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Te aitanga pepeke me ngā pūngāwerewere/The world of insects 
and spiders. 

Kerry Francis 
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kfrancis@unitec.ac.nz 

Abstract: “Insects are by far the most varied and abundant animals [on the planet] outweighing 
humanity by 17 times... They are essential for the functioning of all ecosytems... “so wrote journalist 
Damian Carrington in the Guardian newspaper in February of 2019. As the planet becomes increasingly 
urbanised the quantum and quality of habitable animal and particularly insect environment decreases. 
Buildings can have a role in mitigating this habitat loss by providing conditions supportive of insect life. 
This was the proposition put to first year MARCP students at the Unitec School of Architecture in the 
second semester of 2019. While the logic of making buildings supportive of other life forms seemed 
obvious to the staff, the proposition was greeted with considerable skepticism by the student body. The 
experience highlighted the issue of empathy for other forms of life as a critical factor in the pedagogy of 
architectural learning. This paper examines the initial phases of the project and the attempts by staff to 
engage the students. The complexities around the development of architectural projects that could 
accomodate insect life are discussed. The paper concludes by suggesting principles and strategies for 
further development of an empathetic architectural pedagogy.  

Keywords: Design; studio; insects; empathy. 

1. Introduction 
“What is the point of including space/potential/possibility for insects in buildings?” Whenever I broach 
the subject of non-anthropocentric architecture with colleagues (and lay people) this is the inevitable 
question. It is often followed by ” but what about cockroaches?” There are two words that usually figure 
in my response; empathy and inclusivity. Empathy involves some sort of understanding  and 
appreciation of the essence, of the being of that other and a recognition of shared feelings. Empathy is a 
necessary first step to being open to accepting and including the other. The  two conditions are 
connected. I would argue that if you feel empathetic then you are more naturally disposed to inclusivity. 
This paper discusses the problematic relationship between empathy and learning about architecture asd 
it played out in the initial phases of the project described below. 

For three years I have been introducing the idea of non-anthropocentric architecture to successive 
groups of students in the first year MARCP Design Studio through suggested readings. This partial 
strategy has never achieved the kind of engagement intended. In 2019 I decided to approach the issue 
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directly. Spurred on by reading Donna Haraway’s Tentacular Thinking (2016) and various reports and 
articles like those of Damian Carrington (2019) and Matt Brown (2019), I framed a design research 
project for students in the first year of their MARCP called Te Aitanga Pepeke me ngā Pūngāwerewere 
/The World of Insects and Spiders. The project was deliberately titled with the animals in the centre of 
the frame. The title was shared with Māori to include their world view, Te Ao Māori, alongside that of a 
western scientific rationalist view that identifies the destruction of insect life as a powerful vector of 
human extinction. 

This paper discusses only the first portion (three weeks) of that project. The architectural design 
issues and resources are identified before a description of design tasks from those first three weeks. The 
paper records the stuttering attempts to generate an empathetic understanding of insect life. It 
identifies issues that complicated the intentions of the project before discussing insights and modes of 
preparation that could potentially have enriched student engagement and produced more informed 
works of architecture.  

 

2. Architectural issues 
There were two obvious ways in which the insect focus could be addressed in this design research 
project.  

2.1. Kaitiakitanga 

First: We must consider them, alongside ourselves, as a critical part of the primary client group. They are 
the lives that we must treasure. They are the lives over which we must exercise 
kaitiakitanga/guardianship. However, if we are to make a work of architecture, we need to derive a 
programme, select materials and construction methods and locate the project. We will have to produce 
a coherent work that at every level supports Te Aitanga Pepeke me ngā Pungawerewere /The World of 
Insects and Spiders. 
 
2.2. Form and performance 
Second: The insects provide examples of ways of being and doing things that may be useful to us and 
that may subsequently inform the making of the project. The challenge for the project is tease out all 
the possibilities that the insect/ spider focus provides. Some of these possibilities reside in form 
(segmentation, hard shell/expansion, support /jointing, texture), performance (breathing, sensing, 
reproduction, metamorphosis), inhabitation (spatial, acoustic, resource provision) and culture (myth, 
legend, narrative). The acts of drawing that we encouraged as a method of research exploration were 
intended to form a kind of bridge between research for design and the active engagement in design 
exploration.  

3. Resources 

3.1. People 

The project was co-taught by three Architects, staff members of the Unitec School of Architecture, 
Magdalena Garbarczyk, Renata Jadresin-Milic and the author. Design Studio was timetabled for 3 hours, 
one day a week on a Monday. In addition to the direct staffing resources from the Architecture 
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Programme we had input from two staff members from other Unitec departments. Each department is 
assigned a kaihautu or learning guide by the MAIA, the Maori Development Centre. Kimoro Taiepa was 
able to provide the students with whakapapa (genealogy) of the various insects. His presentation was 
made within the Unitec wharenui, Ngākau Māhaki, so embedding it in the cultural context of Te Ao 
Maori. Department of Environmental and Animal Sciences Lecturer, Adam Parkinson, gave a 
presentation covering, in detail, three native species; the Puriri moth (Aenetus virescens), Nurseryweb 
spider (Dolomedes minor) and the Bag moth (liothula omnivora). For each insect he described with 
images their biostatus, recognizable features, life stages, hunting strategies and predators. This 
identification of categories was a template for the assembling of knowledge about the other species of 
interest to individual students. 

3.2. Drawings 

The students were provided with scanned copies of two collections of powerful line drawings. The 
classic Auckland Museum Handbook Native Animals of New Zealand by AWB Powell (1998) contains line 
drawings and descriptions of large numbers of insects, moths, butterflies and spiders. Bulletin 8 of the 
New Zealand Entomylogical Society (1982): “Drawings of New Zealand insects.” showcases the work of 
Desmond Helmore, an illustrator and painter, who produced exquisite line drawings for this publication. 
Helmore’s extraordinary attention to detail in the illustrations of 23 insects, as well as providing a record 
of the insects, was set as a resource to inspire an interest in the craft of drawing.  
 

4. Process 
Drawing from this plethora of material from Te Ao Māori, science and art practice, the students were 
initially asked to select one insect and redraw that insect using the architectural conventions of plan and 
section. This conventional drawing method was deliberately chosen to underline structural, spatial and 
surface issues and to bring the student attention to the physical organisation of the insect.  
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Figure 1: Joseph Banks (holding a piece of tapa cloth) bartering with a Māori for a crayfish. Watercolour 
and pencil by Tupaia. 1769 (Source: British Library Reference: Add MS15508 f1.2 Public Domain)  

4.1. Exchange 

The act of exchange was chosen as a deliberate strategy to engage the students with a human-insect 
relationship. The students were asked to envisage and draw an exchange between human and insect 
based on an existing image of colonial exchange between an unidentified Māori and Joseph Banks. This 
image drawn by Tupaia, the priest navigator from Ra’iatea who had joined Cook’s first voyage in 1769, 
shows Banks offering the Māori a piece of cloth or possibly tapa in exchange for a crayfish. This drawing 
task was the first time that the students had to confront the issues of some sort of communication 
between the species and conscious co-location of those two species. The  pedagogical intention was to 
move the students through a two stage process. The  first step was thinking about and drawing about 
the process of exchange. A series of fertile questions were offered as a means of exploring how this 
exchange might take place. 
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What is being exchanged (offered by each party) that would positively support the 
relationship? How does what is being exchanged positively support the relationship? 

How would the bodies of the participants be arranged?[ individually and in relationship to 
one another] 

What is the scale relationship between the parties? [This is a speculative image. You are 
imagineering what the relationship could be. You should not be constrained by the true 
sizes of the parties] 

What would the physical/architectural context be? Would there be furniture ? [What 
would be the setting that would make both parties most comfortable] What could the 
physical environment be where both parties are equal? 

What gender would represent the species? 

How would the individuals be clothed (or would they)? 

What other issues/characteristics would be evident/relevant  in supporting the intent of 
the image?  

How does this relationship positively contribute to the habitat of each species? 

What would a single human look like if it were to represent the whole human species? 

What would an insect look like if it were to represent the whole insect/spider world? 

Your image should represent the intent of both parties to establish a positive, mutually 
beneficial relationship. (Author, Project Outline, 2019) 

The author assumed an ideal of equal exchange where the participants would be of equal physical 
size. This expectation was embedded in the third question set. The scale of the participants was 
something the students struggled with. They found it difficult to imagine, therefore to draw, insects that 
were the same size as a human. What seemed like a useful suggestion to simplify the task became 
immediately complicated by scale even before objects of exchange could be considered. These drawings 
were presented, discussed in terms of the fertile questions in an attempt  to establish a basis for the 
next stage. This idea of introducing them as fertile questions came from the Te Puna 
Mātauranga/National Library of New Zealand website when I was looking for the image. The framing of 
the questions as fertile elevated the status of those questions and offered more discursive possibilities. 

However, these possibilities did not translate into design outcomes. The next stage stuttered. Our 
task originally asked for the students to make a drawing of a co-working space; humans and insects 
working together. After considerable staff discussion we withdrew that task and instead asked for a 
space which they [human plus selected insect] co-inhabited. That original co-working drawing required 
consideration of programme which we realised complicated the task. 

Only a small number of the cohort attempted making this drawing. We asked again, this time with an 
expanded and a much more prescriptive description of the task that asked for a drawing of only one 
space. 
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Work individually.  

Make a NEW drawing 

Make one image of one co-living space that will support both human and insect. 

The image shall be a Cross Section through the space. 

This image should describe an architecture that privileges the spatial and environmental 
needs of your selected insect (species).[Think of your insect(s) as your primary client] 

Go back and do further detailed research on your selected insect habitat and spatial 
requirements. 

The boundary of the space should work for both insect and human and acknowledge the 
environmental context and the connection of the space to its context. 

To achieve this connection, you need to provide detailed thresholds that allow human(s) 
and insect(s) to enter and leave the space... to transition from outside to inside  

and...from inside to outside. 

Additionally you need to provide space for a human to stand, sit and lie down... to observe 
and be with this insect world. 

The image should include information about the architecture and atmosphere generated 
by that architecture. It should also include figure(s) from both human and your one 
selected insect species involved in a beneficial mutually supportive co-living relationship.  

This image may be digital or analogue. (2019) 

 
The intention was that the students used the human-sized insect as the model for this task  and that 

following this task, the true scale of the insect could be re- instated for the next design stage. Again the 
issue of scale appeared to have been a confounding factor. As I mentioned earlier, this was envisaged as 
a two-stage process. First a magnifying glass design workshop operation and then, following this big 
view, the students would return to true scale to actually design. The underlying strategy was to 
anthropomorphise the insect to try and generate empathy. It may, however,  have been  a counter-
productive strategy for a couple of reasons. First, the up-scaled/magnified insect may have generated 
confusion and disconnection rather than empathy. Insects, after all, are never the same size as us. 
Secondly, the reasons for these scale change processes may not have been clearly communicated. I 
hindsight, the task was too much of a leap and needed the staged assembly of a number of items and 
that these processes should have taken much more time and been more carefully planned. 

In retrospect,  we missed an opportunity to more richly utilise the Tupaia drawing. It was only 
recently while watching an episode of Anne Salmon’s TV series Artefacts on Māori Television that I 
realised the depth of cultural processes embedded in the Tupaia drawing. As described in the 
programme, the offer and presentation of gifts in Te Ao Māori involves not only the transfer of the 
artifact but also the gift is accompanied by the hau or essence of that person and the gift carries with it 
obligations. The process is spiritual as well as transactional and it is reciprocal. The giver and the receiver 
are joined together at a number of levels through this process that involves mutual recognition of the 
status of the other. If we had been able to more expansively, more richly engage with the cultural 
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nuances of this process and discuss with the students the embedded values then the outcome of the 
task may have been different and reflected a deeper understanding.The critical point here is that I, as 
Pakeha New Zealander, did not have enough insight to recognize the richness of the Māori cultural 
process and were consequently unable to take advantage of its potential as a model to effect a change 
in attitude, a change in perception. 

4.2. First design response 

This was initial phase of the project three weeks leading up to the mid semester break. 
This period culminated in a formal presentation on the last Thursday of the quarter that we described as 
a first design response forum. The presentation requirements were as follows: 

Rework the image that you produced for Design Studio yesterday (Rāhina/Monday) to 
acknowledge the learning from yesterday. 

Write the specific aim/specific strategy of the image along the bottom of the image.   

[The text must be able to be read from 3 meters away. Maximum 20 words]  

Make a new image of the most significant insect threshold.                                                                                      
This image needs to recognize the physiology (insectometrics) and the habitat 
requirements of your specific insect. You should also consider the scale required to 
communicate this information.  

Provide a curated selection of all work to date that records and explains the development 
of your design to date. [This material to sit below the three items listed above so that the 
progression through this material to them is evident] (2019) 

The students presented in groups of three, each having two minutes to present their individual project 
and then staff were able to review all three together. The students were also encouraged and given 
space to give each other critique during this process. This review format allowed for common threads of 
response without the same critique having to be repeated three times. 

 

5. Student reception 
The project had experienced difficulty in reception from the students and one mature student took the 
responsibility of organizing an informal survey of student attitudes to the project. There appeared to be 
two main threads to the student difficulties with the project. 

The first was organizational. The experimental nature of the project may well have generated a 
perception of lack of organization. The staff group were feeling their way through the project and there 
were certainly changes in direction and clarifications of task that arose from student feedback and 
professional reflection. There were certainly organization matters that could have been better 
communicated. 

The second thread was about the validity and usefulness of making buildings that would treat insects 
as equals and the relevance of this position in the education of a professional architect. This was more 
fundamental. We believed that the project intention was clear and was clearly recorded in the project 
aim: 
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Develop an architectural proposition for Tamaki Makaurau/Auckland that puts 
kaitiakitanga/guardianship/care for insects and spiders at its core and brings this care to 
wider public attention. (2019) 

However, the student perception did not seem to be one of recognition and inclusion of the insect as 
an equal. While they appreciated and understood the role and necessity for insect life as part of the 
natural world, they did not see the need to include them or provide for them in a work of architecture. 
They appeared to maintain a position of separation and superiority above the life forms of insects in a 
similar way that white races believed at the end of the 19th century (and many still do) that they were 
the pinnacle of the human species. Timothy Morton (2017) describes this attitude as speciesism and 
relates it to racism. 

The basis of speciesism—distinguishing dramatically between humans and non-humans—
is racism. Racism is exactly defined as an attempt to delete the uncanny spectrality of 
being human, relegating it to a sort of invisible mass grave where abject beings (objects of 
anti-Semitism, zombies, androids) have been thrown, in order to set up the racist (and 
“ableist”) concept of the “healthy human being.”(Morton 2017) 

This is a more difficult response to contend with and it is not an attitude restricted to architecture 
students. [I refer you to the remarks reported at the beginning of this paper.] We, the author and 
colleagues, had been reading and thinking about these issues for some years and, as I mentioned earlier, 
introducing questions of non-anthropocentric design to previous year groups. In this project there was a 
breakdown of trust. The students did not believe that the issue was important to their process of 
learning about architecture and this trust was further undermined by an impression that we did not 
know what we were doing. 

Timothy Morton (2017) has spoken and written about this issue of generating engagement with 
pressing concerns in a way that provides some opportunities. Morton refers to this idea of the symbiotic 
real, his term for our web of connectedness to everything in opposition to the binary structuring of 
subject/object, man/ environment, nature/culture and so on…If we are to avoid the catastrophe of 
extinction then he maintains we must: 

… start with a kind of terminological liberation from the fixation on “species” and 
the“human”—a liberation that reveals our fundamental entanglement with the non-
human. (Morton 2017) 

Morton’s “terminological liberation” offers some direction for a renewed understanding of the 
relationship between inhabitants of the symbiotic real. The question then remains; how do  you 
structure an engagement with pressing ecological issues that does not involve what he himself calls 
“ecological religionism.” How do you introduce material that is a fundamental way of re-thinking 
relationships but is not immediately obvious as architectural? Morton in an interview with Christian 
Holler in 2017 perhaps suggests a way. Holler asks Morton;  

…In what ways do these art forms provide particular test cases for overcoming the 
traditional subject-object divide and thus exemplify our entanglements with non-human 
entities?... Morton: Art holds open the possibility that the future can be different. Who 
knows what the meaning of this poem really is? It's just out of reach... When you 
appreciate art, you are having some kind of mind-meld (like Mr. Spock) with a being that 
probably isn't alive, let alone conscious. So, the basic flavor of the art experience is 
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solidarity with non-humans. And because of the intrinsic futurality, this solidarity is 
unconditional. (Morton 2017) 

Again, here is a potential method, a potential model suggested for achieving some sort of 
recognition of the other. In this case it is the method that is critical to understand and implement. But 
how do you produce an experience of “mind meld” and secondly how do you alert the student to the 
fact that this experience has taken place? In many ways this method is intrinsically interwoven with the 
redrawing of the Tupaia image and is another dimension of the same experience. If the process of 
making the drawing with new characters can engage the maker, then ideally the experience of viewing 
the image can produce the mind meld. There is much work to be done around this method.  

6. Conclusion 
This paper has presented the difficult part of Design Studio project that attempted to introduce a non-
anthropocentric design view to the student cohort. It describes and discusses only a small portion of 
that project titled Te Aitanga Pepeke me ngā Pungawerewere /The World of Insects and Spiders. But it 
was a critical portion and, as we experienced and observed, the rest of the project was compromised by 
the lack of a rich student engagement with those preparatory tasks. Reflection, in the process of 
developing this paper, has identified understandings that may be useful for further development in 
projects like this. The Tupaia drawing as a model has been discussed as a potential window into another 
way of being that involves acknowledgement of the lives and status of other species. The staff group 
failed to take full advantage of the discursive and hence design potential of this model because we did 
not recognize the complexities inherent in that image and the value of what we had. Critically, we did 
not seek help that was close at hand with our kaihautu. Future projects can learn from a more thorough 
interrogation of such a critical image. The art experience described above by Morton as noted becomes 
an intrinsic part of the discussion and remaking of this image.  

Perhaps the most significant oversight involved empathy. All the while we were trying to generate 
empathy towards insects in the student, we as staff, failed to be productively empathetic in our 
response to the students. We must learn to do this better to improve the work of students and to 
produce a richer and more inclusive architecture. 
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