N

N
N

HAL

open science

Towards an ambient ecology of the urban
Jean-Paul Thibaud

» To cite this version:

Jean-Paul Thibaud. Towards an ambient ecology of the urban. Duarte, Cristiane, Rose; Pin-
heiro, Ethel. Architecture, Subjectivity and Culture. scenarios and transversal paths for research,
PROARQ/RIO BOOKS, inPress, 978-65-88335-03-1. halshs-02982219

HAL Id: halshs-02982219
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-02982219
Submitted on 6 Jun 2023

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.


https://shs.hal.science/halshs-02982219
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

TOWARDS AN AMBIENT ECOLOGY OF THE URBAN

Jean-Paul Thibaud
INTRODUCTION

The contemporary urban world challenges our models of intelligibility and frames of reference.
The urban itself tends to become a real enigma that is subjected to unique multifaceted changes,
which are more or less expressed and latent, but that destabilize our certainties and most defined
ways of living. Do the transformations of the world we inhabit not manifest themselves in our most
banal and ordinary sensory experiences? Isn't the sensory domain a particularly powerful analyzer
and operator for exploring the changes in our ways of living? As properly stated by Félix Guattari
(1995, p. 101), “The aesthetic power of feeling, although equal in principle with the other powers of
thinking philosophically, knowing scientifically, acting politically, seems on the verge of occupying a
privileged position within the collective Assemblages of enunciation of our era”. We must understand
that, based on such an aesthetics, it concerns first and foremost sensing - flows, tones, atmospheres,
affects and other vectors of the experienced intensity that, from now on, prevails over a pure world
of objects and substances. This new aesthetic paradigm that Guattari elaborated and mobilized in
order to launch his ‘ecosophy’ relies on the very core of debates that nowadays cross urban studies.
In fact, the urban milieu works as the condition of possibility, as the very resonator of the
contemporary sensible experience. It is set as an excellent laboratory that allows disclosing new
forms of sensing, of testing original frames of thinking and of experiencing unique investigation

devices.

But then, what about this aesthetic power of feeling? What does this problematic of sensing
reveal about the current and future urban world? How does the problematic of ambiances and

atmospheres participate in the urban studies renewal?

OPENING THE URBAN TO ITS AMBIENT FEATURE

Ambiances are part of a general movement of openness to the sensitive and participates in the
emergence of new frames of sensitivity. Of course, nowadays ambiances are not the ones from
yesterday; the atmosphere of Parisian passages from the 19t century has little to do with the ones
from the 21st-century malls. However, based on an in-depth analysis, it is our way of being sensitive
to the spaces we live in that is undergoing changes. A unique landscape of research has to be drawn
in order to accurately understand the socio-aesthetic relationship we have with our everyday

environment. No doubt, we are living a historical moment concerning the configurations,



assemblages and transformations of our sensory conditions of existence. The ‘spherology’ developed
by Peter Sloterdijk (20054, p. 30) describes in detail this enlightenment moment that contributes to
the “elevation of atmosphere to the level of theory”. The sensitive is indeed rising to the surface,
making itself heard, and the ambiance is one of its most powerful resonators. If this rise of the senses
is no longer to be demonstrated, it is possible to ask why ambiances and affective atmospheres
prevail in this subject. Two main arguments can be addressed to reinforce the ambiance’s ability to

call for a strengthened version of the sensorial and to put to test the ordinary feature of the urban.

A strong version of the sensitive

Without getting into details, it is important to understand that an ambiance is not a sensible domain
among other ones, but to what the world becomes sensitive. From this viewpoint, the ambiance
would be none other than the flesh of the sensitive world. Therefore, it is not an object of perception
- such as a spectacle or even a landscape could be, for example - but the very condition for
perception. As a medium (air, sound, light, among others), in-between, metaxu, the ambiance is what
makes perception possible, what we perceive from, what makes the sensitive exist (COCCIA, 2010).
In other words, we do not perceive the ambiance itself, we perceive based on it. Such an observation
is important: it makes the ambiance the place par excellence for the formation of our perceptual
habits, the activation of our sensory-motor schemes and for the engagement of our social-aesthetic
relationship to the world. In other words, by sharing autonomous percepts and giving impersonal
affects to feel, the ambiance permeates our living environments and infuses contemporary sensibility

(THIBAUD, 2018).

The same goes with the shaping power of an ambiance, its ability to open the urban world to its
sensitive content and atmospheric nuances. In other words, an ambiance filters what is perceptible
and imperceptible, distributes the usual and the unusual in terms of sensation, traces the blind spots
of perception, and fundamentally participates in the communing and sharing of the sensory world.
In short, if there is any change in our sensitivity, then we must be able to find traces in the ambiances
housing us in daily life. We understand it now - ambiances are rooted in the pathic feature of sensory
experience, summon our sense of nuances and our sensitivity to small perceptions, and set the tone
for our most ordinary deeds and common gestures. It is similar to what Frangois Bonnet (2015, p.
72) calls infraworld: “the midst of unobjectified sensations, of unconscious impressions, events
barely noticed, or not enough to be remembered”. We are at the very edge of what is perceptible, at
micro-sensation level, in the core of the reign of hyper-sensibility (GROSSMAN, 2017). In no way
reducible to the register of representation, the ambiance shows a power of immersion, impregnation

and contagion that shapes our body states and our very capacities to feel. It derives less from a



particular aesthetic appreciation than it leads to restoring a thought of aisthesis and to questioning

the aesthetic discipline itself.
The sensitive test of everyday urban situations

But, then, what does the urban do to the ambiances and, conversely, what do they do to it? If the sense
of the ambiance allows paying attention to the nuances of the infra-sensible and of its finest
inflections, it just effectively exists within concrete situations and specific contexts. Therefore, we

must talk about ambiances in the plural, given its diversities and specificities.

We just need to read the numerous narrations reports on the experiences of the cities to find out how
their ambiances differ and to understand how the blocks of sensations are formed and fashioned
based on diverse urban milieus (THIBAUD; THOMAS, 2004): ambiances in Los Angeles would rather
be given as a generalized transport and outburst of urban life (NANCY, 2011), the ones in Las Vegas
would be more of a hallucinatory experience (BEGOUT, 2002), while those of Moscow of the last
century would rather emerge from destabilization and hesitation (BENJAMIN, 1983). These
examples do not aim at essentializing or stereotyping these ambient milieus - it would also be
necessary to return more precisely to the concrete scale of situations - but rather to increase their
power to inform and to reconfigure ways of feeling, of placing the body in certain sensory-motor and
affective dispositions, of shaping and modulating the atmospheric skin of the city (GRIFFERO, 2013).
As occasional visitors in these cities, our three authors are led to shift their focus, to revise the normal

forms of their perception, to acclimate to these new atmospheres by becoming significantly different.

In the words of Jean Ladriere (1973), the city functions as a real affective or existential inducer. The
city shows a totalizing power that borders and frames collective affects. If the sensitive aspect of
ambiances is fundamentally discreet and diffuse, almost imperceptible, it is, however, channeled. It
never expresses itself at the wild state, it is filtered, domesticated and standardized by our forms of
urban life. The city therefore puts the sensitive in condition, it gives its consistence by providing it its
ordinary and familiar character. It is at this price that our relationship with the daily world is
maintain against a background of ontological security, of basic trust ensuring the continuity and
reliability of our living environments (COURTRIGHT, 2013). In this regard, working out an urban
ecology of ambiances amounts to updating the modalities and processes that participate in this

politics of the sensitive.

It would therefore be a mistake to seek to hypostatize the sensitive and to try to think it
independently of the conditions which inform it and of the contexts which specify it. If the ambiance
turns out to be particularly effective in terms of urban ecology, it is because it postulates a sensitive

embedded in territories and materialities, stories and activities, weather and sociabilities, normative



expectations and background affects. Paying attention to ambiances thus amounts to showing
sensitivity to the complex arrangements that weave the perceptible world, to the indistinct
background and to the lines of force that cross a situation. In a way, an ambiance constitutes a basic
composition, an elementary format from which the sensitive emerges from the urban and lends itself

to experience.

SETTING THE TONE OF URBANITY

This ambient ecology consists in considering the aestheticization processes of urban spaces. Some
would see it as a particular case of aestheticization of the world in the age of contemporary capitalism
(LIPOVETSKY & SERROQY, 2013) while others would recognize an expression of art in a gaseous state
(MICHAUD, 2003). Cleary, this aestheticization of the urban is in no way reducible to simple
operations of embellishment or decoration of inhabited spaces, it proceeds rather from their sensory
government, from their setting into ambiances. It is then the place of the body and of sensitive
experience that is affirmed, both as a fundamental anthropological value of dwelling and as a
privileged instrument of the economy of experience (PINE & GILMORE, 1999). The very notion of
experience is now a socio-economic issue in the making of the city and is essential as one of the key
words of urban governance (HASSE, 2014). The ambiance - as the privileged operator of the sensitive
experience - is thus the object of increasing care, of a deliberate shaping and ordering, even
sometimes of a strategic instrumentalization. In other words, it is less and less an unintentional

consequence of an action (SOUBEYRAN, 2014).

We can then wonder how the ambiances participate in various figures of the contemporary city: from
the historical city turned into patrimony to the new scenes of the creative city, from the functional
design of the mobile city to the greening of the sustainable city, from air conditioning of the
underground city to the animation of the event city, from the conditioning of the mercantile city to
the gentrification of the city center, numerous interventions involve an ambient aestheticization in
setting the tone to these spaces. Are we then witnessing the emergence of an “ambiance-manifesto”,
attentive to becoming the showcase of the urban, exhibiting an attractive brand image, and anxious
to display an attractive environment? Has ambiance become an area to show off and exhibit? A
plurality of urban worlds unfolds here, and the ambiance plays a specific role in each of them, in its
capacity to install them, to qualify them and to bring them to life. The modes of existence of urban
ambiances are multiple and varied, playing both on natural-climatic and artificial-technological

environments.

Thorough research would have to be initiated on this matter, distinguishing the various forms of
setting an ambiance and specifying how the sensitive field is embedded in the processes of

transformation of the city. From this perspective, it would not be so much about targeting types of



space or city figures, as about focusing on the conditions of the sensitive urban experience: for
example, to wonder about examining the sanitization of our environment of life (SENNETT, 2002;
THOMAS, 2009), the urban programming of animation (HAJER & REIJNDORP, 2000), the emergence
of a guaranteed city (BREVIGLIERI, 2013), the spectacularization of the urban (JEUDY &
BERENSTEIN-JACQUES, 2006), the standardization of the living environments (JEUDY, 2003), the
reign of weak sensations (KOOLHAAS, 2011) or clean town planning (DOLLE, 2005). So many
proposals that attempt to explain the shortcomings and forms derived from the aestheticization of
the city. Everything happens as if the current city participates in an impoverishment of sensitive

experience and a reduction of the field of perceptions.

According to another perspective, we could start from a logic of the sensitive and wonder about the
elementary operations that participate in setting in an ambiance. It would be less a question of
describing in detail the deterioration of urban qualities and amenities than of accounting for the very
power of ambiances to make (and undo) territory with sensitivity. The concept of refrain developed
by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1980) is a model in this area, making it possible to understand
how sensitive traces and expressive marks qualify a territory and operate a territorial arrangement.
We could thus ask ourselves about the capacity of an ambiance to animate (to infuse life), condition
(to influence behaviors), monitor (to control environments), atmospherize (to homogenize spaces)
and attune (to compose affects) an urban setting. A generative grammar should be developed, which
would describe the various methods of raising awareness of inhabited spaces. It is here the critical
power of the notion of ambiance that is really at work, making it possible to reveal the underlying
processes constituting the installation of a common atmosphere in which everyone bathes. If there
is atmospheric politics, it is at the pre-discursive level that it must be sought, in the capacity of a space
to immerse and permeate a public, in its aptitude to produce a shareable ambient environment. This
psycho-politics then consists in deconstructing the atmospheric conditioning necessary for a public

space to exist and last (SLOTERDIJK, 2005b).

It would undoubtedly be a mistake to seek to affiliate excessively the ambient setting of an urban
space with a particular type of territory or knowledge. We are indeed dealing with a transverse,
diffuse and multifaceted movement that tends to extend to all areas of urban life. An ambiance
functions both as an analyzer and an operator of the sensitive transformations of contemporary
urbanity. Here lies the heuristic interest of a perspective in terms of ambiance: being able to move
between multiple scales (from the urban micro-situation to the globalized space of cities), putting
oneself at the service of very diverse questions (safety, health, risk, trade, transport, hospitality,
tourism, museography, etc.), articulating technical, aesthetic and social dimensions in the same

movement (AMPHOUX, 2006). The proceedings of the three International Congresses on Ambiances



(AUGOYARD, 2011; THIBAUD & SIRET, 2012; REMY & TIXIER, 2016) bear witness to these very

numerous orientations.

[f ambiances are often requested in studies dealing with well-being and the quality of urban life, they
are also strongly mobilized in a more critical version. It means describing how urban ambiances fit
into the framework of the neo-liberal city and of a psychopolitics using emotional design and smart
power (HAN, 2016). An ambiance-based approach, for example, allows us to understand how
globalization processes are set up and truly take shape (URRY et al., 2016). Particularly formatted
and conditioned, the ambiances of airports are analyzed as a concrete manifestation of globalization
and as a more general phenomenon which is spreading beyond strict airport environments.
Undoubtedly, we have here a completed example of the production of a hermetic and artificial
environment, part of an overall movement of capsularization of collective spaces (De CAUTER, 2004).
Others will take the shopping mall (CRAWFORD, 1992; PERON, 2004) or the theme park (SORKIN,
1992; BEGOUT, 2010) as paradigmatic cases of the ambient future of the world.

Various research works empirically investigate these contemporary urban trends, relying on
concrete case studies to highlight a new regime of sensitive experience: the Disneyfication of Times
Square shows how an urban landscape is transformed into valuable imagescapes based on a market
value and gives rise to a feeling of re-enchantment, of the order of simulation and suspension of
disbelief (BOYER, 2000); the privatization of public spaces at Potsdamer Platz in Berlin illustrates
how the ambiance participates in a new strategy of power playing on inclusion, seduction and a real
economy of affect (ALLEN, 2006); the arrangement of various ambiances in the gigantic ION Orchard
shopping mall in Singapore reveals how each of them addresses a particular segment of society while
helping to forge the emotional identity of this City-State (HUDSON, 2015). In such works, everything
happens as if these ambiances were part of a certain form of derealization of the urban experience,
of a distended relation to the reality of the order of the floating and the marvelous, arising in a way
dream platform (RATOUIS, 2004). Did Walter Benjamin (1989) not anticipate such an evolution in
his time, when he analyzed Parisian passages in terms of urban phantasmagoria consecrating the

aestheticization of the commodity?

Today's ambiances seem to be part of a massive process of commodification. Therefore, they
concerns participating in urban marketing, in implementing new branding, packaging and
benchmarking techniques, in order to give an identity to cities and to acclimate the market
(GRANDCLEMENT, 2004). In his aesthetic of atmospheres, the German philosopher Gernot B6hme
(2017) elaborates on this subject a critique of contemporary aesthetic economy. Based on the
thoughts of Walter Benjamin and Jean Baudrillard, he proposes the notion of staging-value,
complementary to the more classic notions of use value and exchange value. This critique of the

aestheticization of the merchant world thus invites us to take note of the role that ambiances play in



their ability to display and enhance consumer products, to encourage purchase by selling an image
and arousing desire (MICHAUD, 2013). Experienced in the 1970s (KOTLER, 1973), this commercial
strategy intervenes on multiple ambiance factors such as music, colors, smells, temperature, and
other tactile sensations. The ambiance here becomes an instrument used for commercial purposes,
targets city dwellers as consumers and is designed in such a way as to produce specific effects. In
such a context, it loses its critical power to become an instrument at the service of the neoliberal city
and of keno-urbanization (DEAR, 2002). In a way, the ambient ecology of the urban meets here the

new school of urban ecology of Los Angeles.

As important as they are, such works should not mask the diversity of the urban world and the
insistence of the surrounding environments to persevere in their ordinary, plural and informal forms.
If the preceding remarks rightly revealed the incursion of contemporary capitalism into urban
spaces, the fact remains that ambiance is deployed most of the time in any banal spaces, more discreet
and silent, less spectacular, without a sustainable place to be subscribed of its own (DE CERTEAU,
1980). This means that an ambiance is not so easily decreed. The production of introverted spaces
with formatted ambiances is only one side of contemporary urban reality, even if it testifies to a
growing force of influence. The importance of daily social practices, inhabitant memories, local
customs and forms of sociability is not for nothing in the ambient existence of an urban situation
(ANGIBOUST, DOUSSON, MELEMIS, TIXIER, 2014). In this regard, we could speak of the ambient
adherence of a place, of the strength of a local atmosphere to persist and endure, of its resistance to
deteriorate in a way that is too voluntarist and sudden. This is how we could also take the measure
of ordinary urban practices that contribute to install an ambiance and to configure the ambient
environment to make it livable, even hospitable (CHASE, CRAWFORD & KALISKI 2008; AMIN, 2014).
A distinction should perhaps be made about the ambient setting of urban spaces, between
establishing and installing an ambiance, between implementing a strategy of seduction and market
immediacy and assisting the world on a daily basis by letting operate informal practices and long-
term impregnations (THIBAUD, 2014). This is another issue related to ambiances: their power of
immersion and infusion, their ability to affect and attune living environments in a more or less open

or restrictive manner.

THE EMERGENCE OF AN AMBIENT SENSITIVITY

Paving the way for a situated, embodied, enacted and shared conception of the sensitive world, the
ambiance is located at the interface of research and design. It makes it possible both to carry out the
investigation and to design an urban project, to question the sensitive city (heuristic power) and to

shape it (operational power). Again, as a sort of two-sided Janus - a dialectical image a la Walter



Benjamin - it can function as a powerful tool for criticism and deconstruction of urban environments,
as well as an active and effective instrument of the neoliberal city. No doubt, an ambiance is a
common asset we can grow and degrade, take care of and be abusive to. In other words, ambiances

put to the test the most precarious and fragile character of urban existence.

Finally, what would an ambient ecology reveal regarding our urban condition and what would it
bring to urban studies? Let us say, in the first place, that it concerns highlighting a sensitive ecology
that gives the city back to labile and fragile entities: flows, atmospheres, envelops, and weather. It
means that the urban environment cannot be reduced to a world of objects and well-defined entities,
but that it also derives from a fluid, porous and diffuse space, in continual movement, formation and
transformation. Therefore, we should learn to recognize such a world of minor existences
(LAPOUJADE, 2017), that is most of the time imperceptible, although effective. Such a program could
open a path to a new ecology of urban situations, an ecology attentive to the phenomena of
envelopment and impregnation common to all situated experience. Placed under the aegis of affect,
of our capacity to affect and be affected by the surrounding environment, this ambient ecology would
enable to capture and describe the various urban tones that infuse the contemporary world. In this
regard, the question would not only be to understand how the urban is produced, but also to what

types of affordances, sway and affects it gives rise.

Close to the Chicago School and to the new Los Angeles school, and related to the ecosophy of Felix
Guattari as much as to the ecology of perception of James Gibson, this ambient ecology would thus
participate in the emergence of a sensitivity to the atmospheric existence of urban life. Sharpening our
sensitivity to micro-perceptions and nuances of experience, to vitality affects and powers of action
would work as a guide for attention: attention to the diffuse feelings of vulnerability generated by an
urban environment, to the sensation of disorientation of a world that we hardly recognize, to low
intensity phenomena that make a space habitable and welcoming. It is no less than our sensitive
relationship to inhabited spaces which is at stake here, in its vital and existential dimensions. The
forms of urban life would then be related to our ways of being sensitive to the spaces we inhabit and
to our capacities to pay attention to their most precarious features. Are we not witnessing a

movement to sensitize urban studies themselves?
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