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Why do we build passive solar homes?  Most people familiar with the subject of alternative and renewable energies would reply with a variation of many answers to this question.

“To act locally in an ever expanding global market.”  “The solar panels or photovoltaics will pay for themselves in a given amount of time depending on the system implemented.”  “I would build a passive solar house to take myself entirely off the grid.”

These answers seem to be common when it comes to the world of alternative energies.  Although the majority may reply to this question with similar answers there has to be a flip side or different view on any topic including renewable energy.  “Green building,” or building with natural supplies is yet another way to recycle the earth’s minimal resources.  Combining green building and solar passive idioms is nothing new to the alternative energy market, but it does raise a few different questions about the role of humans co-existing with nature and their living spaces.  This paper will discuss the aesthetic values of living in tune with the earth through passive design.

For thousands and thousands of years, man lived on the earth as we still do today.  Nomadic peoples resorted to hunting and gathering, which gave way to organized agriculture that developed in Mesopotamia.  The major step that propelled us into our present day lives was the industrial revolution.  Now as “evolved” creatures we have fallen prey to the technological advances and have come to depend on them, especially with our ever-increasing population on earth.  Environmental degradation, over population, war, and economic decay have become mainstays on our agenda as world citizens.  These issues must be dealt with or we risk eternal failure as a whole.  

How do we reverse this cycle of events for the better?  Maybe we need to look back on our ancient ancestors and take a few pointers.  No, we obviously cannot reverse the chain of events that has brought us to this point but we can individually do our part to stop the on going process.  

Technology has brought us to where we are today as humans.  For better or worse this is where we are and we are stuck with it.  We need to use technology to our advantage in our everyday lives.  This is where passive solar technology comes into play.  It is, in a sense, a gathering of the new and old for a better world.  Our ancient ancestors may have caused war and been unjust but they did not place the future of the world on the brink of extinction.  As present citizens of earth our living habits dictate the way we use earth’s resources.  We need to curb our ways and live “closer” or more in-tune with our mother earth.  

Greeks and Romans used passive designs in their architecture for such purposes as community baths and meeting halls as well as orientating their living spaces also.  This technology is nothing new, so we have the ability to do this type of building on a large scale.  The design concept is a huge part of this process for present day building, such as it was when the Greeks and Romans designed their architecture.  

One must figure out the best way of designing a living space for the intended environment or climate.  The passive heating and cooling of the living space entirely depends upon this.  Major flaws have been made in the past designing solar passive homes.  The alternative systems of energy may work just fine, whether they be photovoltaics, wind-powered, or water-heated but unless the passive design does not work efficiently with the climate or environment then the builder will have a major problem.  Passive entirely depends upon energy-efficiency.

“The basic strategy is to design the house so that its own masses-mainly walls and floors-are so placed proportioned, and surfaced that they will receive and store a large measure of incoming solar energy during the daylight hours and will gently release this stored heat to the house interior during the succeeding night hours or cloudy days.”  This quote comes from “The Passive Solar House Basics” by Peter Van Dresser.  It is the exact type of wisdom that needs to be followed for aesthetic purposes.  Passive design is the most “organic” way to live on the earth especially when combined with green building.  No systems of any kind are used in a passive design.

This is obviously not possible in certain climates and regions but is very possible in tropical and sub-tropical climates.  Nomadic tribes moved when the weather did not suit there desired needs.  When winter came they would move the entire tribe to a warmer climate.  Passive design is in a sense, similar to this.  No, we would not pack up our house and leave, but we would adjust to the change in weather.  Thermal mass is the biggest part of this adjustment.  Thermal mass is any dense material that absorbs and stores heat (solar house pg.27).  Going back to the design process, thermal mass must be strategically placed in the living space to absorb heat for transfer around the home.  

The opposite is in order for when the seasons change to a warmer temperature.  The nomadic tribe would move to a place more suitable for the summer months.  The passive house on the other hand would adopt principles to cool the house such as certain shading techniques, venting, landscaping, and insulating among various other ideas.  

Most of the paper has been focused on the design and technology aspects of passive integration for aesthetic purposes.  I would now like to change pace and discuss the aesthetic aspects for living in a passive environment.  For centuries now, man has developed ways to separate himself from nature and the outside world through technology.  Most of us now live in boxes (conventional homes) maintained by way of fossil fuels and electricity.  We don’t even have to leave our boxes to have contact with the conventional world.  We have the Internet, television, and phone right by our side to bombard us with information, images, thoughts, and ideas.  Does anyone even think for himself or herself anymore?

The idea behind this paper is that passive design allows you to get in touch with the earth and be in tune with yourself.  In the past few years the outdoor/wilderness market has expanded drastically.  Is this a calling for back to nature?  Whatever it may be, it is a step in the right direction.  We as individuals can expand on this and take this type of calling back to our everyday lives. Back to our homes!

For purposes relating to this course and this paper, I would like to discuss my own experiences with living outside.  I had completed two years at the University of Vermont and was looking for a change.  I had been taking a boatload of environmental courses and was becoming frustrated with the impact I had on the earth.  All of my professors told me that I needed to lead a life with less impact, yet I was living in a box heated by fossil fuels and maintained with electricity.  I was eating the same food everyday from a cafeteria that wasted a good majority of their food for no reason at all.  

I needed to live a non-impact life for myself and see if I could survive.  I decided to take a trip with a friend to Kauai and forgo my third year at school.  I wasn’t quite sure what I was in for, but I knew it would change my thoughts, my actions, and my wellbeing.  I didn’t know anyone except for my traveling companion and I was six thousand miles away from home!

Life has been very different for me ever since I returned from the islands.  Living without money, shelter, friends, and overall comfort is a very eye opening experience.  Going hungry, hitchhiking, and living the life of a bum in one of the most beautiful places in the world was a very humbling experience.  It opened my eyes to the world around us, and what we can do as a whole if we really want something.  I lived as a native and experienced some of my most precious memories to date.  Living close to the earth, foraging for food, walking to my destinations and relying on my fellow man for help when I was in need taught me something.  Living close to the earth is and will always be the answer to our questions.  Passive design and solar technology is just the next step.

Most of the technology that has been brought about in the past century or so has been done so under a roof or in the shadow of the industrial revolution.  We need to implement the ideas of passive solar upon all people.  This would in turn create alternatives to what people had originally thought in the past.  Where can we find or develop new “green” ideas as opposed to other technologies that separate us from nature.  A new way of thinking must come about for the good of all mankind.  
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