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The Move Toward Glass Walls 

Imagine this scenario: You want to buy a house and are being shown one. It looks 

promising, being located in a good neighborhood, having been well maintained both inside and 

out. Then you see the other side of the house: nothing but windows facing your neighbors’ 

houses, and you can see that they can all watch you. At this point, you might try to close the 

window covering, only to find that there is none. When you ask why, you find out that window 

coverings are difficult to get approval for in this neighborhood. At this point, you likely never 

want to live there, thank your realtor, and leave. 

Most people are unnerved by the idea of being watched–overtly, at least. It is reasonable 

to expect that you will not be watched in your home or office. Yet, many of these same people 

would like to have an office with a large view. In most new buildings, windows and glass 

dominate. Windows are no longer just small view ports to the outside, but full walls of glass. 

This leads me to wonder if we are taking things too far, considering both the challenges of 

working with glass and the privacy implications. My conclusion is that this shift is likely driven 

by the idea that windows (especially large ones) are a status symbol. I believe that this idea 

comes from the way buildings are designed, the historical perception of glass, and how glass 

alters a person’s perspective. My purpose for this paper is to argue why I think this is the case.  

One of the more prevalent examples of the status of windows comes from the idea of the 

“corner office,” that is, an office with (usually large) windows on two walls. This is seen in 
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popular culture, appearing as recently as in the episode titled “Bingo” of the show Better Call 

Saul, which aired in March 2015. The scene I am referring to shows the main character, James 

McGill, offering a corner office to his friend, Kim Wexler, in an attempt to get her to join him at 

his new law firm. This office is dominated by glass, featuring two walls made entirely of it, with 

the corner of the room being a pillar. For other reasons, she refuses, but the scene underscores 

the power of that office. James was offering it both out of a respect for his friend and as an 

enticing benefit for working there. Generally, the corner offices are the most sought after offices 

in a building. There are a few reasons for this, but I think the most prominent is the design of 

buildings themselves. 

Fig. 1. The model floor plan of an office building.  

 

Consider the office building in Figure 1. It is a rectangle, with a ring of offices on the 

outer edge and cubicles along the inner areas of the building. There are only four possible places 

for a corner office on any given floor, though in this plan only two are used for this. In addition, 
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there are fewer offices on the outer ring than inside the cubicles. This creates a scarcity of private 

offices with windows, automatically making them more attractive than the cubicles. In life, the 

scarcer something is, the more status or wealth someone generally needs to have it. In reflection 

of this, most offices of this style will reserve the outer ring of offices for people with the highest 

status. In fact, the floor plan reflects this: the outer ring offices all have places for guests to sit--

something the cubicles lack. However, this is not the only reason someone might want one of 

these offices. 

Another reason some people may want these offices are the health benefits of having an 

office with natural light. A study of acute care nurses found that blood pressure decreased, and 

incidence of conversation and laughter increased when in an office environment with windows, 

compared to those without windows (Zadeh et al. 46, 48, 50). By being able to obtain health 

benefits without leaving their office, people might be inclined to perceive themselves as having 

higher status. Whatever reason is behind this perception, it likely creates a sense of status 

associated with windows that is carried outside of the office environment.  

 

 

 

(On left) Fig. 2. The power plant at JFK 

Airport. 
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Something else to consider is the effect windows have on a person’s perception. Consider 

the design of the power plant at JFK airport in New York City shown in Figure 2. There are no 

attempts to disguise the pure industrial nature of the plant: glass dominates the exterior design. 

According to project architect David Finci, "The underlying point of the design was that power is 

beautiful," (qtd. in Hogree par. 16). By this statement, Finci reveals a powerful effect that glass 

has on people: by adding transparency, people tend to view things as being more beautiful, often 

leading to a perception of higher status. Recognizing this, someone choosing to have an office or 

house with larger windows might be trying to improve the perceptions others have of them. This 

is not the only effect it may have: there is also how it affects the perception of the person looking 

out from behind the window. 

Looking out from a window changes your perception in a way mentioned by Henry 

Smith-Miller of Smith-Miller & Hawkinson Architects: "[...] when people look out of a window, 

they believe that they own everything in sight,” (qtd. in Hogree par. 22). I argue that this 

perception change drives people to desire places featuring large windows. When a person looks 

through a window, especially if it is high up in a building, the perception of owning everything 

likely makes the person feel more powerful, having a higher status than most, especially if other 

people are included in the view. This leads to the question of how this perception came to be. 

Smith-Miller continues:  

“This belief arose at the time of the construction of Versailles [...] in the 17th century. 

Until then, buildings were mostly forts. Then there was King Louis XIV, who was so 

powerful he didn't have to fortify himself. In the palace at Versailles, the stone disappears 

and becomes glass, which looks out over a vast estate." (qtd. in Hogree par. 22)  
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This is an extremely interesting statement, as it points out that a piece of history still affects us 

today. To fully understand the dominance of windows, we must consider history as well. 

 The idea that history still affects us could be a difficult concept to accept. It would be 

helpful, then, to discuss a more familiar example of this idea. Glass is artificial, so I will consider 

another artificial thing: the typical manicured grass lawn that dots suburban neighborhoods. As 

stated in an article by the United States National Arboretum, grass lawns can be traced back the 

medieval period. During this time period and continuing all the way into the 18th century, 

maintaining a lawn was very difficult, requiring either a number of workers to cut it, or animals 

which in turn required people to maintain them. Because of this, lawns became a symbol of 

wealth and status. This idea stuck around, and when the technology was developed to easily 

maintain your own lawn, it was not long before people started wanting one (par. 6-7). Of course, 

most people today do not think about the status of the lawn, considering just how common it is. 

However, this does not stop people from wanting a lawn, no matter what the consequences may 

be. Just as lawns have status borrowed from history, so, too, does glass.  

All of the following historical information serves to emphasize a single point: that glass 

has historically been considered mysterious and was an expensive, delicate, and often difficult 

material to work with. However, these qualities also made it a desirable material to flaunt a 

person’s wealth and/or power for centuries. As a result, it likely became ingrained in the public’s 

perception that glass was a sign of status, and was sought after as a result. 

Some of the reasons why glass is difficult to work with are mentioned in Richard’s book 

New Glass Architecture. The manufacture of glass requires both a close proximity to natural 

resources, and, more importantly, a large range of craft expertise. This expertise was usually kept 

secret, and was often tied to ideas of alchemical or mystic processes (11-12). Various 
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glassmaking societies or guilds enforced this secrecy. According to the book A History of 

Glassmaking, one of the more powerful glassmaking guilds existed in ~1291 C.E. in Venice. The 

glassmakers there were largely focused on improving transparency, and were seen as privileged. 

However, attempts to leave the guild were punishable by death (Douglas and Frank 6-7). 

Glassmaking was extremely serious business at that time. Because of this, transparent glass 

stayed expensive and was viewed as having a high status. 

In addition, the manufacture of flat glass required methods that often led to flaws. 

According to Richards, the two main methods used involved carefully spinning glass into a disk, 

or making large cylinders of glass. Both of these methods limited the size of windows that could 

be produced (12). There was another method of making flat glass, mentioned in Douglas and 

Frank´s work, which involved casting glass in a mold, enabling the production of much larger 

glass panel sizes for use as windows. However, the product was extremely expensive (133). As a 

result, having large windows in your building was a sign of wealth, power, and status. 

Historically, glass was used for this: it is mentioned by Richards that Dutch trading guildhalls 

and merchant houses used windows to display their trading wealth during the 14-15th centuries 

C.E. (13). 

Of course, things have changed quite a bit since those days. We use a much better, 

modern process to produce extremely consistent flat glass in mass. No one today thinks that glass 

is made using mystic or alchemical processes, and windows have become very common. 

However, even with this change, the fact that humanity went through such a long period with flat 

glass being so expensive continues to affect how we view it.  
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Fig. 3. A prison designed around the panopticon idea  

 

Some of these views can be negative. As mentioned in the opening, one effect that large, 

dominating windows can have is that of an erosion of privacy. People outside your domicile can 

watch you unless you cover your windows. In a way, this reminds me of the idea of the 

panopticon prison design showcased in Figure 3. Even without being watched all the time, being 

in such an environment can drive people to modify their behavior, likely suggesting a lack of 

power. I found an example of this effect on Auburn Montgomery’s (AUM) campus, in fact. I 

interviewed a female AUM student that lives in the newest, and most expensive, dorm building, 

called Warhawk Hall. I asked her about the windows in her dorm building. She mentioned that 

sometimes her friends would text her about how they could see what she was doing, and that she 

no longer keeps her blinds open because of this. Considering the costs of living in that dorm, this 

is a bit ironic. One might expect everything to reflect a higher status for the residents, but this 

speaks directly against that idea.  
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In addition, the panopticon was originally designed for prisoners, people who are usually 

viewed as having low status. Someone choosing to have large windows could be viewed as 

having low status in this way, for choosing to live in a panopticon.  

Fig. 4. AUM’s Wellness Center. 

 

An alternative view is that of an advertisement. Consider the glass dominant design of 

AUM’s Wellness Center, pictured in Figure 4. Due to the time of day this picture was taken, it is 

difficult to see inside, but at other times everything can be seen. This building is located right 

next to the busy Taylor Road, meaning that passing drivers may view others working out most of 

the day. One could say that it is effectively using the students and employees of the university as 

free advertisement. Specifically, the fact that others can see students enjoying a balanced life due 



Student 9 

the facilities provided could sway them to attending AUM.  If this is the case, I would not think 

that the people being used for this are held in high status. 

No matter your perspective, the fact is that even with improvements in the manufacture 

of flat glass, it remains one of the more expensive materials. In addition to this, glass is a poor 

insulator, something mentioned by Merkel in her American Craft article, Richards in his work, 

and Kim and Wineman in their collaborative paper, “Are Windows and Views Really Better?” 

(Merkel 059; Richards 12; Kim and Wineman 2). This property drives up the costs of climate 

control in buildings that are dominated by glass. For an example of this, consider the Crystal 

Palace, built in London in 1851. According to Hogree, trying to keep the building warm during 

winter would drain a lot of its resources, and it would often be unbearable due to the heat during 

summer (par. 23). I would argue that this quality likely causes glass to be a sign of status. Not 

only does the owner need to have the money to buy the glass, but also to be able to effectively 

control the climate of the building.  

Windows, as shown in this paper, can provide arguments about the people seeking them.  

As a student at AUM, it was originally the Wellness Center that made me think about this topic. 

The complete dominance of glass in that building made me take a closer look at other buildings, 

where I found a trend of glass dominance. As I mentioned in this paper, I believe that this is 

driven by the idea that glass has status. I also mentioned privacy and advertising as potential 

negatives, both of which I believe people should consider carefully before seeking large 

windows. Perhaps with a better understanding of why large windows are so desirable, someone 

could better consider the negative implications.  

Of course, any motivations involved will certainly change with enough time. As 

mentioned earlier, modern windows are produced in much higher quantities and qualities, 
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something that is helping make windows common. Considering that we usually assign a lower 

status to more common items, it is possible that in the future windows will lose their status.  
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