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AN SPRÉ ACH 
Ideas to spark discussion and change 

Contributory thoughts on social 
engineering 
Philip McAleenan 
Environment 

It is an arrogance to assume that Man effects, positively or negatively the 
environment that he is in. 

The arrogance is not about his capacity to effect the environment but that 
Man is somehow “in” the environment rather than an integral part of the 
environment, i.e., “of`” the environment, evolved as part of it and is a driver in 
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the continuous evolution of the environment itself. 

Man does not and cannot exist separate from the environment. Even in the “artificial” environment of 
the International Space Station he cannot exist without connections to the natural environment , e.g, 
food, air, water etc. 

Side-point:-There are no “Man-made” environments, but there are environments shaped by 
Man but these environments are also shaped by other species, plant and animal, and 
physical events, weather, seasons, earthquake etc., all in a dialectical relationship with each 
other. 

Evolving and qualitative change 

The environment is dynamic, i.e., it is non-static - it is continually changing, evolving. 

But evolution does not mean towards a better improved state but towards a state that 
accommodates all the dynamic elements. In a closed system this would lead eventually to an 
equilibrium, to a static state of no further change. 

But the system is not closed. Energy continually flows in and drives the dynamism.   

Small changes have negligible apparent impact.  But accumulated small changes do have major 
impacts and in the dialectic these small quantitive changes culminate in a qualitative change that 
transforms the environment into a different state within which the previous drivers of change may no 
longer have a significant role to play, indeed may no longer exist. Previously insignificant drivers gain 
prominence and / or  new drivers come into being and the dynamic continues. 

E.g., Consider ruminant livestock (e.g., cows) whose flatulence comprises 26% methane, a 
significantly powerful greenhouse gas (about 23 times more harmful than  CO2). Cattle produce 
250-500 litres of methane daily and with 1.3 - 1.5 billion cattle on the planet their contribution to 
global warming in the next 50-100 years will be little less than 2% (Johnson and Johnson, 1995). 

This is a significant contribution to global warming (though 
significantly less than the contribution of CO2 because of that latter’s 
abundance).  

On the human time-scale this is significant and important enough to 
warrant action to remediate the effects of climate change. 

But on geological time-scales the exhalations of an even smaller 
creature impacted the early atmosphere.  Cyanobacteria, microbes 
that exhale O2, are believed to be responsible for the increase in 
oxygen from relatively insignificant amounts 2.4 billion years ago to 
modestly low level in an event known as the Great Oxidation Event 

(GOE).  Over many millions of years and through complex chemical and biological transformations 
the atmosphere transformed into one in which new lifeforms evolved eventually leading to the 
evolution of a planet in which Man exists. 
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A single log cabin 

Environmentally, there is no question that 
construction has impacted on the  landscape. The 
landscape we see worldwide is in part (maybe a 
major part) a product of the influence humans 
have on nature; there is little that has not resulted 
from human intervention, either directly or 
indirectly (Berger 2010). Humans ignorant of the 
impacts on nature assume instead that Man can 
"excise, permit and adopt" to the changes he 
makes in the environment (Soulé 2010). Roads for 
example and other exurban developments (e.g., 
log-cabins in the wilderness) can impact on the 
environment many kilometres into unfragmented 
habitat (Soulé 2010). This may not be enough to 
bring about qualitative change in the greater 
environment, it is, you  may say,  but a drop in the 
ocean.   

But the ocean is nothing if not an accumulation of 
drops (133,200,000,000,000,000 drops of water 
in the sea. One hundred and thirty-three quintillion 
two hundred quadrillion). 

Towns and cities are accumulations of “log-cabins” and their impact is both 
substantial and transformative. Large scale urban projects, extractions sites 
and heavily used transport networks impact upon the "natural" environment 
and with what unknown detrimental effects they have on the human project? 
Consider several examples: 

• The levees of New Orleans 

• Concreting of the land and the channelling of rain water 

• Industrial pollution 

• Heat pollution 

• Roads that fragment the environment and block trophic and migratory 
routes 

• Amazon Basin and Three Gorges reservoirs 

Man’s engagement with himself 

These transformations alter the way that the physical environment behaves. They alter the biological 
environment through diversity reduction and behaviours. And they alter the human environment and 
how Man engages with himself and his surroundings. 
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This engagement with himself and with the environment is the manifestation of the arrogance that 
Man is discrete and separate from the environment; that he can manipulate it (and his fellow Man) for 
his own selfish needs. 

When we consider the task of humanisation, it is not to exploit nature to human advantage and 
progress but to recognise ourselves as part of nature, dependent upon its health and wellbeing for 
our own health and wellbeing in a mutualistic symbiotic relationship. 

The Camden Bench 

If we examine some examples of how construction impacts on the social environment, on  people:- 

E.g., Begin with something simple and as seemingly innocuous as the Camden Bench; a sculptural 
block designed to promote and aesthetic point of rest for pedestrians. Yet in origin and fundamental 
purpose it is a tool of social control; the abstract beauty of the Camden Bench is an icon of 
"aggressive architecture" that has been designed to prevent anti-social behaviour such as graffiti, 
drug dealing (nothing can be hidden underneath it), congregating (it is uncomfortable to sit on) and 
homeless sleeping (it is designed to prevent lying down), (Swain 2013).  Put this in the context of 
many other features of architectural furniture (stones under bridges, spikes, anti-stick walls etc., and 
we see construction contributing to the control of users of city spaces. 

Other features regulate the flow of people through the environment ensuring e.g., maximum 
exposures to commerce (Duty-free areas at airports), traffic easing measures to slow vehicles in 
specifically hazardous areas (consider cases where the removal of traffic signage etc., has led to 
increased considerate driving), or to encourage drivers to use a different mode of transport (increase 
congestion by restricting personal vehicle space). 

Mega projects 

But control of people, whether for benign purposes or to eliminate “undesirables” from specific areas 
etc., generate less controversy than planning and building policies that involve the wholesale  
relocation of whole communities, e.g., mega-projects that involve the vesting of what are considered 
run-down areas or areas in line for “redevelopment” (consider Olympics relocations (Kumar 2012)). 

The economic arguments for such projects are based on show-casing the city and the country and 
the subsequent increase in trade etc., that will bring in massive benefits (income, jobs, trade, etc.,). 
Yet the figures show that the majority of such projects have failed to deliver on the promises, or have 
had dubious benefit, (McBride 2016). 

Utopias 

But in the process communities have been uprooted and scattered to areas , towns and cities far 
from their original location. 

Social engineering has long been a part of construction ideology, often driven by benevolent 
intentions to build the ideal community, Utopia (Sir Thomas More, 1516), where all can grow and 
develop to the full.  Consider the Quaker towns of Bournville, or Bessbrook, and  Lever Brothers city 
of Port Sunlight, or any of the number of Garden City/Garden Village projects throughout the UK. 

20th century New Towns 
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Sometimes it is the need to curb the growth of one urban environment whilst meeting the demands 
of an increasing population for housing and employment. 

Craigavon is a prominent NI example, ( as is Cumbernauld in Scotland and Milton Keynes in 
England). In it's early history Craigavon was subject to considerable controversy as planning 
decisions were taken within the toxic environment of sectarian social engineering considerations.  In 
the 1960s when the city was beginning to be constructed the controversy was whether it should 
have been built west of the Bank (then a predominately nationalist part of NI) or east in the Bann/
Lagan Valley region ( a predominately Unionist region), British Council 2014). 

Ironically in the late 1960s the explosion of violence in NI changed matters as the early estates of 
Brownlow (named after a prominent Lurgan family (Clendenning)), were populated by refugees from 
Nationalist areas of Belfast burned out in the fires of those early riots.  Disinvestment from NI, 
emigration and indeed low quality construction of the first housing estates contributed to the failure 
of Craigavon to the new city that planners had envisioned. 

Communities evolve through a long period of growth and interrelationships between people with 
long connections and newcomers who add to the mix and diversity.  Craigavon took almost two 
generations to settle and the refugees moved back to Belfast as soon as they were able and new 
inducements were offered to bring people to the city. 

Social Engineering or Socially Responsible Engineering? 

All construction is social engineering. Like agriculture,  it is potentially the most humanising of all 
activities in that it has the potential to satisfy or contribute to the satisfaction of the fundamentals 
outlined in Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of human need. More than this, construction has the capacity 
to reflect and contribute to the assertion of ‘Being’; the ongoing struggle to define and assert our 
authentic Self. Conversely in both process and outcome it also has the potential to dehumanise and 
to negate that ontological potential. There are ethical and moral challenges arising from the societal 
responsibilities required of and inherent in the construction industry's raison d'etre. (McAleenan and 
McAleenan 2017) 

Defeating the arrogance of human exceptionalism requires that we take time to examine the 
literature and a range of projects for construction’s contribution to and the negation of an authentic 
Ethic. As construction professionals we must challenge and evaluate the positive and address the 
negative way that construction meets its obligations to society and to individuals.  

Within the context of humanisation, the objective is the development of a model for construction that 
promotes respect for and accords equal consideration of all and to all, (Eckensberger, 2007). 
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