the ability to meet people from diverse backgrounds and become appreciative 

of the various ideas and creativity that each individual brings with them. 

 Lastly, appreciation of material goods – By developing and working on the previous 

five principles, the end goal is to gain a newfound appreciate for commodities and the 

process by which material goods are created. By understanding the process, we 

understand and appreciate the details that go into creating an item. Through the culture 

of the self-sustaining village, residents must understand the value of quality versus 

quantity, that many times relying on own knowledge and expertise can yield better 

results than relying on another source. That being creative can promote a better sense of 

self-expression. That discipline is crucial our economic decisions; and that having 

open-mindedness and ability to share and exchange ideas with others is an important 

aspect to gaining appreciation for the commodities and the material goods available to 

us. 
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