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I. Prologue
In his recent book, Four Walls and a Roof, architect, urbanist, and OMA / AMO Partner Reinier
de Graaf suggests that over that last several decades the architect has been replaced by the
economist. This has left draftsmen and technologists to engineer buildings. In this context,
architects should consider how they can redefine the services that they can provide so as to
compete with the economist via a perspective that adds greater value. This process will have
to occur in the context of a fragmented profession characterized by extreme competition and
a wide range of tools and tactics that have been deployed to combat the marginalization of the
architect. Moreover, it will have to occur as discursive spaces where architects and theorists
can communicate with one another are increasingly confined to academic institutions that are
largely disconnected from the majority of buildings being constructed.
In making this claim, de Graaf points to the consequences that this trend will have for the
cost of both high end and mass housing in the form of an increasing divide between the
escalating price that a developer charges and the actual cost of construction. In many ways,
this divide is propelled by the fiction that the image of a building delivers. These images are
often the most valuable aspect of the buildings and leave room for cutting the cost and quality
of the actual construction. The situation that he describes is essentially one where the vast
majority of architects have accelerated their own demise through their eagerness to serve
those with capital and to reap the rewards. In doing so, architects have forgotten the people
who they actually serve – namely the eventual inhabitant. At the same time, their increasing
obsolescence has eliminated a perspective in the building process that can create a bridge
between the capital required to build new structures and the quality of living in a building in
an individual manner. The result is a world that is increasingly devoid of spaces in which to
dwell that serve the needs of the vast majority of humanity and the concentration of wealth in
the hands of an ever-smaller percentage of the global population.
Hope, however, can be found both in the increasingly competitive space of development.
Both public and private developers of new buildings are under increasing pressure to attract
interest from visitors and residents. At the same time, developers are retaining buildings for
longer periods of time and, as a result, demand a greater ease of operations and maintenance.
In this context, a considerable amount of great architecture is being built. The expanding
sources of capital, general growth of the global economy, opening of new markets in Russia,
China, South-East Asia, and the Middle East, and a new generation of talented architects
have led to one of the most significant and diverse proliferations of great design in history.
This body of work has turned away from overarching theoretical concerns with language,
representation, form, style, and political philosophy that once dominated architecture in
order to focus on material, the existential, phenomenal, and experiential dimension of space,
innovative layouts and diagrams, and how these come together to perform efficiently in a
political and environmental context. In many ways, this shift began with the publication of
Rem Koolhaas and OMA’s S, M, L, XL in 1995 and continued with the publication of works
such as Herzog and de Meuron’s Natural History in 2002.
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While a large number of monographs have been created that highlight built works by a wide
range of architects, there have been few books that live up to the standard set by S, M, L, XL
and Natural History. Perhaps this is in part a function of the fact that architects have been
busy building rather than writing and that in the process, they have become increasingly
absorbed within the global structure of capital that threatens their very existence. While many
exceptional buildings have been produced, they have been produced for a relatively small
section of those living in the world. In order to better understand who these building are
being created for, it is helpful to break up the types of buildings being produced into a series
of categories (Fig. 1).

GENERATE CAPITAL such as ofﬁces, retail, theaters, airports,
stadia, labs, factories, hospitals,
schools, exposition centers, and prisons.

SOCIAL SERVICE many of which have become increasingly intended to generate a proﬁt – in
turn leaving gaps in services to be
fulﬁlled by philanthropy.

CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS to expend excess capital.

HIGH END RESIDENTIAL for the owners of the above.

RESIDENTIAL for the professionals and managers.

RESIDENTIAL for the workers.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING

INFORMAL HOUSING

PURELY SPATIAL,
AND SPECULATIVE

Figure 1.
3

MATERIAL,

At the same time, the forces – called active forms by Keller Easterling – that drive this situation
equally influence all nine forms of architecture. Perhaps through a deeper investigation of
these active forms architects will be able to create strategies for affecting a much broader
section of the built environment through the limited typologies that they are commissioned to
design. This is to suggest that it might be possible to extend the scope of a particular building
beyond the expected to affect the context – both local and global – in a more meaningful
manner in order to generate a positive atmosphere in which to live. Doing so will involve
understanding how space is coded with meaning as well as the rules, limitations, and levels
of access. For our part, we hope to help to contribute to the vitality of the profession through
helping to critically frame the current state and offer ways of thinking about how we might
serve our clients, end users, and the world in the future. We will begin by exploring the
context of contemporary practice followed by specific challenges, a theory for approaching
those challenges, and an assessment of our progress.
II. Context of Practice
In order to better understand how architectural practice might make a stronger contribution
to the future of the built environment that overcomes the limits that capital might place on
practice, it is important to understand the context of practice through broad trends that effect
how we live and build (Fig. 2).
III. Practical Strategies for Addressing Context
In addressing this context, architecture practice must take into account the ability to utilize the
following strategies to address specific challenges (Fig. 3).
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DECAYING INFRASTRUCTURE -

RESILIENCY -

as well as its changing nature. In particular, the
tension between mobility and stasis as a driving
force in the history and future of the city. How
will we move people, information, goods,
energy, water, etc… to the locations at which
people live? How is the nature of those
locations themselves changing?

and, in particular, the shift from a discourse
centered on sustainability that looks at how we
might continue our way of life and resist shifts in
the distant future to resiliency that looks at how
we can be ready for change that will arise
suddenly in the present.

WORKFORCE -

BUILT ENVIRONMENT PRODUCTIZATION -

responsible for constructing and maintaining
the built environment. How this workforce is
aging, the need for new methods of training,
and the role that automation and modular
construction play in the process. This would be
an opportunity to explore the connection to
safety, quality of life, productization, big data,
and cross-platform / industry integration.

In particular, the trend towards modular
construction, funding of space through the
products that are sold in them (concessionaires
funding train cars in which they sell goods),
turning pieces of infrastructure into platforms
(lighting poles), and funding development
through selling a product (parking).

AR / VR -

INTEGRATION -

as an extensions of big data as well as a bridge
between the design and construction of space
and the point of view of the user. This would be
an opportunity to explore the inherent cinematic
nature of the current trends in how the built
environment is constructed and maintained.

Figure 2.
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in terms of the different siloed industries
responsible for the built environment as well as
of the many different software, digital, and material platforms that are involved. How integration
supports enhanced productivity and proﬁtability.
The opportunity of an integrated urban operating system.

POPULATION SHIFTS -

NEIGHBORHOOD / LOCAL CHANGE -

and the growing need for general housing as
well as for the elderly. This theme would also
include affordability and social justice as well as
how the rapid development of certain sections
of the city are affecting past and future
residents.

that is occurring across all types of buildings
and scales of construction.

RISK AND SAFETY -

FINANCIALIZATION OF SPACE -

both from the insurance side of the equation as
well as the new technologies (both material and
digital) that are driving the process. In particular, looking at those goods and services that are
blending the two.

how the construction of the built environment is
being funded and how proﬁts are being made.
Trends towards making space more productive,
both for the user and for those investing in the
space. How particular players are quantifying
services as well as how proﬁts are being
reinvested to support improvement.

THOUGHT LEADERSHIP -

POINT OF VIEW -

that comes from elite universities and organizations that nevertheless lacks unity and a sustainable and clear connection between the thought
leadership and the industries that actually
construct the world.

of the individual and a more detailed exploration
of how we inhabit space and of habitat more
broadly. This would allow us to explore the
needs of the end user as well as the increasing
virtualization of space.

MATERIALITY -

expressed in scientiﬁc / engineering terms as a
bridge between the scale of the building and /
or infrastructure and the scale of the material
unit that is used to build those projects. This
would also be a bridge between the bigger
macro urban planning and environmental questions and the micro question of the product and
ultimately the end user.

BIG DATA -

as a key trend that is changing how data is
collected about the construction and management of the built environment. This is connected to computation, the cloud, and the power
that the digital brings to this space and the
extent to which this leads to a physical manifestation as a sensor in the world. How IoT is
driving new trends in urban planning.

ROLE OF GOVERNMENT -

in the process of investing in new infrastructure.
In particular, the role of government spending,
regulation, tax ﬁnancing, the balance between
executive authority and state sponsored development as well as foreign versus domestic
investment.
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IV. Architectural Methods
The above practical strategies largely exist at the level of the practice and collaboration
structure that go into creating a building. In addition to these practical strategies, architects
must employ methods that are used to specifically form a building in relation to the context
that we mentioned and the structure of practice. They exist virtually prior to any specific
deployment in a particular project, are first used on paper in attempting to develop an idea to
solve a particular problem, and ultimately form the appearance of the building. What then are
the specific methods being deployed by these architects in their projects that are so often
lost in the image sold to the client and the public? Figure 4 explores some of these methods.
If these are the categories of methods being used, they are certainly not being used in the
same manner. These varying approaches, moreover, are not equally capable of addressing
the broader context of practice. Figure 5 reflects a way that we might break down these
approaches.
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DRAWING AND DIAGRAMMING and all the analytic tools that can be
applied as a method that can be
applied to all of the above.

SITING as allowing context to overly determine
aspects of the building.

PROGRAMMING in both a very traditional sense and in
an experimental sense.

FREEING OF FUNCTIONS from one another such as the core from
the shell.

SIMPLIFICATION as tied to the history of minimalism that
might lead to a situation where the
architecture disappears to relate to
context or support a particular function.

MEDIATING ranging from the deployment of a
particular technology to a narrative that
deﬁnes the use to a semantics of
tectonics and a syntax in which we read
the building that informs navigation.

RADICALIZATION in the sense that any of the above can
be taken to an extreme.

SHELTERING both as a horizontal and vertical action
that mediates between building and
context in order to create an interstitial
zone.

REFLECTING AND VANISHING as related to the extremes of simplicity
and excess.

EXCESS in the sense of material and luxury and
in the sense of overemphasizing the
above for some effect that does not
necessarily imply radicalization.

SUBTLE CULTURAL GAMES through reference to habit, history, and
context.

UTILIZING THE CELL such as the modular in order to scale a
project.

IMAGING the project in order to reduce it to a
cynical rendering or to an ideal that can
or cannot be a body with organs.

FASHIONING THE BUILDING as subjecting it to trend and style, but
also to deeply held cultural habits connected to class and gender.

GRIDDING and breaking the grid to connect to
context, order the building, provide
hierarchy, and deﬁne a structural and
building system.

LIFTING as pulling a corner or elevating a section to support program.

RISING off the ground plane or ﬂoating altogether to blend building and context.

TWISTING as a smooth fold inward.

PLEATING that can break up the homogeneity of
the surface and deal with scale and
enhance the structural properties of the
surface.

SLICING as penetrating with an axis or force to
reﬂect context and program that might
involve subjecting the entire building
envelope to a varied or singular geometry based on how it will be made.

SOLID AND VOID that draws on ﬁgure ground relationship.

PHENOMENOLOGY OF LIGHT to create particular effects through how
light is allowed to penetrate the space.

MATERIAL PHENOMENOLOGY color, and pattern that creates an atmosphere that makes the inhabitant feel a
certain way.

PLANNING AND SECTIONING as tactics that can synthesize the
others and that can be used to distinguish the architectonic.

CLIENT as expert tailoring of the building to
clients desires to the point where it
becomes the primary driver of the
design.

Figure 4.
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Practitioners, of course, rarely confine their approach just to one of these terms. It is also
the case that one could add the qualifier critical, experimental, or anti- to each of the above
terms. However, it is often the case that architects anchor a mode of working in one and then
supplement that approach with others in order to address specific challenges that arise in
practice. The purpose of highlighting these different methods and ways that they are used is
to better understand what is taking place in projects that win competitions, commissions, and
are ultimately built. This is particularly important because, although many of these practices
and projects are founded on a deep understanding of theory and while this theory might
be inscribed in the building and its image, it often seems to be the case that winning these
commissions is largely based on a superficial reading of the work and celebrity of the architect
rather than the underlying value or theories that their work represents. In this sense, we
should understand the latent forces within and behind what is being built, how those forces
have a positive or negative impact on the world, and how to cultivate the tools and tactics
being used beyond how they are being used within a particular approach in or to offer a more
integrated unbiased efficient and effective architecture.
V. Integration
We want to connect all of the major elements of a project with the most advanced ideas that
can drive innovation both independently and as a collective network that is both physical and
a set of interactions. The architect should aim to represent the latent network based on the
function (idea and knowledge base) rather than the name and identity of a particular partner
involved. The goal is to begin with the problem and then create a cluster of knowledge that
can solve it. We don’t just want to design a solution, but want to incubate a framework. It
is not just a matter of creating a superstructure that generates the narratives that then play
out in the world and with which larger organizations want to be associated with and also not
just a matter of introducing creativity into the development process. It is more about listening
– creating programs that insert individuals into critical conversations that can get out of the
standard flow of the economy in order to insert a critical dimension that can be connected to
broader narratives and expertise.
This is already beginning to occur in the service of industry specific narratives that are struggling
to be translated into the language of the related industries that they must collaborate with to
survive. Architects are ideally positioned to lead the coordination – both in projects that are
going to be built and in an analysis and retrofitting of the existing built environment. We can
create a series of hypotheticals in proximity and linked to each other and the present as the
solution set that drives social impact and a better world with less poverty and inequality. On
a fundamental level, it requires the coordination of policy, program, society, professionals,
industry, academics, data, material, and economics through representation and a set of
schematics that can restate and render the problem and solution in spatial, architectural,
artistic, habitual, and cultural terms as lived practice in a particular space and time. This
does not have to occur in a grand complete manner but can take place in small loops as the
project develops – each of which driving the next cycle of the process. In doing so, we must
require disciplines to tighten the loop and demonstrate the immediate impact of knowledge
to support return on investment.
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This approach would see each project to be built or existing condition to be improved less as
an opportunity to explore a specific spatial, material, or programmatic configuration as a work
of architecture that becomes an image and more as a negotiation of the myriad global forces
that influence the project either directly or indirectly. In this sense, the focus is placed on
the organizations responsible for the construction and maintenance of the built environment
rather than the vision of the architect for a particular project even though it will ultimately
fall on the architect to propose an integration of these forces that inform the project. Such
forces include: energy, waste, water, mobility, material performance, culture, site, ideology,
connection to supporting infrastructure, how we move around and between sites, financing,
debt, performance, business model, risk, insurance, speed of construction, use, demand,
population, opinion, and demographics. The combination of these tactics under the direction
of the specific practice leads to unique atmospheres that define the particular nature of that
practice. This supports distinction that leads to selection in particular contexts for particular
jobs. Each of these atmospheres, however, is increasingly subject to a common environmental,
structural, economic, mechanical, and data analysis by a similar set of consultants, engineers,
material and systems provider in order to ensure that the building performs adequately. In this
context, we might ask how the architect can work with the largest firms involved in the built
environment to enhance distinction, quality of space, and performance.
We should also ask how we can explore some of the concerns that are often missing in
contemporary practice including the following:
1)

An overt reference to history.

2)

Overt political ideology.

3)

Genuine interface with the flux of an active form.

4)

Genuine collaboration with an artist that is engaged in a lived practice.

5)

The commodification of architecture in an art space.

6)

Blending global capital with radical art.

7)

The evaluation of performance and how it contributes to existence in the world in a
context where architects often only show the complete buildings while not animating
and tracking the building over time.

8)

The genuine realization of the building as a temporal entity that requires thinking about
the complete life cycle and how it will ultimately be deconstructed.

9)

Fully considering the role that desire plays in design.

11

The work of the architect becomes the container of these interactions and the conversation
through drawings, interviews, infographics, site visits, analytics, and media that creates room
for reflection around shared information. It is ultimately the responsibility of the architect to
share this information not only with the client but with the broader community. This will lead to
a broader coordination and efficiency that will make it possible to address sections of the city
that might not have been possible due to constraints within a former model, degree of agility,
lean-ness. Each site can be seen as an experiment that records what is taking place and
communicates it to those who it will affect while also pointing to how a specific topic affects
the other peers across sites so that one can convince them to sponsor the broader work of
architecture, urbanism, or economic investment or what ultimately will drive some form of
change. In this sense, the architect must not be confined to the scope of a built project, but
must become a consultant that can affect change through a deeper conversation exploring
and intervening in active forms.
In this sense, architecture practices are caught between what could be and what has been
constructed. There is a deep understanding of how the world functions, design operates, and
how we might create an alternative future. At the same time, practices are often overwhelmed
by the struggle of getting something built. They lose sight of what constitutes every-day
existence and what persists beyond the specific concerns of making a design a built reality.
Addressing this might involve a fundamental shift from projects to products. In this sense,
a practice might not wait for a project to arrive to develop a building component. Instead of
designing it from scratch each time, it could be possible to create a set of interchangeable
parts that are manufacture ready. Moreover, these parts could be made available to other
practices. Access to this collection of parts could be held by the collection of architecture
firms and paid for by the developers funding the building ultimately constructed. To be
successful, it would have to occur on a much larger scale than previously conceived.
Ultimately, it comes down to the skilled coordination and the experience that results. It is quite
important to emphasize what the built work will ultimately cause the inhabitant to experience.
This ambition should be clearly stated as connected to the underlying active forms that inform
the life of the inhabitant and connect to the broader world in which they live. From this initial
point of departure, it becomes about the explicit negotiation that takes place to realize that
atmosphere. Doing so would serve as an explicit contrast to practices describing contextual
limitations from zoning, axis, and climate among others that are often converted into a formal
language that forgets that these conditions only exist because the site is being used in a
particular manner and because they are generating a particular set of experiences for a set of
people. We must ask what and how the formal characteristics are contributing to experience
in order to explore the potentiality of what it might become. This is a particularly charged
process when working with a site – especially large ones – that are going to become subject
to the above tactics. They work together to make the space stand out from immediately
neighboring sites through the special contemporary treatment that connects it to the global
set of highly capitalized contemporary spaces. This would involve becoming fully aware of the
extent to which the architect is asked to perform a kind of alchemy whereby, through design,
capital infused “real estate” increases the value of assets for less than the cost of design and
construction services in order to provide a return on investment.
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Surpassing the mediocre is a matter of will and conviction. In the end, great architecture has
no name. It is like an abstract drawing that everyone inexplicably understands. Sometimes
we get to imagine it, but we invariably return disappointed, because the collaboration does not
yet exist. The architect cannot be made uniquely responsible for these visions. Technology
and mediation of the world and design process through technology is the only possible way to
achieve an architecture of the future. Our reasons for creating it are radically different from the
ones we have today. For that, we have to evolve. The reason, for us and for others, is greater
equity, affordability, and capacity to dwell and live within an economy and society. Today we
look at the reasons for making architecture as a means of developing capital, providing return
on investment, shelter, and entertainment. Tomorrow it will be liberation, open and common
space, and innovation.
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