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Architects are in charge of the FORM of the built environment, not its content. We 

need to grasp this and run with this despite all the (ultimately conservative) 

moralizing political correctness that is trying to paralyse us with bad conscience 

and arrest our explorations if we cannot instantly demonstrate a manifest tangible 
benefit for the poor-as if the delivery of social justice is the architect's 

competency .... Architecture is NOT ART although FORM is our specific contribution 

to the evolution of world society. 
-Patrik Schumacher1 

There is no imperative that we [architects] must use any given technique. There is, 

however, an imperative that we attempt to better understand architectural activity, 

the problem situation within which it works, and the reasons for its often rather bad 

performance. At any rate, it is only through such an understanding of architecture's 

relation to its problems that we could come to know when and where to use which 

new techniques. 

-Stanford Anderson2 

For nearly a century, architecture education in North America (and even elsewhere) has 

been fixated on what is usually deemed "design research.'' Whether it be from Colin Rowe 

to Peter Eisenman, or from Zaha Hadid to Patrik Schumacher, the avant-garde desire for 

"genuine novelty" has been passed down from mentor to pupil, driving a never-ending 
process of call and response among designers-a process that is assumed to be a central 

part of the discipline's basic knowledge.3 Within the academy, investigations of "pure" 

form and the formal resolution of design have been taken as legitimate arenas for 

expending research energy (and funding). The ensuing pedagogical experimentation and 

peer review publication that results from this research constitutes the testing ground for 

legitimacy within the academy, yet also professionally, beyond its ivory towers. 

What is design research? Instead it might be better to ask: when should design be 

considered research? It is less a question of what it is-as it can be nearly anything, given 

the complexity and enormity of design concerns-than when do we know we are dealing 

with it. Design research is recognized in any of the many images that depict processes of 

formal transformation: say for example, one of Eisenman's early houses or one of BIG's 

(Bjarke Ingels Group's) numerous housing proposals. It is also found in the depictions of 

alternative proposals for a particular design, like the ubiquitous grid of building models

from the various entries in a design competition to the "glut images" of multiple iterations 
provided by Gehry Partners or OMA (Office of Metropolitan Architecture). Both recall the 

scales practiced by an opera singer or the timed laps of an Olympic swimmer in training, 

in that they depict the probing of limits and the feats of labor necessary in order to realize 

worthwhile achievements. Design research is thus a reflexive indication of the questions 

asked in the design process to satisfy a brief or requirement; and, furthermore, of a 

particular intelligence used to face the dilemmas necessitated by this questioning. 
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Yet it can be said that this intellectual vision is predicated on a pernicious assumption 

that masks dangerous political implications: the performance of form's inventiveness 
holds legitimate social value, regardless of the particular social effects of the forms 

generated. I say "performance," in light of a particular character that architectural design 

pedagogy has possessed since the standardization of disparate teaching models in the 
United States just over a century ago. Soon after 1900, the importation of teaching 

methods from the Ecole des Beaux Arts, namely three primary technical exercises 
(analytique/esquisse/thesis) and one overarching milieu (design studio or atelier), 

initiated a logic that privileged representations over performance.4 As a pendulum swing 
against this, later importation of Bauhaus teaching methods-specifically the vorkurs, 
preliminary design course-upset or compromised this development. This Beaux-Arts
followed-by-Bauhaus succession was in effect a one-two punch of sorts. While the 

representations generated in the Beaux Arts method embodied competence at techniques 
of imitation-beginning with the analytique (analysis drawings of existing architecture), 

then the esquisse (regulatory sketches for a future design) and culminating in the Rome 

Prize competition entry (complete and resolved design)-the provisional products of the 

vorkurs telegraphed, whether actually present and accounted for or not, a burgeoning 

architectural subject capable of inventive exploration. If the earlier model depended upon 
representations "speaking" for their creators within the closed chamber of learned 

professional experts who adjudicated design merit, the Bauhaus model democratized this 
representational logic (of both architectural content and the subject of architecture, i.e. 

the designer), paving the way for an eventual public performance of the adjudication 

process through the jury or review.5 The designer, established by these pedagogical 

performance rituals as a professional and as a disciplined member of an intellectual order 

(an academician in the French sense), learns to project the values of these social groups 

through who they are and what they do. 

In this pedagogical shift, the status of architectural drawings as "immutable mobiles," a 
term coined by Bruno Latour, was simultaneously secured and augmented by the 

designer's performance of her role as singular creator.6 1mmutable mobiles are those 
precise and reasonably permanent entities (such as maps and charts) that retain their 

informational value while freely moving about in the world; though in existence long 

before the training of architects joined the university, the practice of using such 

representations in an teaching context forcefully propped up budding educational 

regimes. In twentieth century North American educational development, the logic of 

imitation was fused with the logic of invention, generating a challenge for the modern 

designer to satisfy the mission of both-to extend the world as it is currently known, and 

to improve upon it. Latour's assessment is pointedly ontological. It is concerned with a 

character of being that is possessed by intermediary, transitional artifacts: not quite end 

products, and yet not merely tools to realize them. The designer who generates 

immutable mobiles is a similar entity: not quite the maker of art (someone else usually 

builds what they design), and yet unmistakably more than a mere facilitator of making on 

the part of others, namely building contractors. More clearly, designers are initiators of 

the usefulness of architectural representations-a characterization that pinpoints 

function as that criteria which distinguishes architecture from art. Yet this way of 

thinking about function in relation to architectural representations is precisely what 
serves to ultimately sidestep important questions regarding society's demand for 

architecture. 

Applied to architectural drawings, a characterization like Latour's assists in precisely 

identifying how design research can appear to satisfy conventional social demands-by 

examining form's relation to function, say, or by pioneering new formal techniques-while 

in effect actually sidestepping it altogether. Thinking in terms of immutable mobiles 

suggests that the logic of design research might be masking a certain slippage, one in 

which form (social and architectural) is mistaken for (social) performance. 

I would argue design research proper consists nearly exclusively of two- and three

dimensional representations, and not of realized buildings. Though the former contributes 

to the latter's existence, realized buildings are NOT primarily evidence that design 

research has indeed taken place. What I mean by this is that design research is the 

process of being self-conscious about the principles and techniques of designing, which 

are hidden or masked by a design's resolution in built form. Multiple forms can indeed be 

entertained en route to resolving a design; yet once a design solution is resolved formally, 



the multiplicity of myriad and distinct design proposals evaporates. The virtual potential 

of the iterations entertained crystalizes into something new: a potential to perceive one 
precise entity as possessing many numerous multivalent uses, allusions and meanings. 

This shift occurs because the inquiry into the potential of forms, engaged in during earlier 

stages of design, is eclipsed by what is best described as a kind of performance-one 

delivered by the resolved design, and discernable in the multiple layers of experience 

capable of being extracted from encounters with its realization. 

This latter performance-of architecture, one could say, on the part of a design-extends 

beyond society's precise demand for architecture. Like any good stage performance, a 
resolved design becomes a memorable event, perhaps even an architectural event, for the 

ages? Recalling Bernard Tschumi's admonition in "Spaces and Events" to recognize that 
the forms of space are not synonymous with the events performed within them-whether 

or not imagined by the designers-design research benefits from welcoming the 

confluence of concepts found in the term performance.8 While design research clearly 

performs pedagogically, i.e., allows for methods of design to be imaged so as to be 
emulated (by students) and exceeded (by future architects), it is only through the 

panoply of multiple designs that it performs intentionally and pedagogically. Analogous is 
the way an actor's performance of an established role (like Lear or Hamlet) 

simultaneously brings a complex character distinct from the actor to life, and renders the 

performer's skill and genius at doing so palpable. In the case of the actor, performance

as the technical mastery of necessary attributes for successful realization-is clearly not 

identical to the masterful nuance of character, complexity of motivation and rich inner life 

found in say, a memorable production of King Lear. 

Furthermore, there is another, third sense of the word performance distinct from the 

previous two, which comes into play when questioning the value or values of design 

research. In a compelling and wide-ranging study of the concept of performance in 

contemporary society, Jon McKenzie identifies distinct technical, cultural and managerial 

discourses surrounding the word.9 His identification of a managerial logic of performance 

-characterized by the social pressure to perform within incorporations (rather than 

institutions), under threat of the loss of membership or social standing within them-adds 

a third frame to the two I have already described, namely performance logics of technical 

proficiency and cultural expression.10 

I would suggest that the eclipsing of the designer's performance of disciplinary inquiry by 
the resolved design's performance of architecture, in relation to the question of design 

research, is not uniquely architectural at all-despite being tied to the kinds of 

representations described earlier. Instead, a resolute downplaying of an account for what 

McKenzie terms organizational or managerial performance suggests it as an absent 

cause. It is important to observe that all varieties of immutable mobiles project an elusive 
discursive centrality, which involves an unmistakable quality of "being there" that is the 

analogue of a discipline's elusiveness. Immutable mobiles, taken as more than just 
information-that is as structures of knowledge-are engaged in linkages that contribute 

to that information's exchange value in society; that is to say, they play a fundamental 

role in instituting social organization around and through artifacts such as immutable 

mobiles. If knowledge's application "in the field" happens wherever it may, attention to 
this knowledge foregrounds the presence of a disciplinary field simultaneously more 

precise, more tangible and more locatable than its widely dispersed domain of application. 

This is due to the fact that the scientific rigor associated with immutable mobiles, maps 

and architectural drawings alike, can easily move from the center to the periphery and 

back again-and the application of the dispersed authority constituted by them always 

needs to be managed. Neither the halls of a school nor the volumes in a library nor the 

headquarters of a professional association alone marks the epicenter of a practice's social 
usefulness or value-it is always being negotiated within myriad social exchanges 

simultaneously. 

Architectural drawings, in particular, generate a type of presence that heretofore was 

located in the figure of the architect, and depended upon that figure's movement for its 

efficacy. As Helene Lipstadt has argued, a distinct class of architectural representations 

came into existence with immutable mobiles, namely figurations, which foreground "the 

psycho-social conditions governing the production of the object used to differentiate 

representations by architects from other representations of architecture."11 Architectural 
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figurations stand in for the figure of the architect; they speak the aspirations of the 

designer, rather than just the facts of the design. Hence they are images that primarily 

traffic in intentions, over and above their informational content, in order to on the one 

hand give voice to architectural design's potential value to society, and on the other hand 
easily move from the academy to the profession, and back again-so as to legitimize and 

manage this value. It should, however, be asked: if the representations produced by 
design research are clearly intentional (i.e. are figurations), what relates to form and what 

to performance? What variety of the latter do they purport to be, or rather encompass? 

In the movement from place to place, and in the networking of various social figures into 

larger assemblages, architectural representations draw discursive attention to 

architecture's societal value. Thus, a transference is discernable in those figurations 

calling out design research's presence, most resolutely linking them to a performative 

logic-in particular, I would argue, to its logic of management. Why else would images that 

in effect compete with the usefulness of buildings be taken by society as guarantors of 

that very value? They would do so, it seems to me, precisely if they instantiated the 

designer's responsibility to ask, in Stanford Anderson's prescient words, how to "better 

understand architectural activity, the problem situation within which it works, and the 

reasons for its often rather bad performance." And nowhere is this more valuable than in 

relation to representations generated in an educational context, whether produced by the 

student en route to professionalization, or by the professional acting as an academic 

researcher concentrating on design-in effect researching new ways to exceed the 

discipline's track record of "bad performance," as a means of managing the built 

environment to contribute to society's well-being. 

In conclusion, scholastic exchanges-of figurations for realizations and of design research 

for pedagogical or professional activity-perform a vital role within the replacement of 

intellectual labor. Though the pedagogical environment might seem secluded from the 
vagaries and struggles of the world, as training ground, ivory tower and think tank, it 

contributes to real-world negotiations-and real world struggles-by encompassing a 
variety of activities. In addition to indoctrinating new recruits by way of a discipline (or 

brotherhood) and extending valuable social practices from one generation to the next, 

architecture schools, perhaps most significantly, lend disciplinary credence to 

architectural knowledge as one field among many. They legitimize those inculcated skills 

imparted by training and the products of research undertaken as proof of the field's social 
value. Yet today, as professional practice is claimed by many to be the new incubator of 

innovation, might it be best that we stop searching either in "practice" or "the academy" 
to locate new horizons for design research, and look further afield? 12 While academic 

traditions, and design research in particular, have emphasized technical and cultural 

performance criteria, can it be argued there has been a corresponding lag in examining 

what McKenzie has identified as the post-Taylorized managerial logic of contemporary 

society-in which the horizon of performance within "in-corporations" remains beyond 

our discipline's control, yet appears out there, as a goal yet to be achieved and an 

aspiration worth taking on? If so, the very claim that practice offers the antidote to the 

academy misidentifies the where for a possible what. If we were to instead explore 

alternative means-recognize the presence of multiple performative dynamics in design 

research's very regimes-performance itself might yet be an instrument for increasing 

architecture's net social worth. 
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