
This book hopes to fill a huge and consequential gap in architectural 
thought and practice: the acknowledgment of the fact that architects 
 labor—that our time in the office is work, that this work is monetized, and 
that monetization is part of our larger, national, economic equation. We 
might think that our design activity is art and not work; we might assume 
that we offer our spatial gifts to society from some exceptional position 
outside society itself; we might hope that our value to society transcends 
commerce—but no. We are part of the labor force and, like other labor-
ers, ensnared in capitalism’s web. The fact that architects themselves are 
startled by the term “architectural labor” indicates how late, compared to 
professions like art, film, journalism, couture, and literature, we are to a 
substantive discussion of labor and its value. This book is not a how-to 
guide to creating robust professional practices. It is rather an examination 
of our befuddled concept of “architectural work” and that befuddlement’s 
negative consequences on our various institutions.

I do not make a significant distinction between labor and work, and, 
in this, ignore Hannah Arendt’s provocative and influential separation 
 between actions that are merely for survival (labor) and actions that con-
tribute to sustained existence (work), one that architects have long pon-
dered. Is it “labor” if we don’t like a project, or if that project produces 
merely a building, not a piece of “architecture”? Is it “work” if we do 
like it, or if the architecture created produces aesthetic and social value? 
 Arendt’s distinction is difficult to parse, primarily because she doesn’t ex-
tol in this distinction the virtues of “work” over “labor.” Arendt saw these 
categories respectively as the thesis and antithesis of her desired synthesis—
action. Hers was a critique of Marxists, whose emphasis on labor versus 
work failed to instill broad consciousness about public life or bring social 
change to a complacent post-World War II era. I want to suggest therefore 
a different view of work and labor, one that corresponds more with today’s 
cultural climate: work is what we do in our personal lives, as in, we go to 
work each day; labor is work’s financial institutionalization, a function of 
the gross domestic product (GDP). Different lens, same substance.

Architects’ faith that we operate outside the arena of labor is bolstered 
by our difficulty in determining what kind of work we do. We balk at 

Introduction



2 Introduction

being considered a service industry, since we assume that we offer more 
to our clients than need-fulfillment. We produce objects (big ones) upon 
demand but refuse to recognize that this is piece-work, ensuring that we 
have no contingencies despite the fact that piece-work is the most easily 
abused form of labor. The owners of the many small firms that are typical 
of architecture rarely see themselves as “freelancers” or “entrepreneurs,” 
missing out on both the “risk” and “innovation” discourse associated with 
these roles as they assume instead that they are mere business owners (with 
virtually no business training). In terms of structuring work within the 
architectural office—the world of “human resources”—the labor versus 
management and employee versus employer distinction is surprisingly 
vague, despite the fact that it is usually obvious whether one is getting 
paid or paying others. In large firms, employees rise to the position of team 
manager, and while they are on salary, they identify with firm owners’ 
need to extract as much labor as possible from those working under them. 
In small firms, which have the advantage of less hierarchical, more inti-
mate relations between firm owners and employees, and where the ethos is 
one of team effort, neither side wants to call attention to the fundamental 
owner/worker distinction. Consequently, in both small and large firms, 
few want to speak the language of “labor,” passing over its concomitant 
elements of fair pay, work-life balance, racial and gender equity, overtime 
and benefits, among others.1

Given all the reasons why our profession is late to the labor discourse, 
I still am searching for reasons why we are so willing to stay ignorant of 
our work conditions. We are notoriously underpaid as a profession, and 
most of the architects I know (I know many) are unhappy with their 
lot.  Architects are not just financially precarious, with dubious work-life 
balance, but all wish for more social relevance and enhanced bargaining 
power in shaping our built environment. For all our ambitions, we assume 
that our state of affairs is God-given, and if we aren’t feeling fulfilled or 
rewarded, it must be our own individual fault. My research is an institu-
tional  critique, but it is also an analysis of architects’ acceptance of their 
institutional and professional limitations. I do blame capitalist ideology—
how capitalism convinces us that things that don’t work in our favor ac-
tually are good for us—but how particularly does it operate on architects?

These essays then are motivated as much by questions of our architec-
tural subjectivity—how do we architects process that ideology? how do 
we identify as cultural performers?—as they are of our institutions and 
practices. This subject-emphasizing take on architectural labor aligns with 
research I have done prior to coming to the topic, research motivated 
largely by an interest in formalism. My PhD studies on Adrian Stokes, the 
early 20th-century British art and architecture critic, did not include any 
political or institution critique, and Stokes himself, a formalist of sorts, was 
not political at all. But he did create and promote a type of aesthetic writ-
ing that evaluated works based on what they indicate about the maker’s 
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psycho/subjective/mental state. Stokes was analyzed by Melanie Klein, 
the rival to Anna Freud as heir to Freudian child analysis, and his assess-
ments are an application of Kleinian psychoanalysis to art criticism. Klein 
 imagined an “inner world” that attempted to match the “outer world” and 
described the various “positions”—some destructive, some  nurturing—
that children occupied vis-à-vis the outside world. Stokes in turn de-
scribed architecture in terms of a building’s demonstration of its maker’s 
position—the “outer” expression of the architect’s “inner” thoughts. My 
work on Stokes and Klein in turn led to other analysts, like Jacques Lacan 
and Felix Guattari, with much more politically motivated forms of analy-
sis. The neo-Marxism guiding these analysts connects back to the work of 
the Frankfurt School and post-structuralists, schools of thought that had 
filled my teaching syllabi when trying to address the connection between 
form-making and politics, and to their varying attempts to locate aesthetic 
and cultural production within the capitalist subject.

Stokes also led to re-reading other formalists who emphasized not the 
form of the object but the mental attitude of the maker/subject. John 
Ruskin, with whom Stokes intellectually sparred, is a primary exam-
ple. Stokes’s Stone of Rimini was his answer to Ruskin’s Stones of Venice; 
Stokes argued that Quattrocento-era artisans, with a more “objective” 
view of stone and the natural world and not the artisans of the Gothic 
period  favored by Ruskin, presented the paradigm of aesthetic excellence. 
One needn’t take sides on that debate to still realize that Ruskin is para-
digmatic amongst architecture critics for making architectural labor his 
central cause. Emphasizing the relationship between “subject” and form 
also draws parallels to Russian Formalists, who evaluated aesthetic pro-
duction in terms of an object’s demonstration of its makers’ desire to play 
with viewers/readers’ expectations. Literature wasn’t evaluated by a given 
plot, for example; it was evaluated by how the story was told.

The point of highlighting subjectivity is connecting to agency. These 
essays are ultimately motivated by the following queries: How can we see 
through the limiting dogmas we have been handed and replace them with 
new narratives, new organizations, and new methods of production? How 
can architects sit at the decision-making table in order to combat short-
term real estate interests in favor of long-term social and ethical gain? 
How can we as architects drag our discipline—its conceptualization, its 
pedagogy, its enactment—into the 21st century without succumbing to its 
neoliberal paradigm?

These essays assume, on the one hand, that architectural labor is a sub-
category of creative work, itself a subcategory of work, itself a subcategory of 
capitalism—and, on the other hand, that architectural labor is a subcate-
gory of architectural disciplinarity, institutionalization, and professional-
ism. They traverse the discursive terrain that starts with an examination 
of labor-as-design and progresses through studies of architecture-as- 
institutionalized-labor. They are largely but not wholly chronological, 
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in as much as my interest started first with issues of form-making, craft, 
and design and moved increasingly outward toward the contexts in which 
form-making takes place: the academy, the office, cultural discourse, pro-
fessional institutions, the political economy. The first chapter, “Detail 
and Design,” looks at architectural details—usually the index of excel-
lent  design—as operating in the intimate nexus between design inten-
tion and construction, focusing on how that nexus can be interpreted 
relationally, socially, and non-hierarchically. This essay, 14 years before 
others in this book, begins a trajectory into the question of contempo-
rary architectural labor, asking how the intimacy of the architectural 
detail was affected by  new Computer-Aided Design/Computer-Aided 
 Manufacturing (CAD-CAM) technology. It was motivated by two 
things: my architectural practice, where I could see that my knowledge 
of  detailing— old-school, hand-drawn, caring but insecure—was subject 
to new information and technologies, and my theory work that bristled 
against phenomenologists who praised “traditional” and local methods of 
building that worked only for the rich who could afford this indulgence. 
Wasn’t it the case that architects who cared about craft could also embrace 
new and less labor- intensive technologies? This thought was certainly 
pushed along by attending a lecture by Bernard Cache, who was making 
beautiful things with new technologies as well as producing a theory of 
technological progress through history. (I was smitten.)

Between that essay and the next, “Work,” a number of things happened. 
I was asked to speak on architectural detailing at a conference in Jerusalem 
and, in preparation, read Ed Ford’s Details of Modern Architecture, referenced 
more explicitly in Chapter 4, which noted the fact that socially minded 
architects of the 19th century cared about the constructor, while those 
in the 20th century cared about the user.2 This focused further thinking 
about the loss of concern for the actual worker. I also got an A. Whitney 
Griswold Research Grant from Yale University, supporting interviews of 
various actors in the AEC industry to determine how new CAD-CAM 
technologies were changing their protocols and their relationships with 
the other actors. (One of these interviews was with Phil Bernstein, who 
introduced me to BIM and who became a valuable colleague in rethinking 
architecture’s “value proposition.”3) I also started The Architecture Lobby 
as I questioned more and more why architects were so unhappy despite how 
creatively satisfying we believed architecture should be.4 All of these made 
me wonder about the nature of work in general and where creative work 
stood in theories of work. This chapter was actually half of that original 
research, the other half, not printed here, being “Practicing Practice” in 
Perspecta 42 (2012). At that time, new modes of practice brought about by 
CAD-CAM indicated that the problematic division between design and 
execution—a division intended to aggrandize the first at the expense of 
the latter—was finally over, as was the reliance on a patron if CAD-CAM 
could move architecture toward prefabrication. Architects could own the 
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means of production! This (naïve) insight pushed research on what “good” 
working conditions look like, and in particular, how “work” in artistic 
fields is understood. When this piece was finally p ublished in Perspecta 47, 
Money in 2014, it found an architectural readership turning its attention 
away from technological optimism toward economic precarity.

Chapter 3, “Parametric Work,” examines contemporary architectural 
tools that organize our design work, specifically parametrics, to explain 
why this new tool means such different things in different parts of the 
discipline—formal on the one hand, speaking to those interested in an 
avant-garde, and informational on the other, of interest to practitioners de-
signing complex buildings. How is one to understand the almost complete 
disconnect between those architects exploring the blob-form potential of 
parametrics from those using Revit-style parametrics for communicating 
between different AEC actors? The invitation to present my thoughts on 
this—trying to be judicious about the two approaches but clearly more 
pro-informational—at “The Politics of Parametricism: Digital Tech-
nologies and the Future(s) of Sociality,” organized by Matthew Poole and 
Manuel Shvartzberg, connected me to like-minded thinkers who were 
finally taking a critical look at the techno-utopianism of parametricism.5 
In particular, it cemented a relationship with Shvartzberg, who became a 
significant member of the Architecture Lobby and co-author of numerous 
articles on architecture’s alternate capabilities.

The next two chapters are two parts of what was one talk I gave in 
Newcastle, UK, at the 11th International AHRA Conference “Industries 
of Architecture: Relations, Process, and Product” on November 13–15, 
2014, organized by Katie Lloyd Thomas, Tilo Amhoff, and Nick Beech. 
That talk combined two thoughts: that Ed Ford’s observation about the 
different socially minded orientations of 19th- versus 20th-century ar-
chitects should be put in a capitalist context and that the re-emergence of 
labor discourse via “new” theories of immaterial labor and the knowledge 
worker needed to be both celebrated and put into a contemporary capi-
talist architectural context. Printed as “Architectural Work: Immaterial 
Labor” in the book that came out of that conference, they are broken up 
here into Chapter 4, “Architectural Work in the Capitalist Context,” and 
Chapter 5, “Immaterial Labor,” in order to elaborate more fully on the 
latter, on which my thinking continued to develop.

Chapter 6 on antitrust laws and their effect on our profession is by far 
the most difficult and rewarding paper I have written. Supported by a 
2015 Arnold W. Brunner Grant by AIANY, it allowed me to get into 
the weeds of the effect of antitrust laws—enforcing competition and dis-
allowing talks of fair fees and wages for fear of collusion—on the profes-
sion of architecture. Not only were the hundreds of relevant court cases 
hard to navigate but legal thinking—deeply unspeculative—was so dif-
ferent from architectural theory. Even with the essential help of my re-
search assistant, Vittorio Lovato, and the generous guidance of Yale Law 



6 Introduction

professor Al Klevorick, the distillation of the different antitrust rulings 
for an  architectural audience was difficult. The first version of that year-
long research was the 2016 report to AIANY, a document of many pages 
and appendices. The version here, first printed by Avery Review in 2018, 
is a further distillation of the report. Perhaps the most “technical” of the 
chapters in the book, it is also the one that I believe informs the reader 
most about how our profession serves our government’s neoliberal agenda.

Chapter 7, “Architectural Unionization,” had its origin in a paper I 
gave in 2016 at the European Architectural History Network (EAHN) 
conference in Dublin for a panel entitled, “The Work of Architecture: 
Labor Theory and Production of Architecture.” My familiarity with the 
Depression/World War II architectural union—the Federation of Archi-
tects, Engineers, Chemists, and Technicians (FAECT)—stemmed from 
work the Architecture Lobby was doing on unionizing our profession. 
The panel allowed me to research an important but little-known union in 
order to speculate on its contemporary relevance. Little of the historical 
research is original, and I am indebted to the work of Tony Schuman and 
Chris Barker for much of the material. What is original is my speculation 
about FAECT’s relevance for today. A shorter version of that Dublin paper 
was published in 2018 by Harvard Design Magazine 46, No Sweat; this is 
reprinted here.

Chapter 8, “Professionalism and the AIA,” was written as a response to 
the AIA’s response to Trump becoming president (“We are ready to work 
with you!”); or, more accurately, when Robert Ivy, the CEO of the AIA, 
wrote an apology for the fool-hearty endorsement in a piece called “AIA 
Values,” I took the opportunity to scrutinize those values, especially since 
I was armed with the knowledge gained by the antitrust paper that those 
values were ineffectual at best. What started as a quick rebuttal to the 
AIA’s expressed values became a more systemic look at AIA’s political and 
ethical weakness. I initiated that piece, but since it was meant to reflect 
not just my position but that of the Architecture Lobby, the insights and 
additions of my colleagues Shvartzberg and Keefer Dunn were helpful in 
expanding the piece’s political ambitions.

Chapter 9, “Other Nations’ Professional Architectural Associations,” 
stems directly from the analysis of the AIA, the idea being that other 
countries would offer positive examples for the AIA to be more proactive. 
The three countries besides the United States examined here are intended 
to be just the beginning of a comprehensive comparative document col-
lecting all the nations’ architectural associations. (I need a grant!) As the 
chapter describes, though, this comparative sample is indicative of how 
radically diverse these organizations are and how much those differences 
reflect their country’s politico-economic ideologies. As the chapter argues, 
less is gained for fixing the AIA, but more is gained regarding how much 
architecture is a pawn in those various governments. While this research 
is a personal and ongoing (and unfunded) enterprise, I appreciated the 
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opportunity to synthesize the research in an article requested by Time + 
Architecture issued by Tongji University in 2018. The invitation came from 
a former post-doc student now teaching at Tongji University, Xiahong 
Hua, who is doing excellent parallel work on China’s architectural associ-
ations, and I am grateful for her shared interest and research.

Chapter 10, “Contracts,” like the research on antitrust, started with 
a naïve question: in this case, why aren’t there contracts between archi-
tects and contractors, since this relationship is so essential to a successful 
project? The question was also fueled by interest in Integrated Project 
Delivery contracts, which do set up relationships between architects and 
contractors but are outliers in our profession. And like the antitrust piece, 
it took me into the unfamiliar territory of contract law. The question 
about contracts had lingered in my head for as long as I’ve practiced, so 
it was with great pleasure that I got the invitation by E-Flux to speak in 
their “Representation” series, contracts generously being understood as 
a form of “representation.”6 And like the antitrust work, contracts are 
not a sexy topic for an architectural audience, and it is not easy to make 
this a reader-friendly article. Nevertheless, it yields insights into how the 
profession is constructed by outmoded and counter-productive concepts 
of legal obligations.

Chapter 11 on architectural cooperatives is a reaction to architecture’s 
assumption, enforced by antitrust laws, that competition is natural for pro-
fessional success. In the Architecture Lobby, we debate the comparative 
benefits of unionization and cooperativization, and without either camp 
“winning” (and yes, there are camps), we made the decision that cooper-
atives were appropriate for small firms, and unionization was appropriate 
for large firms. My co-authors—Aaron Cayer, Shawhin Roudbari, and 
Shvartzberg—were/are all PhD students whose dissertation topics deal 
with firm management and systems of professionalization so they knew 
this terrain. But many others in the Lobby who work in or own small 
firms contributed to this piece, and it reflects our belief that our profession 
can model a better, less competitive, and more democratic society.

The penultimate chapter, “For an Architecture of Radical Democracy,” 
written with Shvartzberg, was an opportunity for us to explore a concept 
that appeared more and more central to the democratic society the Lobby 
envisioned and that more and more offered a model for Lobby organizing. 
As a group cohering not around consensus but rather debate, disagree-
ment, reflection, and ongoing critique, we felt we had much to learn and 
then offer in thinking “architecture” through this lens. And given the very 
specific themes of many of the chapters in this book, it seemed appropriate 
to end with the big picture. At the time that Manuel and I wrote this, we 
were particularly anxious about democracy in general in the United States. 
So we were pleased by the opportunity to write our thoughts down for 
Project vol. 7, edited by Alfie Koetter, Daniel Markiewicz, and Emmett 
Zeifman, published in 2018.
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The Coda expresses the hope that books like this set in motion further 
research on these issues and, ultimately, an entirely revamped discipline 
and profession.

Notes

 1 One thinks of Slavoj Žižek’s observation that the biggest gift an employer can 
give to an employee is the clarity of the owner versus worker distinction.

 2 Edward R. Ford, The Details of Modern Architecture, Vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA: 
The MIT Press, 1990): 9.

 3 See Peggy Deamer and Phil Bernstein, Building (in) the Future: Recasting Labor 
in Architecture, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2010) and BIM in 
Academia, (New Haven: Yale School of Architecture, 2011).

 4 The Architecture Lobby is an organization that argues for the value of 
 architectural work within the profession and the public at large.

 5 This took place on November 16, 2013, at California Art’s Redcat Theater. 
The conference produced the book The Politics of Parametricism: Digital Techno-
logies in Architecture, Matthew Poole and Manuel Shvartzberg, eds., (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015).

 6 The talk was in Rotterdam on November 16, 2018, and co-sponsored by 
E-Flux, the Berlage Institute, and Het Nieuwe Instituut (HNI).



Introduction: The Subject as Citizen

The “details” of architecture shift attention away from the architectural 
object and focus it instead on its maker, the subject. Unlike composition, 
spatial sequence, or structure, which can be read as inherent in the object’s 
own logic, details, even conceptually, don’t make themselves. To suggest 
that there is “excellent detailing” in a building is to imply that someone 
understood the responsibility of construction. The maker/subject of the 
building is always implicated.

But the nature of that subject is ambiguous. In architecture, unlike the 
other arts, no one person actually makes the object. Not only is there 
the significant distinction between designer and builder, or the multi- 
layered group of designers in an office, but the designers/manufacturers 
of the myriad of products used for a project bring the history of their own 
 making with them. Nor is there currently any real thought of the status of 
these subjects in the larger realm of culture, an inquiry into his or her po-
sition in the complex web of social production. This tradition, so acutely 
theorized in the likes of William Morris and John Ruskin, seems to be 
missing in a contemporary world, where making is necessarily conflated 
with production, production with manufacturing, and manufacturing 
with multi-national networks.2

Nevertheless, phenomenologically driven texts that concentrate on the 
significance of detail, material, and tectonics—indeed, that claim detail as 
its unique province—have implicitly taken hold of this issue and, without 
examining the actual modes of production involved in architectural detail, 
given an implicit characterization of the ideal architectural maker. This 
Heideggarian subject is fundamentally alone, “dwelling” in a clearing in 
the forest, communing with nature, sensitive to the landscape and its natu-
ral materials, and aware, until the damage brought by modernism, of local 
building traditions. The buildings that this ideal dweller makes are not 
only expressive in their detailing of the ecology but honor the tactile over 
the visual, the natural over the man-made, the “authentic” over the com-
modified. Kenneth Frampton’s “critical regionalism” is perhaps the most 
well-known of this tradition, and his “Intimations of Tactility,” an early 
critical regionalism piece, is a particularly good example of this phenom-
ena and one that forms a foil for this article. Here, he directs his criticism 
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at “instrumentality,” the use of “universal” procedures, and pr omotes, list-
ing some of his subheadings, “tactility,” “ritual,” “sensuality,” “ posture,” 
“landscape,” “earth,” “water,” “air,” and “body.” As he writes,

The tactile returns us literally to detail, to handrails and other an-
thropomorphic elements with which we have intimate contact; to the 
 hypersensitivity of Alvar Aalto, to the coldness of metal and the warmth 
of wood; to a comparable sensibility in the work of Carlo Scarpa who 
was capable of articulating a building in such a way that its surfaces 
implied a range of sensuous experience. In Scarpa’s later work, the built-
form is inlaid with binary stimuli and associations: smooth versus rough, 
polished versus pitted, distended versus recessed, labial versus phallic.3

The writings of Alberto Perez-Gomez, David Leatherbarrow, Marco 
 Frascari, and Karsten Harries, all in some way indebted to Heiddegarian 
phenomenology, participate as well in this characterization.

For those of us interested in tectonics and the connections implied 
 between the architectural object and the human subject, these texts are 
both provocative and extremely frustrating. This vision of the subject is 
nostalgic and unrealistic, not only with regard to Western urbanism or 
globalization but with regard to information technology. A more inclu-
sive, more political, and more socially constructed subject needs to be 
brought forward, one that is less an existential being and more a produc-
tive citizen.

To investigate the subject/maker of architecture as part of a collective is, 
in a sense, to examine works that have different characteristics than those 
privileged by phenomenology. While the admired projects there tend to 
be of stone or wood and have Aalto and Scarpa as the leading practitioners, 
the work implicated here is machined, cladded, thin, and produced in 
more anonymous, less “master/atelier” context. But what is being called 
for here is ultimately less an appreciation of a certain type of work than 
a certain type of analysis, one that insists that a discussion of detail and 
tectonics not forget that issues of production and labor are at stake. This 
is not, in other words, a claim, Marxist or otherwise, for exposing the 
proper distribution of labor in architecture. (Indeed, we should be re-
minded that Marx’s paradigm of pre-industrial labor is itself ultimately 
nostalgic and regressive.) It is an examination of those thinkers and makers 
who do investigate how labor falls into a larger context of cultural and aes-
thetic relations and therefore provide the framework for a contemporary, 
non-phenomenological discussion of detail.4

Architecture as Procedure: Gottfried Semper

Semper is the theorist par excellence addressing the issue of architecture 
as procedure. Semper, In Der Stil (1863), proposes that architecture finds 
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its motivation in the technical arts. He moved the discussion of style away 
from one centered on abstract formal changes resulting from an era’s visual 
development to one focusing on production.5 In Der Stil, he identifies four 
procedures or “technical arts” that he says form the basis of all architec-
ture. Parallel to this are the four materials that historically are associated 
with those procedures. The four technical arts are textiles, ceramics, tec-
tonics (carpentry), and stereotomy (masonry); the four material conditions 
associated with them are pliable (fabric), soft (clay), elastic (wood), and 
dense (stone). While there is a natural affinity between the arts and the 
materials, Semper is clear that these are just initial and not essential affin-
ities; one could find, in other words, examples of each of the other three 
materials for each technical art. His interest is a celebration of the range of 
these procedures, not a material determinism. In addition, Semper indi-
cates that, of the four technical arts, textile is dominant by lending aspects 
to the other three, thus implying that the knot, as the major operation of 
textile, is the essential architectural mode of production and that cladding, 
the pinning of the fabric onto the frame, is the significant act of enclosure. 
As has been well documented, this upset the “original hut” theory of Abbé 
Marc-Antoine Laugier—in which a primitive man lays out branches/
beams on top of four trees/columns to discover the essential trabeated 
structure/hut—and put the notions of “origins” completely up for grabs.6 
But more importantly, for establishing a different mode of envisioning the 
subject of production, he also shifts the discussion of production in three 
ways. First, it displaced the emphasis on the all-powerful, singular master 
designer who singularly conceives of an architectural act (again, alone in 
the forest). In its stead, Semper provides the image of a community that 
practices techniques communally and which only marginally requires the 
input of the “designer.” Women seemingly perform the making of archi-
tecture as well as men, and labor is divided into different activities, which 
accumulate over time. Second, with the emphasis on textiles and cladding, 
it moves the dominant architectural condition away from structure and fo-
cuses on skin and enclosure. Cladding makes the act of attachment and the 
otherness of the skin apparent, thereby also alluding to the possibility that 
this skin might not be place-bound and might have its own separate set of 
makers elsewhere. Third, he provides a significant place to ornament, an 
inherent condition of textile, and thereby ensures that the issue of produc-
tion isn’t reduced to mere utility but intrinsically keeps its connection to 
artistry, expression, and aesthetics.

The Critique of Craft: Adolf Loos

While Loos is not arguing with Semper directly—indeed, in his concern 
for the laborer, has significant affinities—he nevertheless picks up the de-
bate of production and relocates it in cultural modernity. He takes on, in 
other words, precisely the issues of craft and ornament that made Semper’s 
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analysis seem dated in 20th-century industrial society. He also identifies, 
as Semper did not, the tension between the “designer” and the commu-
nity of craftsmen.

Loos argues more directly with Josef Hoffman—and implicitly, before 
him, William Morris—regarding the reintroduction of the “joy of labor” 
for the assembly-line worker. Hoffman’s contention was that this joy de-
pended on working with your hands, “the sensations of hands at work, pre-
cious instruments that are void of feeling like machines.”7 For Hoffman, 
the same joy also guaranteed unique unrepeatable objects. Loos, in oppo-
sition to this, claimed that craftsmanship is essentially impersonal; that any 
evocation of a craft tradition would acknowledge its repetitive, system-like 
essence. As he says, regarding the carpenter, “straight lines, right- angled 
corners: this is how the craftsman works who has nothing in front of him 
but his materials, his tools and his predetermined objective.”8 Indeed, for 
Loos, the tension is less between hands or no hands than between the 
craftsman and the artist whom he unhappily has to serve. Liberated from 
the dictatorship of the artists (and the unnecessary traditions of the past) the 
craftsman would naturally make things “in the modern spirit.” Modernity 
is here linked to precisely the dismissal of the need for the autobiograph-
ical expression of the unique object. In effect, where others saw tension 
 between craft and industry, Loos identified their natural affinity.

From this stems two other pronouncements, both of interest in think-
ing through the labor of detail: the separation of art from the utilitarian 
object and the ornament-as-crime theory. For the first of these, he attacks 
the essential aim of Hermann Muthesius and the Werkbund: the desire 
to conflate the artist with the contemporary craftsman. This urge, Loos 
believed, not only hid essentially romantic and nationalist pretensions but 
also artificially aestheticized the object and robbed it of its natural, ratio-
nal production. While this separation could be understood to ultimately 
glorify the purity of true art, Loos is more interested in the potential social 
liberation that occurs when the utilitarian laborer is spared the burden of 
making “art” and society spared the need to aestheticize everyday life.

For the second, it is clear that ornament, in being linked to the willful 
artist, would be suspect on socio-productive grounds alone. But the brunt 
of Loos’s attack is economic.

An ornamental craftsman has to work twenty hours to reach the pay 
a modern worker earns in eight. In general, decoration makes objects 
more expensive, but despite that it does happen that a decorated ob-
ject, with materials costing the same and demonstrably taking three 
times as long to produce is put on sale at half the price of a plain ob-
ject. The result of omitting decoration is a reduction in working hours 
and an increase in wages.9 

He is clear that a worker’s hand will be happier if they are well paid.
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Loos is politically sensitive here to the fact that the status of making and 
the maker is attached to economics and his introduction of Marxist prin-
ciples is to be commended. Likewise, his disdain for the self-aggrandizing 
artist who doesn’t have real concerns for the laborer or the user is instruc-
tive. While he separates art and utility in a radical, even reductive, fashion, 
he lays out the essential oppositions at work in architectural production, 
oppositions that need to be taken seriously by future thinkers. He likewise 
implicitly lays out a notion of detail that neither fetishizes the act of bring-
ing disparate materials together nor ignores the fact that in doing so, the 
diversity of materials and products brings with it disparate social relations.

The Author as Producer: Benjamin and Brecht

More overtly Marxist cultural critics take Loos to task for his naïve di-
vision of utility versus ornament. As Theodor Adorno pointed out in his 
“Functionalism Today,” Loos did not understand that 

the question of functionalism does not coincide with the question 
of practical function. The purpose-free [zweckfrei] and the purpose-
ful [zweckgebunden] arts do not form the radical opposition which he 
imputed. The difference between the necessary and the superfluous is 
inherent in a work, and is not defined by the work’s relationship — or 
the lack of it — to something outside itself.10

Loos’s claims, which “suffer from too simple an antithesis,” demonstrate 
“remarkable bourgeois traces.”11

Likewise, as Reyner Banham has pointed out, Loos’s “economics” takes 
no account of the capitalist apparatus of market control and profit distri-
bution. Loos has successfully addressed the status of the laborer vis-à-vis 
“design” and linked it to capitalism; he has failed, however, to adequately 
articulate the complex relation between economics and culture, base and 
superstructure, true needs and false desires.

In “The Author as Producer” (1934), Walter Benjamin picks up the 
Marxist interpretation of “function” as it relates to the details of produc-
tion.12 He insists that the “advanced” (proletariat) author must acknowl-
edge his obligation to his “political tendencies” and must have “literary 
quality.” The text reveals this through its “literary technique.” To de-
termine how the work fairs in this formulation, Benjamin says that one 
must ask, “What is the work’s position in the relations of production of its 
time?” In this regard, work that doesn’t perform/enact a functional trans-
formation of contemporary techniques leaves intact the essential bour-
geois, romantic, individualist experience regardless of its revolutionary 
content.

For Benjamin, the theater of Brecht is the best example of this functional 
transformation via a thorough re-examination of the apparatus of theater. 
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In choosing “epic theater”—in contrast to Goethe and Schillers choice of 
“dramatic theater”—he was opposing a theater that assumed the view-
er’s passive acceptance of dramatic illusion, the observation of another 
world beyond the invisible fourth wall of the stage. Brecht wanted to make 
the viewer an active, critical participant in the play and thereby make 
theater into a laboratory for social change. Some of the techniques that 
Brecht used were: (1) no fixed character because character was associated 
with fate and inevitability; instead, individuals are presented relating to 
“social situations”; (2) no dramatic climax, just episodes montaged to-
gether; (3)  independence of music, décor, and choreography from action 
and each other; (4) no acting; actors narrate, demonstrate, and quote but 
never “act the part of...”; and (5) no lighting effects; night, for example, 
is indicated not by dimming lights but by the appearance of a lamp or a 
moon. No longer is the theatrical production just the thing you see pre-
sented on the stage, but the entire apparatus that itself remains hidden but 
makes possible what you see. While one doesn’t want to make simplistic 
analogies, this implies, for architecture, the obligation to demonstrate the 
non- inevitability of our material, tectonic, structural, and manufacturing 
choices and the intrinsic foreignness of their relationship to each other. 
This would constitute “architectural technique.”

It was, of course, Benjamin who also wrote “The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936) and suggested, much to 
 Adorno’s dismay, that “new” techniques of mechanical reproduction, 
while destroying the aura of original art, rightly placed art into the hands 
of the masses.13 Adorno’s indignation rested on what he saw as Benjamin’s 
simplistic (and Brechtian-corrupted) Marxism that assumed that if the art 
was by and for the masses, it would be revolutionary. Adorno, much more 
skeptical about the numbed and consumerized masses, feared precisely this 
access. But while there certainly is a naiveté to Benjamin’s (and Brecht’s) 
faith in the audience to be enlightened, he definitively points out that the 
camera—its techniques, its uses, its audience, and its directors—has fun-
damentally changed the nature of art. Details such as the manner in which 
the camera is held, the manipulation of editing, the way the projector is 
set to spin all point to the lack of “authentic” productive techniques or a 
single notion of author. For “architectural technique,” this implies less a 
celebration of the physical detail itself than the marking of the transforma-
tions different materials have been subject to before arriving in that spot, 
in that configuration.

Materiality and Revolution: Vladimir Tatlin

Tatlin is linked to Brecht by a shared familiarity with the Russian 
 Formalists, a group of literary theorists who were interested in making lan-
guage real/physical as opposed to symbolic, and exposing the devises that 
the author uses to manipulate the reader, underlining its artificial nature. 
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Tatlin brings this Russian theory to the visual arts. He also brings us back 
to the issue, raised by Semper, of the connection between material and 
modes of production. And unlike Benjamin and Brecht, he also provides 
an interesting example of an artist who doesn’t theorize about proletariat 
art but operates directly in that political context.

In the materials that he used for his reliefs, Tatlin looked for a “neces-
sary form” residing in material and the social function it serves. The es-
sence of the Tatlinian project was sculpture that consisted of real materials 
that exist in the same, real space as the viewer and that did not refer to or 
represent anything else. It was, as implied, the visual analogue of Brecht’s 
epic theater that denied illusion to another realm beyond. In contrast to 
other contemporary artists whom he visited and studied (such as Picasso 
and Boccioni), Tatlin insisted that his counter and corner reliefs neither 
occupied nor revealed an idealized or transcendent reality. Indeed, even in 
contrast to Naum Gabo, his fellow constructivist, Tatlin’s work was singu-
larly non-representational. While Gabo shared the same additive, planar, 
and metal-dominated language with Tatlin, the former was interested in 
exploring a conceptual space revealed by what he called stereometry, the 
simultaneous reading of the interior and exterior of a volume. The metal 
panes are only datums, not shaped and cut metal.

Instead, for Tatlin, the material was the generator of form. His pa lette 
was limited to industrially produced or packaged materials that had, for 
him, fixed formal properties. Wood that is not “natural” but planed, 
sawed, layered boards was understood as an opaque geometric plane, flat 
on both sides and cut with clean edges; it could be perforated with a drill; 
it was cut for its silhouette and could be parallel to or angled from the wall 
to which it had formal affinities. Metal was produced in thin sheets; in its 
purest form, it wanted to form a cylinder or cone, configurations that give 
it compressive strength and which can be produced by cutting, bending, 
and folding without recourse to forging; or as wire, it could demonstrate 
its tensile strength and its appropriateness for suspension. Glass is almost 
invisible and hence exists somewhere between inner and outer space and is 
both on this side and that side of the space of the viewer. In Tatlin’s corner 
reliefs, the material of the shadow/light formed at the corner of the room 
becomes physicalized and provides the vertical datum that organizes the 
work; the two walls forming the corner are both support for and active 
background to the sculpture itself. The room is brought into the sculpture 
as well as the sculpture into the room, and again, the whole “work” exists 
in the same space as the viewer.

Tatlin’s Monument to the Third International is an interesting foil to 
these pieces, introducing into art other realities of production. Having 
abandoned his reliefs at the time of the October Revolution because they 
were “useless” and “decorative,” he devoted himself to his metal and glass 
monument. While three models were built for it and it occupied years of 
Tatlin’s life, it was abandoned because Russia had neither the iron nor the 
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technology to build it. The models he made were out of wood, each piece 
and each connection hand carved. While the most political of his works, 
this politics was neither commensurate with nor supported by the “archi-
tectural techniques” of construction at that time.

Tatlin, exploring the natural affinity between materials and the proce-
dures associated with them, presents an interesting comparison to Semper. 
On the one hand he is, unlike Semper, a material determinist; procedures 
are wholly dictated by material and have no aesthetic existence indepen-
dent of them. Where Semper’s procedures are more important than the 
materials they have affinities for, Tatlin’s materials are more important 
than the procedures as well as the “design.” On the other hand, he, unlike 
Semper, explores and values the spatial implications of these procedures for 
each material gets deployed in space and occupies space differently, and, 
again, that space—now charged with proletarian production— embraces 
the viewer. If brought to the realm of architecture, the details that signify 
the actual properties of the industrially produced materials then also im-
plicate the person/user who then touches and uses a particular door knob 
or light switch, positioning him or her in the chain of “authors” manipu-
lating the material.

The Factory-Made House: Gropius et al.

It is ironic to move away from the most (politically) revolutionary of con-
texts for architectural production—the Russian Revolution—to one of 
colonization and war. But the issue of the factory-made house brings us 
to these themes. It also seemingly brings together many of the issues raised 
above: the deployment of the full “apparatus” of mechanical production; 
the indeterminate but critical issue of the role of design and the architect; 
the dilemmas raised by the non-unique, repeatable object; and the potential 
distance between the location of “dwelling” and the location of produc-
tion. But it is ironic also that this context provides the material and exper-
tise to build what was impossible for Tatlin and the Third International.

The prefabrication of buildings was a significant feature of the 19th- 
century colonization. Not only were industrialization and colonization 
linked as economic phenomena, but they also were physically linked in the 
form of the exported prefab building. Used for both military/administrative 
purposes as well as for homesteading, huge quantities of portable buildings 
could be produced and transported to all parts of the world.

The Manning Corporation, operating in London in the 1830s, sent out 
timber parts for buildings that required constructing only foundations and 
assembling components, with no fastening of joints, no cutting, or nailing. 
Soon wood was replaced by iron, and borrowing techniques and materi-
als from bridge construction (also imported), British companies began to 
produce buildings of corrugated iron sheets. This material was appropriate 
for both the skin of the building and the roof, with the latter often bent 
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and vaulted over the space, requiring only a tie rod and no internal roof 
structure. In this construction, sheets were simply bolted to the frame, 
and the pattern of sheet size and the bolt placement became the building’s 
main form of aesthetic expression. As systems became more complicated 
and also more refined, name architects increasingly became interested in 
the possibilities of pre-fabrication.

World War I brought both the need and the expertise for prefabricated 
housing, particularly in Germany. There, Gropius, among others, worked 
on mass produced houses. Perhaps the most notable experiment was his 
design for the Growing House exhibition of 1932. Gropius at that time 
was a consultant to the Hirsch Copper House Department, which had 
bought the patent for what was known as the Foster metal pre-fabrication 
design. The Growing House, made of copper, was a knockdown system 
in which each structural element constituted a wall-section adapted at its 
edges to be joined to other sections. Each section was a wooden skeleton 
frame covered on both sides with metal sheathing, the space between filled 
with insulation.

With World War II, the urgency of prefabricated construction slowed 
in Europe while it increased in America. The need to provide housing 
for those relocated to wartime industrial centers was particularly acute in 
this country. The experience of the Farm Security Administration (FSA) 
in providing quality housing for migrant workers provided the experi-
ence for the wartime work. The FSA had hired independent architects 
for their housing, which, while not wholly prefabricated, nevertheless ex-
perimented with new materials and low cost assembly. Vernon DeMars’s 
 design for a farm workers’ community at Yuba City, California, in 1940, 
for example, was clad in redwood plywood on its lower level while the 
upper level was clad in the newly invented Cemesto, a one-and-one-half 
inch thick sandwich panel consisting of layers of asbestos-filled cement on 
a fiber core. The Division of Defense Housing in 1941 followed this ex-
ample and hired name architects to design prototypes for them, including 
Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer who produced the Aluminum City 
Terrace in New Kingston, Pennsylvania, which still flourishes today.14

But the most experimental project of prefabrication remains the “ Package 
House” project that Gropius and Konrad Wachsmann initiated on their 
own in 1943. Having set up the General Panel Corporation to develop 
and market their house, the two German immigrants eventually bought 
a Lockheed aircraft engine factory in Burbank, California to produce it. 
(The enterprise failed when government insurance for such projects died.) 
The most innovative aspect of this house was its universal joint system, the 
single detail that allowed the plans to be enormously flexible. This joint, a 
“X” type system that took years to perfect, connected every panel in every 
condition. The panels were load bearing with thermal board on the exte-
rior and an internally insulated flush panel in the inside. The edges of the 
wall panels were beveled at 45 degrees to be secured to the universal joint.
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Experiments such as this indicate how far one can go not only in 
 designing the repeatable object (or the repeatable component) but also 
in making factory labor a thing of both economic and cultural value. 
These buildings have no pretensions of being place-bound and insist on 
laying bare their distant factory origins. It is impossible to determine who 
or where the subject of this object actually is. While this anonymity has 
proved to be a difficult marketing element, it nevertheless focuses on the 
detail as the place allowing different materials, products, and builders to 
unite successfully around the fabrication of a single object. Gropius and 
Wachsmann’s universal joint, in particular, indicates precisely how one 
detail is evidence of and witness to the plethora of procedures that have 
taken place elsewhere by the factory worker and resolved by the local craft 
builder in a manner that allows his work to be both repeatable and unique.

Digital Production and the Semperian 
Object: Bernard Cache

Bernard Cache takes the notion of industrial production to a certain 
 extreme at the same time that he brings it directly back to Semper. It also 
forms another way of thinking about prefabrication and its relation to 
aesthetics. The problem with these pre-fab systems, besides their failure 
due to government and market resistance, is their limited exploration into 
the appreciation of and need for the aesthetic dimension. Despite Adorno’s 
having said that we bring the pleasure principle to all utilitarian objects, 
the prefabricated house assumes that artistic expression is neither desirable 
nor necessary. And despite the fact that this is in complete accord with 
Loos’s dictum to rid the utilitarian object of all artistry, his buildings are so 
likeable precisely because he saw where “artistry,” for better or worse, still 
was lodged in modernity. Cache’s studio, “Objectile,” takes on precisely 
this dimension. Cache and his collaborator Patrick Beauce experiment 
with software technologies in order to digitally design and manufacture 
building components. Objectile has worked with TOPCAD, a French 
company, to design complex surfaces and has devoted most of its attention 
to simple components like panels and doors. In particular, it is working on 
“zero- error” procedures on stress-free MDF panels. The aim is to have a 
materially rich but fully digital architecture.15

Cache notes the affinity of Objectile’s work to that proposed by S emper’s 
theory; he, like Semper, has come to architecture through the technical 
arts and his interest in decorative wooden panels aligns with  Semper’s in-
terest in skin, skin patterns, and the cladding of skin on structure. Cache 
wants to insist that Semper’s four procedures allow not only for new ma-
terials but almost require them to demonstrate and fulfill the potential 
effectiveness and range of their capacity. Indeed, for Cache, infor mation 
technology (as a material, not a procedure) is the ultimate destiny of 
all four procedures: textiles are linked to over- and under-modulation, 
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ceramics to operations in radial coordinates, tectonics to non-rotational 
transformations described by Cartesian coordinates, and stereometry to 
tiling and Boolean operations. And despite his even-handed attendance to 
all categories, he sees, as does Semper, that textiles/cladding/modulation 
is the most fundamental of them all.

Cache’s interest in non-standard modes of production is linked to an 
aesthetic/formal inquiry on the one hand and an economic one on the 
other. In a taxonomy that itself reminds one of Semper, Cache breaks 
 images down into three major categories—framework, vector, and inflec-
tion (in the old taxonomy, square, triangle, and round/curved). He pays 
special attention to inflection because it is the least rational, the most dec-
orative, and hence the greatest test to the computer’s rationalization and 
mathematization. It is, as well, the key to non-repeatability. His furniture 
pieces are “strictly reproducible” but also “purely deformable”; he just has 
to change the value of certain variables.

Loos then is denied his claim that ornament is wasted work; indeed, 
Cache goes beyond this to say that Loos failed to see that all of architec-
ture, once its task goes beyond the mere handling of downward loads, is 
fundamentally indeterminate and hence “ornamental.” But more impor-
tantly, when conceived in the manner of “Objectile,” this ability to do 
singular, decorative, and playful objects rationally redefines the ultimate 
relation to labor. 

What we seem to be constantly reminded of is the violence of work—
not only children in mines, but the disciplining of bodies and minds, 
the division of time and the control of space…Loos put the question 
of ornament correctly in refusing to disconnect it from the question of 
work. And he was also right to refuse a craftsman’s ornament whose 
exchange value diminishes with the development of the modes of 
production. But industry has changed. Irregular curved surfaces have 
become the object of automated processes…So what might be the 
value of our ornaments…? That the Good is still possible, that there 
are still margins for maneuvering in the structure of capital, and that 
work is not our only social horizon.16

One can’t help but be skeptical of the ultimately Hegelian urge here: 
 everything has a place in the system; his work is the fulfillment of S emper’s 
procedures and implicitly, one thinks, the history of making; his neo- 
Marxism lets the economy off the hook and puts the Marxian dialectic 
back in the realm of philosophy—Hegel’s ultimate victory.  Nevertheless, 
as with Hegel, the systemic teleology forces a rigor regarding categorical 
relations and Cache illuminates a great deal about mass production, the 
transformation of the apparati of production, and the desire to simultane-
ously respect the mode of production and not be slave to it. In the process, 
there is also no distinction between the object as a whole and its detailing; 
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the detail, set in the mathematical program of the computer, becomes 
the object; the detail is spread out entirely over its surface. In giving us 
an image of a subject and object that are simultaneously determined, as 
well as an object that is indistinguishable from its detail, Cache is giving 
us a subject and an object that exists far from the forest and is thoroughly 
embedded in the web of contemporary production.

Conclusion

The philosopher of technology, Peter Caws, asks for a “praxology” of 
technology, an examination which is not a philosophy of technology but 
an analysis of the practices within technology. In this, he would, amongst 
other things, dissuade us of the idea that “technology” abuses us: we may 
be at the mercy of other men who mistreat technology, but the remedy 
for that is outside technology.17 It seems that in architecture, a similar 
“praxology” would be appropriate, one in which technology is not seen, 
as in the Heideggarian tradition, as basely “instrumental” or threatening 
to “authentic” making. Such a praxology would allow us see the details 
of architecture for what they actually are, and from there, appreciate their 
over- determined and deeply social essence. This in turn would allow us 
to reread both the subject and object of architecture. This article is a step 
in instigating such a practice in the discourse of architecture.
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