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In the last decade, a range of par-
ticipatory and activist practices have 
emerged as the self-proclaimed 
inheritors of architecture’s social 
project. From Architecture for 
Humanity’s aid in poor and disas-
ter-stricken regions to temporary 
urban interventions, many of these 
initiatives transcend conventional 
definitions of architecture.! A new 
generation of architects, design-
ers, and urbanists are turning 
down o"ce jobs to build shelters 
in Burma, reclaim the streets of 
Sevilla, guerrilla-garden in London, 
or study the favelas of Rio de Janeiro. 
Privileging activism, informality, and 
alterity over what is perceived as a 
dominant architectural culture of 
tired formalism and celebrity obses-
sions, such practices expand design 
from the manipulation of form and 
material to the development of pro-
cedures and the creation of models 
of engagement.# Despite their 
potential for change, many critics 
remain skeptical about the ultimate 
results and repercussions of these 
initiatives. Those policing the dis-
ciplinary boundaries of architecture 
have been most readily dismissive 
of what they consider to be social 
work and not architecture. Perhaps 
the most conspicuous challenge to 
such disciplinary rejection has been 
the #$!$ MoMA exhibition Small 
Scale, Big Change: New Architectures of 
Social Engagement.% With projects that 
include low-cost housing, commu-
nity facilities, school building, access 
to public transportation, and the 
renovation of existing social housing, 
the exhibition claimed novelty for a 
socially relevant form of architectural 
practice. While this direction is far 
from unprecedented in the history 

of twentieth-century architecture, it 
is indeed rare in MoMA’s curatorial 
tradition.& Yet, despite the symbolic 
importance and the galvanizing 
e'ect of such exhibitions, contem-
porary architectural culture seems 
to be increasingly fragmented by a 
fundamental fault line: that between 
architecture as social process and 
architecture as formal object.

On which side of this split 
can we locate the social project of 
architecture today? Is it a matter 
of devising social procedures or 
designing novel forms? How can new 
imaginaries be produced, through 
projection or activism? Can archi-
tects, if they wish to be socially 
responsible, remain designers or 
should they instead become social 
workers, as some practitioners con-
tinue to claim? These questions are 
hardly new. And I think they will 
remain a tempest in a teapot unless 
we can devise a more precise way 
to evaluate the e'ects of these new 
projects on their larger social and 
political context. To do so, we need 
an analytical lens other than that 
conventionally trained on archi-
tectural projects. Such a change in 
perspective is well under way, not 
only in the field of architecture but 
in many humanities and social sci-
ence disciplines. The following three 
propositions suggest how such shi(-
ing approaches might help us rethink 
the social project of contemporary 
architecture.

From Intentionality to Agency
A first, rather straightforward 
shi( in perspective is that from 
intentionality to agency.) Critics 
typically evaluate the stated inten-
tion of the designer in relation to 

the evidence of the architectural 
product, whether gleaned through 
its media representation or through 
personal experience. That approach 
may su"ce to judge the aesthetic 
or experiential merits of a building 
but does not prove very helpful in 
assessing the types of projects and 
practices mentioned above. Does 
PARK(ing) Day—an annual event 
whereby designers and citizens tem-
porarily transform metered parking 
spots into public miniparks—con-
stitute a fundamental shi( in the 
sociality of the contemporary street, 
or is it a mere sign of spatial con-
quest by the cappuccino-sipping 
middle class? Answering that ques-
tion requires an analysis not only 
of the social or political intentions 
but of the agents, constituents, and 
publics involved in such events, the 
ways they emerge and proliferate, 
and, most importantly, their ultimate 
repercussions—spatially, socially, 
and architecturally.

A crucial weakness of many 
activist architectural practices today 
is not that they are divorced from 
the conventional tools of design 
but that they are o(en only rhe-
torically political. They share this 
tendency with the dominant culture 
of architecture that they claim so 
loudly to reject. If formalism can be 
easily dismissed for its fetishizing of 
intentionality through authorship, 
architectural activism o(en falls 
victim to the same temptation, even 
if the intentions are explicitly politi-
cal rather than aesthetic. The tone 
of the debate changes fundamentally 
when we focus instead on the e'ects 
rather than the intentions of such 
projects. Despite benevolent rhetoric 
and good intentions, some activist 
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projects are rightly criticized for 
being vehicles of a new “humanitar-
ian imperialism” or for engendering 
urban gentrification.* In basic terms, 
an analysis of the social project of 
architecture today can no longer 
remain within the realms of intent, 
form, or representation but needs to 
tie these to consequence and e'ect.

From Ideology to Materiality
A second and related proposition is to 
more carefully consider the materiality 
of the projects under scrutiny. The call 
to judge architecture on what it does 
rather than how it represents is com-
monplace in architectural culture, and 
yet it is rarely answered. In some ways, 
this mirrors the recent calls across 
the humanities and social sciences 
for a “new materialism.”+ Such calls 
should logically find fertile ground in 
architecture. It is hard to imagine a 
discipline traditionally better placed 
to think through issues of materiality 
and their human ramifications. And 
yet, architecture’s materialism is o(en 
as idealistic as the type of reductive 
Marxism Bruno Latour so cogently 
dismisses., Architecture critics—even 
those with a so-called phenomenologi-
cal interest—have a long tradition of 
evaluating architectural projects as if 
they were images rather than complex 
processes of policy, design, construc-
tion, and inhabitation. The tendency 
within the academy to treat archi-
tecture discursively does not always 
prove useful for gauging its social role. 
Architecture is too o(en understood 
as a realm of forms merely represent-
ing the social, rather than as a process 
of production that takes place within 
a larger social world and also helps 
shape that world. Shi(ing the lens 
thus means reconnecting architectural 
production with consumption and use.

The direct equivalence of 
architectural form with politics—a 
modernist contradiction given new 
life by an alliance of practitioners 
and theorists during the !--$s—has 
now largely been discredited.- But 
its withering has only laid bare an 

older and more fundamental fallacy 
of architectural theory, whose basic 
assumption is pars pro toto: singular 
works of architecture illuminate our 
contemporary condition to such 
extent that the larger production of 
the built environment is but a foot-
note of similitude. Such a lens freezes 
the complex materiality of building 
into ideology and representation. 
Only a more empirically attuned lens, 
which focuses on the relationships 
between the material and the social, 
can reveal that complexity. In order to 
illuminate such relationships, we need 
to approach architecture not as an 
image of the political but as an integral 
part of a more messy politics in which 
the materiality of architecture matters 
as much as those actually producing 
and using it.

From Critique to Reflexivity
Discussing the social project of 
architecture requires contextu-
alization against the horizon of 
contemporary capitalism. The social 
ambitions of architectural modern-
ism did not exist in a vacuum and 
were tied to larger forces such as 
national economic development, 
militarization, systems of inter-
national trade, the development 
of the welfare state, and so on. So 
too is contemporary architecture 
inscribed in a particular regime of 
production and consumption.!$ If 
that regime is now predominantly 
referred to as neoliberal and urban-
ization continues to play a key role 
in its strategies of accumulation, the 
politics of architecture are certainly 
more complex than blanket cat-
egories of complicity or resistance 
allow. The fact that the social role 
of architecture is now more o(en 
understood in terms of individual 
agency than collective structure 
might itself be part of a broader shi( 
in mindset accompanying the rise 
of neoliberal democracies over the 
past decades. Despite their entangle-
ment in increasingly interconnected 
structures, architects o(en appear to 

be standing alone. That is the case 
for star architects, behind whom are 
hidden not only droves of hardwork-
ing interns but an unwieldy network 
of media and other institutions. It 
is also true for the “critical prac-
titioner,” a figure in which dissent 
and entrepreneurship have become 
almost indistinguishable.

Much of the activist subculture 
of contemporary architecture is 
founded on Henri Lefebvre’s critiques 
of capitalist urbanization.!! But with 
critique o(en comes recuperation.!# In 
France, for instance, Lefebvre’s theo-
ries and the work of the Situationists 
were quickly institutionalized by the 
bureaucratic state and selectively co-
opted in urban development from the 
!-+$s onward.!% To what extent can 
the critical and creative apparatus of 
today’s DIY urbanism be recuperated 
for conflicting purposes, such as when 
flash mobs become marketing tools 
and corporations reclaim the streets 
for pedestrian shoppers? With its pri-
oritizing of alterity, the fringes, the 
radical, and the small scale, “critical 
spatial practice” may no longer consti-
tute the most appropriate strategy. We 
should be wary of the claim that such 
approaches are inherently progressive 
because they o'er a critique of capital-
ism. Understanding and representing 
mundane yet complex processes or 
systems like trash collection or the 
urban economics of housing could be 
far more critical, both to the field of 
architecture and to society at large. 
Rather than spectacular critique, 
we need sustained attention and 
committed experimentation. That 
means appreciating failure as much 
as success, learning from doing, and 
analyzing as much as projecting. It 
is a long-term reflexive process, the 
patience for which is persistently lack-
ing in many types of practice today, 
both activist and projective. If DIY 
urbanism continues to operate trans-
versally rather than progressively, 
it may ultimately fail to accumulate 
social capital outside of a relatively 
small group of activists. Instead, more 
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sustained, reflexive practices can fun-
damentally alter the ways architectural 
knowledge is acquired. 

For much of the profession, 
claiming a social role for architecture 
is nothing but a hollow gesture—
naive if not disingenuous. It is no 
longer commonly accepted that archi-
tects should have legitimate expertise 
about building or everyday life in its 
most basic forms. Such knowledge, 
which used to be both expected from 
and eagerly imported into the field 
of architecture, is now cause for dis-
ciplinary anxiety. Yet the persistent 
conviction that engaging external 
forms of knowledge threatens the 
discipline of architecture does not 
hold up against the multiplicity of 
contemporary practice. Architectural 
knowledge is not a closed realm 
internal to a single discipline. The 
vitality of architecture hinges on its 
engagement with foreign domains of 
knowledge. Architectural experimen-
tation should include not only form, 
process, and production but also 
reception and use. The development 
of strategies for social engagement 
today cannot be imagined without 
such an open approach to the produc-
tion of knowledge. They could play a 
crucial role, once again, in our under-
standing of architecture’s situated 
agency in the world.
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