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“Faced with the general superiority of the enemy, the plan is to find the tactical form of achieving 
a relative superiority at a selected point, whether it be to concentrate more effectives than the 
enemy, or to assure an advantage in making use of the terrain, thus upsetting the balance of 
forces. Under these conditions, a tactical victory is assured.”  

 
Che Guevara, “Guerrilla Warfare—A Method,” The Guerrilla Reader, 209 

  
In How We Think, author John Dewey postulates that all thought is made up of five essential 
layers of activity, each of which must be successfully engaged to produce a complete thought. 
Dewey’s hypothesis bears special relevance within today’s rapidly evolving age of information, 
when wisdom is often lost for knowledge and knowledge hidden by data. Within this world, 
education is less a matter of incorporating current technologies than it is of creating students who 
are capable of intelligently responding to technologies that have yet to be seen.  
 
To prepare our students for success in the volatile age of information, we must concern ourselves 
less with creating soldiers and more with creating guerrillas. 
 
 
The Nature of the Guerrilla 
 
“Information is knowledge which is merely acquired and stored up; wisdom is knowledge 
operating in the direction of powers to the better living of life.”  

J. Dewey, How We Think, 52 
 

The guerrilla fighter, who is generally outmanned by a larger, more entrenched, and better- 
equipped adversary, cannot succeed using traditional techniques or direct confrontation. Instead 
they must seek to redefine the field of battle in a way that places great value upon their assets, 
while limiting the impact of those held by their adversary. This is the primary objective of the 
guerrilla fighter. 
 
Stage 1  To achieve this imperative, the guerrilla soldier must first know and evaluate the facts of 
their given situation. Sensibly, this address of the givens starts with the most established 
conditions set before the guerrilla fighter: a rigorous analysis of themselves and their adversary. 
Although the order of this address will vary, in most cases the guerrilla will start this process with 
an analysis of their opponent, because this element is often better known. Not only is the enemy 
larger and more entrenched (and thus easier to define), but also the position upheld by this force 
is generally the motivating force behind the entire movement. To clarify this displeasure in a 
manner that is easily communicated to a wider audience is relatively simple. 
 
The same is true within the field of guerrilla design. As a rule, those who sign up for a course 
titled “Guerrilla Architecture and Humanitarian Design” generally do so because they have at 
least a vague notion that something is not quite right within their field of study and they want to 
find an alternative. Although exact nature of this discontent can vary widely from student to 
student, the motivating force for most students is really quite simple: they want to use their talents 
to help others. By far, the vast majority of students who sign up for this experience are unhappy 
with the introverted position assumed by their field and they want to find new ways to help those 
in need. Thus, most students enter the class with at least a working knowledge of their field of 



study. To evolve this understanding further is a simple matter of framing the discussion in a wider 
context by exposing the students to others who have assumed a similar stand. 
 
On the other hand, to create an alternative that is more righteous, just, or expedient than that 
offered by their adversary can be a long and involved process. Nevertheless, this is a critical step 
within the growth of the guerrilla movement. If the guerrilla falters here and fails to clearly define 
who they are and what it is they are working to create, they will never be able to capture the 
attention of those outside the army and their movement will stagnate.  
 
Not surprisingly, channeling the discontent of the guerrilla designer offers similar difficulties. 
Although those who sign up for the courses may have a general sense that something is not quite 
right, very few have any idea what an alternative position might look like. Even fewer have fully 
defined what the implications of any alternative might be. Given these difficulties (and the fact that 
we have more time to coalesce our vision than the average guerrilla movement), I give the 
students the freedom to evolve their position over time. That is, rather than specify a deadline for 
positions, I encourage the students to engage in a continuing dialogue with outside experts, 
academics and their classmates. As the semester progresses, this search is brought to bear upon 
their design and construction experience. Theory and practice are thus conjoined to create 
students who function less like reactionaries and more like revolutionaries.  
 
Stage 2  Once these givens are loosely defined, the guerrilla can then begin to fold in less 
established conditions until, by the end of the planning process, the guerrilla has a working 
knowledge of most of the parameters that could affect the field of battle. As many of these 
conditions are still evolving or have yet to form, the guerrilla must develop the ability to move 
beyond outward appearances and see the true nature of what is given. The better the guerrilla is 
at this, the easier it will be to position themselves to take advantage of future conditions. This is 
why Carlos Marighella, author of the Minimanual of the Urban Guerrilla, states that “the urban 
guerrilla must have a great capacity for observation, must be well informed about everything, 
principally about the enemy’s movements, and must be very searching and knowledgeable about 
the area he lives, operates and through which he moves.”1

 
Given this need, I work diligently to train my students in a similar manner. Through lectures, labs, 
and projects, I encourage those who sign up for these courses to uncover the given and engage 
the facts of their situation. At the same time, I show them that although these facts will form the 
foundation for the most advanced forms of knowing, they are, by themselves of limited use within 
the ever-shifting context of contemporary design.2 This is because this form of knowledge, which 
I call internal passive knowledge, is largely dormant. Students who have it may be able to recite it 
on command, but cannot evolve it. The reason for this is that the student only knows only the 
facts. Left without the underlying rationale, the student cannot create judgments about their 
internalized data, for such assessments naturally require that they create value judgments about 
their detached factoids. As such valuations cannot be made unless these facts are brought to 
bear upon one another, the student is simply unable to organize their facts or create useful 
hierarchies. This is why John Dewey observes that “men of little book-learning are often able to 
put to effective use every ounce of knowledge they possess; while men of vast erudition are often 
swamped by the mere bulk of their learning, because memory, rather than thinking, has been 
operative in obtaining it.” 
 
Due to these limitations, I push my students to move past the give data by cross-referencing it 
with other bits of information and translating their isolated factoids into ideas.3 In order to perform 
this task with any dexterity, the students must weigh the givens, assess the relative worth of 
previously internalized data, and endeavor to find a useful link between the two. The hierarchies 
thereby created force the student to make judgments, activating their store of knowledge and 
creating what can be called internal active knowledge. Once formed, this brand of knowledge, 



unlike its passive predecessor, can be evolved radically to create cycles of inquiry. This allows 
those who hold it to use the momentum of their inquiry to seek out new information, which, in 
turn, will demand new hierarchies, new valuations, and new data. Thus, when confronted with a 
difficulty, students who are operating within this form of knowledge are free to either seek out new 
information and continue their cycle of inquiry or find ways to create new data.4

 
At this point, my students are ready to create new knowledge through an active interrogation of 
the supposedly known and translate internal active knowledge into internal possessed 
knowledge. The method used to this end (lateral thinking, scientific process) is relatively 
unimportant, as many techniques can be effectively used to create this translation. What is 
important is that our students learn to question the assumed limits of the known so as to create 
new paths of engagement. This will allow our students to not only be at home in any environment, 
but equip them to create new fields of battle. 
 
Stage 3  Once in place, these methods of knowing allow the guerrilla to test their positions 
against the tangible and intangible resources offered by the field of battle. Although this pursuit 
can be approached with a simple analysis of physical conditions, it must inevitably move to less 
obvious circumstances. This is because the fixed conditions of any site are typically subject to the 
ever-shifting conditions posed by the social, economic, or political climate—factors which can be 
extremely volatile. To quote revolutionary Che Guevara, “If the military situation will be difficult at 
first, the political will be no less ticklish. And if one single military error can liquidate the guerrilla 
movement, a political error can stop its development for long periods.”5 In extreme instances, the 
shifting nature of this context can even begin to impair the guerrilla’s ability to even ascertain the 
less volatile physical conditions of a site. After all, if the allegiances of an area are subject to rapid 
change, then the guarantees of safety while surveying a site in one’s control are also somewhat 
suspect. 
 
Those who wish to succeed within such a volatile landscape must develop tactics that will allow 
them to prosper when faced with uncertainty. As observed by Carlos Marighella,“It is not possible 
to foresee everything, and the urban guerrilla cannot let himself become confused or wait for 
orders. His duty is to act, to find adequate solutions to each problem he faces and not to retreat.”6 
For this reason, the guerrilla must adopt training techniques that emphasize fluidity over 
definition, mobility over entrenchment, and improvisation over planning.7 These techniques, 
although necessary for the success of the movement, place great pressure upon each guerrilla 
fighter to know his or her craft intimately. To master them, the guerrilla soldier must not simply 
know the conditions that inform their art, they must possess them so that they may be adapted to 
unknown conditions. Within this world, those who are able to quickly translate data into 
knowledge and knowledge into wisdom will always defeat those who are not.  
 
As guerrilla designers must be able to prosper within a similar landscape, I offer my students a 
series of projects that place the act of learning within a context that encourages mobility, fluidity, 
and improvisation. During the spring of 2006, this series of work started with an invitation to 
design and build a playhouse to benefit a local charity. The relatively small scale and open 
program offered by this project would somewhat offset the difficulties posed by the timeline and 
budget given to this work, providing an ideal setting to begin our investigations. In the six weeks 
that would follow, the challenges posed by this seemingly simple project would prompt the 
students, who are used to more abstract projects—often with practically limitless budgets, to 
invent a process of design that would allow them to move seamlessly between the intangible 
promise of their research and the physical conditions of the built work. The acts of design and 
fabrication intertwined, enabling the students to react to quickly react to previously unknown 
opportunities and shortfalls. In the process, the abstract promise of raw data became subservient 
to knowledge, and knowledge to wisdom. Very quickly, this way of working became a cornerstone 
of their response.  



 
To illustrate this concept, I would like to highlight a small portion of their spring semester work of 
2006. In the beginning of the project, the students decided to minimize the construction costs so 
that the money given for supplies could be donated to the group sponsoring the event. To realize 
this ambition, the students needed to find a material that was free and readily available, create a 
method of working with this material that would answer the demands of the project, and execute 
their design—all within the predetermined time limit. These multiple demands not only rendered 
traditional methods of working obsolete, but placed enormous pressure upon any potential 
solution—resulting in weeks of failed attempts. Not until the end of the third week of the project 
did the students locate an acceptable material: hundreds of small scraps of dimensional lumber 
that had been thrown away by local lumberyards. While collected these materials over the next 
week, the students played with their new material to see what it offered. Once again, after many 
failed iterations, the students finally landed on a response that not only took into account the 
unique properties of the found material, but to do so in a way that would allow the construction to 
take place in an extremely short amount of time. The ingenious method of joining thereby created 
allowed the students to construct an exquisite playhouse with 60% salvaged lumber in just over 
five days. The resulting work not only raised around $7000 for a local charity that helps grieving 
children, but it has since been donated to a group that works with battered women and abused 
children 
 
Stage 4  Once acquired, these unique techniques become a chief asset of the guerrilla and form 
the basis of all guerrilla movements. The guerrilla fighter, having been trained in the art of 
improvisation, now seeks to initiate small points of conflict that forces their adversary to fight on 
the guerrilla’s terms. This typically results in quick engagements that place great importance upon 
mobility, innovation, and improvisation.8 In so doing, the guerrilla creates a new field of battle that 
not only emphasizes their assets, but also undermines those held by their enemy. Within a 
context of small, quick battles, heavily fortified bases and large armies are a liability. Large bases 
are easily located and hard to move; large armies are easy to spot, difficult to equip and nearly 
impossible to quickly redirect. This gives the guerrilla, who is used to working in such conditions, 
a huge advantage over their enemy, who has been trained to work within a radically different field 
of battle. And, unless the guerrilla’s adversary adjusts to this new context, their grip on power will 
gradually erode, until the guerrilla has shifted the balance of power to their favor.9

 
To offer a similar field of inquiry, my courses encourage design methodologies that are not nearly 
as neat or predetermined as that favored within more traditional studio models. To meet the 
demands of this project, the students could not simply produce a series of neatly rendered 
alternatives, entertain critiques, then produce another series of options, until the most viable 
alternative could be found. Such a segmented approach would simply not permit the degree of 
fluidity and flexibility required by the students. Instead, the students needed to develop a more 
intimate understanding of the project parameters, so that they would be able to improvise to 
circumstances that had yet to be seen.  
 
Once established through the aforementioned spring experience, these techniques are then 
evolved through the rigors imposed by a fairly unique building abroad program offered the 
following summer. Every year, those students who complete the spring project are given the 
chance to travel overseas and use their new skills to design and build a work for a community in 
need. In the summer of 2006, this travel program was based in a small community in Romania, 
where the students were given four weeks to design and construct a playground for abandoned 
children. The unique context of this work prompts an evolution of the lessons learned during the 
spring semester, forcing the students to radically redefine their methodology in response to the 
pressures of a foreign environment.  
 
In this environment, the students cannot simply know their facts. They must invent them.  



 
During the building abroad program of 2006, the students would test this stand by traveling to 
Oradea, Romania to design and build a playground for the children of at-risk mothers. Wanting to 
build off the success of their spring semester work, the team worked diligently before leaving to 
uncover a method of working with commonly discarded materials. However, upon arriving in 
Oradea, the team quickly discovered that this would simply not be possible. The Romanian 
culture, having endured years of poverty while under communism, discarded little that might be of 
later use. This made it virtually impossible for the team to even find scraps, even in the smallest 
quantities (a small stack of six used bricks were found by a dumpster one morning, only to have 
been scavenged by the afternoon). Within this context, the team had little hope of using scraps. 
Sensibly, the students quickly abandoned their initial stand and worked to find a new method of 
working. 
 
The answer to their search was found in an unlikely place. A few days after arriving in Oradea 
(time spent in failed attempts scavenging), the team discovered that a local business had excess 
topsoil that they would send to the client for the cost of transport. Having no idea how this 
material would be used in the design response, the team nevertheless jumped on the opportunity 
and asked to have as much topsoil as possible. The piles of dirt that resulted would become the 
cornerstone for the design response, giving birth to not only an elaborate play landscape for the 
children served by the client but a new method of working. Rather than design for scrap, the team 
would dedicate their efforts to uncover that which could be obtained for the cost of transport. 
Then, as the trucks delivering rocks, pebbles, or broken bits of concrete rumbled to the site, the 
team would work out ways to use their newfound treasures to create the environment requested 
by the client. Full price materials would only be used sparingly, and generally were only 
contemplated when they allowed something that had already been delivered to have a greater 
presence. Although this method was somewhat presumptuous (generally speaking, the team had 
no idea how they were going to use the materials prior to their arrival.) and did lead to some 
inefficiencies in the construction process (as the design shifted to accommodate previously 
unknown materials), the method was quite successful and allowed the team to complete not only 
the play area requested by the client, but a massive overhaul of the entire site. Just as important 
to a client that had dedicated their lives to help those abandoned by society find a new start, the 
response relied upon celebrating the most overlooked materials. 
 
The waste-reducing culture of Romania inspired the team in other ways as well. First, the team 
decided that every structure within the play environment would serve as many functions as 
possible: the table for communal meals would double as a castle for the children when meals 
were not served, the mounds of earth that provided a play landscape would also provide elevated 
gardens that could be tended by mothers in the final trimester of pregnancy, the fence to protect 
the children from the working of the farm beyond would also become a fort. This logic filtered 
down to individual elements within the landscape as well. Posts, beams, and cladding were used 
to serve multiple functions whenever possbie, minimizing the amount of materials that had to be 
bought, finished and installed, while simultaneously eliminating unneeded clutter from a fairly 
dense play environment. Finally, existing items which had either been discarded by the 
organization (wood scraps) or were made obsolete by the new play environment (the existing 
swingset) were completely cannibalized in a manner that spoke to both the ambition of the client 
and the culture they intended to serve. 
 
Yet none of this would have been possible if the students had been chained to established 
patterns of knowing. The students entered Romania thinking that the root to their design 
response would be found in reclaimed materials, only to find that their ambition, although noble, 
was redundant within a culture of little waste. In response, they amended their position in light of 
previously unknown circumstances and found value within the most common materials. This act 
of humility allowed the team to think like those they intended to serve. Rather than add value to 



that which is already valued by the people of Romania, they added greater worth to that which is 
valued little. The project born of this shift is much more than a proclamation of the elegance held 
by even the most common materials; it is a testimony to the worth of fluid and improvisational 
thought. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
“…the assumption that information which has been accumulated apart from use in the recognition 
and solution of a problem may later on be freely employed at will by thought is quite false. The 
skill at the ready command of intelligence is the skill acquired with the aid of intelligence; the only 
information which, otherwise than by accident, can be put to logical use is that acquired in the 
course of thinking.  

J. Dewey, How We Think, 53 
 
The unique contexts of both projects radically shift the pressures of the typical studio 
environment. The given, be it established through the leanings of the field, a particular professor, 
or a sanctioned text, is suddenly placed in a position where it must be interrogated and new 
hypotheses tested. In the process, acts of memorization are placed in the service of higher and 
more active patterns of learning.  
 
Although admittedly a messy process, I believe that this reformulation is absolutely necessary if 
our students are to succeed within the rapidly shifting landscape of contemporary practice. Within 
this landscape, knowing the facts of one’s field is no guarantee of success, for the facts of today 
will inevitably become the trivia of tomorrow. Rather, students of design must be challenged to 
continually engage the highest forms of knowledge in all their coursework. The problems set 
before them must compel them to not only activate the given information, but to possess it. 
Otherwise, our graduates will be little more than vast storehouses of empty knowledge. They may 
be able to quote the gospel according to the text, but they will not have the ability to evolve it.  
 
To succeed within the dynamic of contemporary practice our students cannot simply be well-
informed devotees of an assumed system. They must be a key component in its evolution.  
 
The leaders of tomorrow will not be soldiers.  
 
They will be guerrillas. 
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