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congresos, coloquios, programas televisivos, etc.
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0OM& Anyone working as an architect or academic today 
will likely have encountered, in recent years, discourses 
that no longer align with the idea of sustainability but 
instead with ecology. The term has arrived with renewed 
momentum, reshaping a reality increasingly entangled with 
architecture—as it had been at other moments in the past. 
As refl ection deepens, its scope expands. New conceptual 
companions emerge—“more-than-human,” “synanthropy,” 
“biotic”—and authors are rediscovered who, gathered 
metaphorically around the same table, form a shared 
conversation concerned with interspecies coexistence 
(Haraway, Despret, Mancuso, Serres, Montgomery, von 
Uexküll, among others)."

Yet something still seemed to be missing: a foundational 
book, a reference one could cite, capable of bringing 
together these converging voices within an explicitly 
architectural framework. We the Bacteria appears in 
this context. The book consists of fourteen chapters and a 
concluding section that echoes its subtitle, Toward Biotic 
Architecture. Each chapter unfolds in sequence, beginning 
with an image and a brief introductory text, followed by 
a structured argument divided into subsections. Images 
are not illustrative add-ons but active components of the 
narrative, helping to visualize the argument as it develops.

From the outset, authors Beatriz Colomina and Mark 
Wigley make clear that the human is not a singular 
entity—neither as a species nor as a body. Humans are 
one among millions of species on the planet, and they are 
themselves composed of alliances of coexisting ecosystems. 
We are, quite literally, an accumulation of microbiomes. 
This reading—situated between science and literature and 
supported by extensive data from the opening chapter, 
“We Are Never Alone”—gradually becomes more global 
and more architectural as the book progresses. Echoing 
ideas developed in texts such as James Lovelock’s The 
Ages of Gaia (1979), which frame the Earth as a complex 
organism whose balance depends on being understood as 
a whole, chapters like “Microbes in Space” remind us 
that humans set themselves apart from this collective in 
order to inhabit moderated environments, using buildings 
as devices of environmental control. On Earth and beyond 
it—through the satellites sent into space—humans alter 
their surroundings to suit themselves, counteracting 
climatic conditions they have helped destabilize. And yet 
they fail to recognize that the true makers of the biosphere, 
present everywhere and responsible for all forms of life, are 
microbes: bacteria, viruses, fungi, and others.

In the third chapter, “Deep Time,” the discussion turns 
to symbiosis, drawing on Patrick Geddes and its later 
development by Lynn Margulis, among other thinkers. Here 
it is hard not to recall Roman Krznaric’s argument in The 
Good Ancestor (2022): if the environment penetrates the 
layers of organisms—as Colomina and Wigley suggest—
then we bear responsibility for the future habitats we leave 
behind. Immersed in what Byung-Chul Han described 

in The Burnout Society (2010), the pace of contemporary 
life leaves little room to consider alternative temporalities, 
forms, and material practices that might be necessary 
to respect the territories our grandchildren will one day 
inhabit.

The book also revisits critiques of Modern Movement 
architecture, notably Lewis Mumford’s characterization of 
it as a system of hygienic machines, with kitchens conceived 
as laboratories (“The Case Against Modern Architecture,” 
Architectural Record, 1962). This inevitably brings to mind 
Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky’s Frankfurt Kitchen, as well 
as other pioneers who worked on similar issues, including 
Erna Meyer, Benita Otte, and Christine Frederick. Yet the 
hygienist project understood as an all-out battle against 
bacteria—a battle we are bound to lose—comes into sharper 
focus in the following chapter, “The Expanded Gut.”

It becomes evident that pathogens inside buildings diff er 
from those outside them. This distinction was already 
apparent in Neolithic buildings over ten thousand years old 
in present-day Jordan, where lime plaster appears as the 
earliest known hygienic treatment. This historical trigger 
allows the fi fth chapter, “Building – Network – Empire,” 
to examine how residential settlements led to shorter life 
spans and epidemics such as tuberculosis. In response, 
domestic space was rethought and redesigned to facilitate 
maintenance practices centered on cleanliness. Parts of this 
narrative inevitably recall debates from only a few years ago, 
when dense urban environments were questioned for their 
supposed sanitary vulnerability. Architecture thus emerges 
as something that cannot cure disease but can help prevent 
epidemics, in broadly Vitruvian terms.

Chapter seven, “Sanitary Reform,” further explores 
how the design of cities, infrastructures, buildings, and 
even furniture refl ects the history of disease. The alliance 
between medicine and politics gives rise to the protocols 
and practices still in place today and ultimately formalizes 
the concept of public health.

Despite ongoing debates for and against contagion theory, 
by the late nineteenth century—and following Pasteur’s 
arguments—architects began to see architecture as a 
prophylactic tool against urban disease. This shift produced 
a reform that was not only strategic but also aesthetic, 
marking the emergence of the Modern Movement. Simple, 
economical, innovative, and clean: these were the qualities 
attributed to a new white architecture that, in the chapter 
“The Bacterial Turn,” is presented as a built response to 
epidemics.

From this point on, the narrative becomes more 
architectural than scientifi c. In “Cure by Design,” a 

FG& Of course, many other lines of thought remain unmentioned here, and they 
have not taken shape solely in written form, but also through lecture series, conferences, 
symposia, television programs, and similar formats.
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comparison between photographs of the San Francisco 
infl uenza emergency ward in 1918 and the IFEMA pavilion 
converted into a COVID-19 hospital in Madrid in 2020 
exposes a spatial naivety that borders on the absurd. The 
comparison underscores a broader point: at some moment, 
medicine and architecture stopped working in tandem to 
shape a world that supports survival. Other priorities took 
precedence.

Illness, as William Osler observed in “The Home in Its 
Relation to the Tuberculosis Problem” (Medical News, 
1903), is fundamentally a domestic issue. Reading the 
account of the evolution of sanatoriums in “Cure by 
Design,” one cannot help but see them as hotel-like 
complexes—therapeutic residences where patients received 
care. They functioned as temporary homes, organized 
around varying degrees of privacy. Their secondary 
architecture was explicitly shaped by the microbes they 
sought to combat, as described in chapter ten, “The 
Architecture of Spit.” The meticulous designs of fi gures 
such as Alvar and Aino Aalto come readily to mind, 
particularly their ability to combine comfort, rest, and 
hygiene in the most ordinary objects, articulating a new 
plane of habitation: the horizontal.

The narrative would be incomplete without addressing how 
the disruption of microbiome balance—driven in part by 
the pursuit of cleanliness—gave rise to new diseases such as 
polio, discussed in the chapter “Dysbiosis.” Like a science-
fi ction plot, the solution mutates into a new problem. 
The confl ict never ends; instead, we learn to live with it, 
accepting a provisional normality until the next mutation 
emerges. Today, that next stage takes the form of antibiotic 
resistance, identifi ed by the authors as one of the major 
public health threats of the twenty-fi rst century, as also 
noted by the World Health Organization.

The problem intensifi es when meat consumption entails 
the ingestion of antibiotics. Used to prevent disease in 
overcrowded conditions and to promote growth, these 
substances ultimately enter the human body. Thinkers 
such as Peter Singer (Animal Liberation, 1975) have 
urged a reassessment of contemporary practices in food 
production—and research—to weigh the unjustifi ed harm 
infl icted on other living beings. Even if not for ourselves, 
then at least for them. The chapter closes by addressing 
microplastics, now ubiquitous and ingested daily, generating 
a form of environmental waste wherever we look.

The book concludes with “Biotic Architecture,” which 
revisits a range of practices—many of them artistic—that 
have explored architectural interpretations grounded in 
this expanded ecological understanding. Some references 
are tangential, others more precise, but all point to a calm, 
attentive gaze toward the more-than-human. They also call 
for a reinvention of architecture, one that cannot survive 
its own consequences unless it engages with disciplines 
once considered distant, such as microbiology. Through 
such synergies, new forms of urbanism and constructed 
atmospheres may emerge. Biotic architecture, in this sense, 
has many possible futures—and it is the future.

This review seeks to contextualize and support the 
discourse articulated by Colomina and Wigley by mapping 
a constellation of authors and architects who engage—or 
have engaged—with related concepts, often without having 
been placed in dialogue before. The reader is invited not 
only to explore this highly recommended volume, but also 
to continue the conversation with the theories and projects 
it brings into view. Ultimately, what matters most in reading 
is exchange and discovery.
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