
I began my architectural career with an ethical dilemma, when a firm agreed to let me work for them—for 

free. Still in school, I needed money, but I also needed the experience, and so I accepted their offer, aware 

of the unfairness of it, not only to me but also to others who could not agree to such terms because they 

depended on summer jobs to pay for their education. That experience introduced me to the way architectural 

offices worked, and it also initiated my interest in the ethics of professional practice, which led to this book.

Like most people, architects want to do the right thing. That is often easier said than done, 

however, as I show in the case studies that follow, which are based on situations that I have encountered 

directly or have heard of from colleagues. In each case I try to sort out the most appropriate response, 

drawing from the four major approaches to Western ethics: what it means to be a good person (virtue eth-

ics) or to have a good society (contract ethics), and what is the right action in terms of the individual (duty 

ethics) or the group (utilitarian ethics). A tabulation of the four approaches might look like this:

  

  

These four approaches to ethics relate to four of the phases of architectural projects: pursuing 

and attaining the commission, assembling the team and signing the contract, developing the design and 

contract documents, and administering the construction and close-out of the project. Although all phases of 

an architectural project can raise a diversity of ethical dilemmas, each phase tends to draw more heavily on 

one approach to ethics more than others. 

The gaining of a commission often depends as much on the character of the architect and the 

chemistry between the client and designer as on anything that the firm has already built. Here, virtue eth-

ics, with its emphasis on character traits such as honesty, integrity, and fairness, can make the difference 

between an architect and client developing a good working relationship or not. 

Upon receipt of a commission, though, the architect’s command of contract ethics becomes more 

important. The negotiation of the rights and responsibilities of different parties, the heart of social contract 

theory, plays itself out in the agreements between architects and clients, as well as in those between architects 

and consultants. Doing this well, without antagonizing others or disadvantaging ourselves, makes all the differ-

ence between good and bad relations in a project.
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The design and contract document phase demands yet another approach: duty ethics, with its 

focus on good intentions. Design, as we discovered in school, is almost entirely about intentions, about 

which Immanuel Kant urged us to ask: Have we treated others as ends in themselves or simply as a means 

to our ends? Likewise, during the detailing of projects, we should ask ourselves how reasonable and attain-

able a solution to a problem might be. Is it, as Kant would ask, universally valid or not? 

Then, as the project progresses into construction, utilitarian ethics become increasingly rel-

evant. As we administer that process and bring the project to a close, we need to ask questions about the 

consequences of what we have created. Has the project benefited the greatest number of people, and has 

it addressed their pragmatic needs?

If ethics has relevance to every part of an architectural project, so too does it relate to every part 

of the architectural curriculum, even though the discussion of ethics too often gets relegated to just the 

professional practice course. This undervaluing of ethics has skewed the way we view our responsibilities. 

Too many architects, for example, rarely return to their buildings to conduct post-occupancy evaluations 

to assess the long-term effects of design decisions, revealing a certain blindness in our profession to the 

utilitarian demand that we attend to the consequences of what we do. Likewise, too many of us excuse the 

egomania of our most honored colleagues, showing how little we seem to care about virtue in our profes-

sion, with its emphasis on good character as the basis for doing good work. Nor has our profession been 

particularly politically active, putting relatively little of our leverage behind changing the unfair economic 

structures and social contracts within which we operate and to which our buildings often provide support. 

At the same time, the scrutiny we place on the intentions of students in studio and architects in practice 

indicates how much duty ethics has pervaded our discipline. 

Over the last century, we have created a lot of “architecture of good intentions,” as Colin Rowe 

observed, while paying relatively little attention to the character of our colleagues, to the nature of our social 

contract, or to the consequences of what we have built. Extending our appreciation of ethics beyond good 

intentions to include other approaches—virtue, contract, and utilitarian ethics—remains one goal of this book. 

Extending the scope of our ethical obligations is another. Our responsibilities as architects need to go beyond 

our direct obligations to clients, communities, colleagues, and coworkers. The sustainability movement has 

revealed how much of what we do affects the public at large and those only indirectly affected by our decisions, 

as well as future generations and other species. That may sound so expansive as to make ethical decision-

making seem almost impossible: How can we account for our effect on those whom we will never meet? 



Introduction 

The answer to such a question demands a particularly important skill we learn in school: imagin-

ing what most people cannot yet envision. The empathic projection of how a decision will affect others over 

time remains one of the great values architects bring to problems, and applying that ability to ethical dilemmas 

offers a way to think about ethics across a wide range of social, spatial, and temporal scales.

Practical reasons exist for thinking about ethics this way. We can no longer afford to exclude 

other people, generations, or species from our ethical deliberations because, having done so in the past, 

we have begun to exhaust resources that we depend on, to extinguish species essential to our own health, 

and to exacerbate climate changes that threaten our very survival. We can no longer view the planet, and 

its many cultures, species, and generations, as externalities beyond inclusion in our moral calculations. 

Unless we start taking the good of all into account, we will have very little good left at all.

In that light, architectural education and practice would not only benefit from a greater under-

standing of ethics but also might benefit ethics itself. An architect’s ability to think simultaneously at many 

different scales and to assess the value of alternatives that do not yet exist could broaden the scope of eth-

ics, while also helping people find the most appropriate responses to the ethical dilemmas they encounter 

in life. Most unethical behavior stems from people seeing the world and their own interests too narrowly. 

Once they recognize how much each of us affect and are in turn affected by myriad others, it becomes 

clear that the most ethical path is also almost always the most practical, the most economical, and ulti-

mately the most sustainable way forward. 

This book has six chapters, following the six canons of the American Institute of Architects 

(AIA) Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct, published by the AIA General Council (Washington, 

D.C., 2008):

1. General Obligations

2. Obligations to the Public

3. Obligations to the Client

4. Obligations to the Profession

5. Obligations to Colleagues

6. Obligations to the Environment

The first five canons exist in order of scale, starting with the most general obligations and continu-

ing to those that affect the greatest number of people, the public, to the fewest number, colleagues and 

coworkers. The sixth canon, a newcomer, addresses the environment, which covers the broadest scale of 
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all, that of the entire planet. Since none of the other obligations makes a difference if we no longer have 

an environment that can support us, you could read this book from back to front, starting with the environ-

mental cases at the end.

The AIA’s code encompasses all four approaches to ethics. Its canons invoke virtue ethics to urge 

architects to “maintain and advance their knowledge...exercise unprejudiced and unbiased judgment...[and] 

respect the rights...of their colleagues.” Contract ethics appears in such statements as “members should 

embrace the spirit and letter of the law...promote and serve the public interest...[and] serve their clients com-

petently.” Duty ethics emerges in lines like “[members should] exercise learned and uncompromised profes-

sional judgment...[and] uphold the integrity and dignity of the profession.” Finally, we hear a utilitarian focus 

on consequences when we read that members should “thoughtfully consider the social and environmental 

impact of their professional activities.”

An ethical code, however well framed or stated, matters only if those bound by it also enact it 

in their daily lives. No professional code of conduct can substitute for the determination of each of us to 

lead as ethically responsible a life as we can, seeing every dilemma we encounter as an opportunity to ask 

what constitutes the right thing to do, what will achieve the greatest good, and what virtues must come into 

play. Ethics, as Aristotle observed, must become a habit, so that we condition ourselves to the right kind of 

response to a situation, particularly when tempted by the often easier, unethical path. It may seem simpler to 

take a shortcut or take advantage of others, to act shortsightedly or selfishly toward others, or to ignore the 

rights of or our responsibilities to others. But such behavior always costs us dearly in the long run.

Unethical behavior is especially costly to professionals, whose real value and only true currency 

rests with our reputations and the respect and regard that others have for us. Every unethical act, every 

lapse in our character or betrayal of others’ trust, constitutes a self-inflicted injury that can take much lon-

ger to repair than anything that we think we might have gained. As I hope you will see by reading this book, 

the ethics of architectural practice is really about whether we can sustain a practice at all. Good values, 

in other words, create the greatest value, and embodying that in everything we do needs to become such 

a habit that we no longer need to read books like this. Until then, I hope the examples that follow prove as 

helpful to you to read as they were for me to write.



Chapter 

1

General 
Obligations 



Members should maintain 
and advance their knowledge 
of the art and science 
of architecture, respect 
the body of architectural 
accomplishment, contribute 
to its growth, thoughtfully 
consider the social and 
environmental impact of 
their professional activities, 
and exercise learned and 
uncompromised professional 
judgment.



Conflicts of Interest



Of all the possible ethical violations, conflicts of 

interest have become among the most obvious and 

most-often encountered in many organizations and 

professions. For-profit and nonprofit operations 

alike often require that employees regularly report 

any potential conflicts of interest in the execution 

of their duties. In this way, organizations hope to 

determine whether a particular conflict crosses 

the line, ethically, and whether employees should 

remove themselves from the situation or renounce 

the connection that could cause a problem. 

Professionals have to be especially wary of appear-

ances of conflict of interest. The AIA’s code of ethics 

addresses conflicts of interest in several places, not 

Conflicts of Interest 

A nonprofit 
organization intent 

on adding to its facility had a wealthy 
patron on the building committee who had 
donated a lot of money to the project and 
who had a relative, an architect, competing 
for the job. Another architectural firm, 
asked to submit a proposal for the 
commission, had to decide if it was worth 
competing for the job, knowing about this 
apparent conflict of interest.   

The love of property and conscious-

ness of right and wrong have con-

flicting places . . .which often makes 

a man’s course seem crooked, his 

conduct a riddle. —Abraham Lincoln



Conflicts of Interest

only in an architect’s own practice but also in the 

actions of clients, manufacturers, contractors, and 

public officials. Professions, like corporations and 

governments, depend on trust to operate and have 

credibility, and few things undermine confidence 

faster than the appearance of a conflict of interest.

Nonprofit organizations have the added bur-

den of dealing with this among donors. The bylaws 

of most boards address conflicts of interest, but 

rarely does that extend to those who have given an 

organization a great deal of money, often with an 

intended outcome in mind. In such situations, it may 

seem sensible to give the donor a voice in how that 

goal gets implemented, but that can cause conflicts 

in at least two directions. Philanthropy requires that 

the funds be given without too much direction from 

the donor, lest the donation violate the legal require-

ments of a tax-exempt gift. At the same time, char-

ity demands that the donor not benefit personally, 

other than from the tax deduction that comes from 

making the donation.

The potential for both types of conflict exists 

in this case, in which a donor sits on a committee 

deciding on the architect who will use the donor’s 

money to help build the building. Were the donor to 

influence the organization unduly in the choice of 

architect, a conflict of interest would arise not only 

in his role on the committee but also potentially in 

his role as a donor having made a tax-deductible 

gift. There are several options. He needs to report 

the conflict, in case some did not know of his con-

nection to one of the competing firms, and he should 

remove himself from the interview of and delibera-

tion over that firm. One of the first rules of ethics 

entails honesty and openness when interacting with 

others. But recusing himself from key discussions 

of the committee also makes his participation on 

it pointless, and so the best course would be for 

those who assembled the committee to not place 

him on it to begin with or to remove him from it as 

soon as the conflict of interest becomes apparent, 

however awkward that might be.

What should the other firms competing for 

the commission do? They have no direct influence 

on the organization or its committee members, 

and lacking such leverage, they can simply take 

their chances competing in a process so fraught 

with potential conflict. But they have another kind 

of leverage, which goes to the heart of conflict 

of interest: telling the organization how the situa-

tion appears to others. Honesty remains the best 

policy in dealing with a potential conflict, not only 

internally but externally as well, and the competing 

firms have much to gain and little to lose in being 

as open as possible with the organization’s leader-

ship: if the donor is removed from the committee, 

they all have a more level playing field on which to 

compete, and if he is not, they would all be better 

off not competing against such odds.

Ethical dilemmas like this often revolve around 

the conflict, as Abraham Lincoln observed, between 

the love of property and the consciousness of right 

and wrong. Our course seems crooked and our 

conduct a riddle when the love of property gets the 

better of our reason. An acute sensitivity to appear-

ances of conflict of interest is not just a nicety for 

the faint of heart; it is the best way to avoid being 

perceived as crooked.



Uncompensated Work

An architect 
had a developer 

friend who had commissioned her firm 
to design projects for him in the past, but 
who asked her to do some designs for him 
for free, unable to pay her because of the 
recession, but holding out the possibility of 
the work turning into a commission once 
things turned around. She found the project 
appealing and she had the time for it, but 
wondered what she might be getting into if 
she agreed.

Freedom is the will to be responsible 

to ourselves. —Friedrich Nietzsche

Because architecture, like all creative fields, has 

qualities of both a vocation and an avocation, 

as both a job and a calling, architects can find it 

tempting to design for free, often for the pleasure 

of doing so and in anticipation of a possible pay-

ing commission coming from it. The ethics of this 

depend on the degree of volition or free choice in 

doing such work. If done willingly, without feeling 

pressured, then uncompensated design raises no 

ethical issue; without freedom, as the philosopher 

Jacques Ellul has argued, there is no ethics. Ethics 

assumes we have a choice to act in one way or 

another, or else why bother to discuss it at all?

But rarely, if ever, do any of us have com-

plete freedom. Freedom from all limits—negative 

freedom, as the historian Isaiah Berlin called it—

remains something we might imagine, but almost 

never attain, since we all live within constraints of 



Uncompensated Work

some sort. This makes determining the degree to 

which we have free will a more difficult task, one 

that demands weighing the intentions and conse-

quences of what we “freely” do. In the case of an 

architect having to decide whether to provide some 

free design services to a friend and potential client, 

the issue involves not only the architect’s willing-

ness to do this work but also the implicit risk and 

responsibility she takes on in the process. Offering 

her advice on what her developer friend might do 

makes her a participant in and possible defendant 

of whatever moves forward, even if both parties 

cite a hold-harmless agreement. Professional 

licensure carries with it responsibilities that cannot 

be waived by any one individual, since it includes 

obligations to public health, safety, and welfare 

that extend beyond any agreement between two 

parties. The architect is never free of such duties, 

even when working without pay.

That shows how much a professional donates 

in providing free service. It becomes more than not 

charging for the time taken to produce the design; 

it also includes not accounting for the liability and 

the risk associated with the work, which can be 

extraordinary, depending on what the recipient 

of the services does with the results. The latter 

donation often remains invisible to people seeking 

professional advice and often results in architects, 

especially, being underpaid, even when compen-

sated for their work. The legal responsibility that 

goes with creating something as costly and com-

plex as a building extends far beyond what a typical 

fee covers, making liability insurance for architects 

fairly expensive.

For one friend to ask another to take on 

such risk without any reward, now or in the future, 

hardly seems like friendship. Likewise, the freedom 

to expose oneself to so much liability without any 

equity stake in the results hardly seems like free-

dom. If freedom, as Friedrich Nietzsche observed, 

involves being responsible to ourselves, then the 

real freedom of the architect here, asked to provide 

free design services to a friend, involves saying no. 

To do otherwise is to be irresponsible to ourselves 

and entails the loss of freedom as a result, as would 

happen should the freely given design fail in some 

fundamental way outside the architect’s control 

and expose her to liability and litigation.

That other architects will provide uncom-

pensated design services in hopes of winning a 

commission does not make it right or wise to do so. 

People relinquish their freedom out of ignorance 

all the time, as we see all too often in the political 

realm, but few will do so knowingly. Some might 

argue that we should be free to give up our free-

dom if we so choose, but that “positive freedom,” 

as Berlin called it, has always been the means for a 

few to oppress the many. The test of real freedom 

and real friendship comes with turning the tables 

and asking for compensation in a form commensu-

rate with the actual value of what has been asked  

for by those who request free service. In this exam-

ple, the architect might ask of her developer friend 

an equal stake in the development, with enough 

control of the design to ensure its appropriate 

implementation. Anything less than that, and she 

should use her free will to turn down this opportu-

nity. That’s what friends are for.



What is the price of community work, and when 

does it become too costly? The answer depends 

on what we mean by price and how we measure 

value. In our current economy, prices often exclude 

externalities, things of value that we cannot easily 

quantify and so do not get included in calculating 

costs and benefits. As a result, economic value 

does not always capture what we value as a com-

munity, society, or culture.

That, in turn, often places businesses in 

the paradoxical situation of reaping great profit 

from what we know to be the worst for us, 

whether it be gas-guzzling cars or nutritionally 

empty junk food or the addictive consumption of 

alcohol or cigarettes. At the same time, activi-

ties of real value—like mentoring youth or rais-

ing children or tending gardens—lie outside our 

economic system and so reap no financial profit, 

Community Service

An architectural 
office relied on 

one employee to lead much of its work in 
the community. The firm touted his work 
in its marketing materials and told him 
how important he was for attracting more 
business from nonprofits and the public 
sector. When the next economic downturn 
came, however, the firm laid him off first, 
telling him that he did not bring in enough 
fee-paying work and that it could no longer 
afford him.

Values provide perspective in the best 

of times and the worst. —Charles Garfield



Community Service

however humanly or environmentally profitable 

they may be.

Still, we admire those who give back to the 

communities from which we all benefit, especially 

in economic downturns, when the needs increase 

at the very moment that profits are down. As the 

psychologist Charles Garfield noted, what we 

really value becomes most clearly perceived not 

just in the best of times but also—and maybe even 

more so—in the worst. What we claim to value 

gets tested in downturns, when we have to set pri-

orities and make decisions about what we can and 

cannot afford.

Community service usually loses out, since 

it brings in little—if any—money. As with this firm, 

the person most involved in such work was the first 

to be let go. But values provide perspective, as 

Garfield says, and so they help us step back and 

see our situations from a larger context and longer 

time frame. When we do that, we often discover 

that making decisions based primarily on reducing 

short-term costs almost always proves more costly 

in the long run.

It may seem less costly to tolerate people 

living on the streets than to build supportive hous-

ing for them, but it is not true. When we add up 

the expense of emergency room visits, the price 

of police calls, and the impact of criminal activ-

ity, it ultimately costs much more to have home-

less people on the streets than to create shelter for 

them. The same can be said for other social ills we 

think we cannot afford to cure. Forcing the unin-

sured to use emergency rooms raises health costs 

for everyone else, and tolerating the high numbers 

of high-school dropouts eventually raises our costs 

through higher crime rates and more prisons.

Architects have a lot to offer in such situ-

ations, by revealing the real cost of doing what 

may seem most economically beneficial in the 

short term. We do this all the time with buildings, 

showing through life-cycle costing how a more 

expensive, higher quality product or material will 

save much more in the long run. But we—and 

almost everyone else—miss chances of doing this 

at a community or system-wide scale, especially 

during economic downturns. Recessions provide 

us with creative opportunities to see value often 

overlooked during a boom.

In the case of this firm, rather than see the 

person doing a lot of community work as the most 

expendable staff member, the firm should view him 

as offering some of the greatest potential for creat-

ing new business by showing communities how they 

can reduce costs or increase value in all that the 

economy has externalized. Tapping the often-unac-

counted-for assets of a community—its people—in 

meeting needs or resolving problems remains one 

of the great areas of unrealized growth.

The same is true of firms. Employees 

remain a firm’s greatest asset, and shedding peo-

ple is almost always more costly in the long run. 

Better to devise alternatives—incentives or profit-

sharing ideas for generating new work, paying ben-

efits while putting people on retainer—than to get 

rid of professional staff altogether. Through such 

actions, we can show others how to create value 

that people often overlook while building, in the 

worst of times, on what we value most.



Depending on the motives and circumstances, giv-

ing can be one of the best or worst things we can 

do. Thoreau captured that paradox in Walden when 

he wrote, “If I knew for a certainty that a man was 

coming to my house with the conscious design of 

doing me good, I should run for my life. . . for fear 

Pro Bono Work

During a 
severe economic 

downturn, students could not find summer 
jobs, as firms furloughed or laid off a sizable 
number of employees. In one community, 
the unemployed students and practitioners 
decided to join forces to work, pro bono, 
on community projects, but several 
professionals raised questions about the 
ethics of students working on projects 
without pay and of the student-practitioner 
teams providing free service in competition 
with firms seeking paid commissions. 

Philanthropy is almost the only vir-

tue that is sufficiently appreciated 

by mankind. Nay, it is greatly over-

rated, and it is our selfishness that 

overrates it. —Henry David Thoreau



Pro Bono Work

that I should get some of his good done to me.” 

Everyone likes to receive a gift or an offer of help, 

but if given because givers want to curry our favor 

or assuage their guilty conscience, to put us down 

or signify their superiority, then we should, indeed, 

run for our lives. Giving done for the wrong rea-

sons, to enhance the giver’s power or ego, remains 

worse than not giving at all.

Immanuel Kant’s ethical idea of treating 

others as an end in themselves rather than as a 

means to our ends serves as a guide here. Giving 

should benefit the receiver, not the giver. While 

giving offers a donor a personal sense of satisfac-

tion, the act of giving has to arise out of what the 

recipient really needs or wants, and it cannot imply 

any quid pro quo—any expectation of a gift or even 

an expression of gratitude in return. The truest gift 

comes anonymously.

Likewise, the gift of our effort or example rep-

resents a benefit often far more valuable than what 

money can buy. As Thoreau rightly observes, “Some 

show their kindness to the poor by employing them 

in their kitchens. Would they not be kinder if they 

employed themselves there?” This giving of one’s 

self has a particular relevance to professions like 

architecture. The doing of pro bono work for those 

in need, who lack the ability to pay an architect’s fee, 

has become a growing part of the profession, with 

many firms now devoting one percent of their time 

to unpaid design services. Tax benefits do accrue 

with such work, so it does come with a benefit to 

the providers of these free services, but it typically 

involves giving their time to listen to the needs of 

others and to offer solutions to meet those needs.

Those who do pro bono work face two 

challenges. For architects worried that it will take 

away potentially fee-paying work, as in the exam-

ple here, the donation of services can seem like 

a betrayal, an undercutting of one’s professional 

peers especially if, during a recession, there is not 

enough work to go around. And, for the recipients, 

it can seem disempowering by reinforcing the posi-

tion of professionals over those who have lost the 

ability to construct their own shelter or create their 

own place in which to live or work. Such resistance 

from both directions can make pro bono work seem 

not worth the effort, a damned-if-you-do, damned-

if-you-don’t proposition. But Thoreau’s caution 

against the conscious design of doing good sug-

gests another way to give that does not enhance 

the giver at the expense of the receiver.

Instead of widening the split between profes-

sional knowledge and the public’s dependence on 

it, pro bono work should seek to heal that divide by 

teaching people to do for themselves what profes-

sionals have been empowered by the licensure to 

provide. That obviously does not work for a large, 

complicated project, the understanding of which 

demands years of training to handle its complexi-

ties. Most of what the poor need, however, is much 

simpler—shelter, storage, sanitation, security—and 

much more easily obtained with professional guid-

ance. Helping people learn how to help themselves 

remains the greatest gift of all, for it frees them of 

needing any further gifts and enables them to give 

to others in turn.

Although this might appear to threaten the 

very idea of professional knowledge, we have 
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plenty of restrictions in our regulations to prevent 

untrained people from doing things that might 

harm the health, safety, and welfare of themselves 

or others. What it does threaten, and deservedly 

so, is the false philanthropy that Thoreau speaks 

of. Rather than do good to others, we need to do 

good with them, helping others to no longer need 

our help. Thoreau did that in Walden, where he 

described how he built his own house so that read-

ers could build theirs, and those among us who 

follow his model will never lack for meaningful, 

important work.

An architect 
led a study abroad 

trip with a group of students to Africa, 
where they intended to design and help 
build housing for a village. When they 
got there, though, they heard tales of 
the fishermen in the village drowning for 
lack of life jackets and children falling 

Simulation, evocation, contextual-

ism: call it what you will, but this 

thing that we designers are so good 

at seems to serve a basic human 

need. —Michael Bierut

Living Conditions



Living Conditions

An issue that has preoccupied ethicists over the 

last century involves the “fact-value distinction,” 

most famously raised by the eighteenth-century 

philosopher David Hume, who argued that we 

cannot draw conclusions about what we ought to 

do in a situation from the facts about it. This pres-

ents, according to Hume, a problem for ethics, 

if evaluating what we ought to do has no ratio-

nal basis. It also presents a problem for design, 

since designers constantly make decisions about 

what ought to be done in a situation based on 

the facts encountered therein. A particular group 

of people has certain needs, a site has certain 

dimensions, ordinances require certain things—

and out of that welter of facts comes a design that 

addresses these demands while creating some-

thing of value.

Designers make this connection between 

facts and values through a number of non-logical 

means: simulation, evocation, and contextualism, 

as the designer Michael Bierut puts it. We model 

alternatives, suggest possibilities, and provide 

frameworks to help people begin to envision what 

they might have and really need. Those models and 

frameworks are, of course, facts themselves, even 

though they do not describe the world as it is, but 

instead as it might be and as the designer thinks it 

ought to be.

It may be that in science, charged with 

understanding the world as it exists, the fact-value 

distinction provides an important check on making 

sure an investigator sticks to the facts and does not 

let assumptions about what ought to be cloud the 

analysis about what is. But in design, which works 

almost entirely in the world as it could be, the 

fact-value distinction serves a different purpose, 

reminding us to make sure that what we value does 

not wander too far from the facts of a case or too 

far from the values of those we serve. Our ethical 

responsibility as architects involves making a fact-

value connection.

That becomes particularly important when 

serving people of another culture or with very few 

resources, as is the case here. The architect and 

to their deaths in the well for lack of a 
lift mechanism. Although the architect 
and students did not intend to design 
life jackets or a lift mechanism, they 
did, since these were what the people 
needed.
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his students may have thought that they would go 

to that African village to design and build housing, 

but the facts—and the villagers’ own priorities—

said otherwise. Losing husbands to drowning or 

children to the bottom of a well trumps a better roof 

over one’s head, and in such situations it becomes 

incumbent on designers to respond to what they 

see and hear and to switch gears accordingly.

Situations like this highlight a weakness 

in design education, which typically tracks stu-

dents according to the end product they learn to 

produce. Architecture students learn to design 

buildings; industrial designers, products; apparel 

designers, clothing; and so on. While each design 

area does have its own history and skill set, all 

designers share a common discipline, a common 

way to perceive, analyze, and solve problems. We 

ought to be flexible enough to recognize the lim-

its of our knowledge, generous enough to bring in 

other disciplines when needed, and open enough 

to apply what we know to problems outside our 

comfort zone.

At the same time, conditions such as those 

encountered in that village highlight a weakness in 

design practice, in which most professionals focus 

nearly all of their attention and talent on the rela-

tively rich while almost completely ignoring the 

needs of the vastly greater number of the world’s 

poor. It is as if we have allowed Hume’s fact-value 

distinction to cloud our judgment. What we have 

come to value as designers—the custom designs 

we create for a fee for a relative few around the 

globe—no longer aligns with the facts of where 

the greatest demand for design creativity exists, 

among the billions of people who lack the most 

basic necessities.

When we finally figure out how to recon-

nect these facts with what we value, we may also 

discover one other aspect of Hume’s distinction. 

Most of what we value in the affluent West and 

think indispensable to living does not jibe with 

the facts that we see in so much of the rest of the 

world, which shows how relatively little, in the end, 

any of us really need to lead a comfortable life. 



Working Conditions

An interior 
designer, 

refurbishing a number of hotels, found a 
supplier of handwoven rugs made in an 
impoverished country that cost much less 
than rugs made in more developed nations. 
Though the designer thought that her 
purchase of the rugs would provide needed 
income for the people who made them, she 
knew of the terrible working conditions 
of the rugs’ weavers. She wondered if 
she should use her leverage as a buyer 
of a large number of rugs to improve the 
situation or not purchase the rugs so as 
not to enrich the supplier who allows such 
conditions to occur.

The strongest bond of human sym-

pathy outside the family relation 

should be one uniting working 

people of all nations and tongues. 

—Abraham Lincoln
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Stoic philosopher Epictetus distinguished between 

disruptive passions that cause us to lose control 

of ourselves, and the rational emotions, such as 

affection and sympathy for others, over which we 

retain control. This echoes Lincoln’s observation 

that “the strongest bond of human sympathy out-

side the family relation should be one uniting work-

ing people of all nations and tongues.” Reason tells 

us that we can improve the working conditions of 

people around the globe, as we have done in this 

country. Calmly going about making that happen 

remains well within our ethical responsibility as 

professionals and as human beings.

But would this interior designer do more by 

buying the rugs or refusing to buy them? Refusal 

may prove more satisfying emotionally, but by 

removing herself from engagement with those who 

have created the conditions she opposes, she also 

eliminates her opportunity to effect change, as well 

as possibly making the workers’ situation worse by 

lessening the demand for their handiwork. At the 

same time, buying the rugs without comment does 

seem to condone what she otherwise condemns. 

Stoic ethics urged each of us to accept, calmly, the 

conditions of our lives, but it did not counsel us to 

tolerate the injustices of others.

Instead, the Stoics would advise her to do 

as much as is in her power to do. She could, for 

example, ask the supplier about the working con-

ditions of his employees as part of her making a 

decision about the rugs, sending a message that it 

matters to her and to other customers. She might 

also suggest that she would be willing to pay more 

for the rugs if the company could show evidence 

The design community has an enormous impact on 

the planet, not only in what we build but also in what 

we specify—the products and services we select as 

we put a structure and interior together. We gen-

erally focus on the end result of that process, on 

what a product looks like or how it performs, but the 

effect of our decisions goes far beyond the space 

of a building’s walls or a site’s boundaries. It also 

extends to the people who make the materials we 

use, whose lives we can improve according to what 

we do or do not select. Our purchasing power gives 

us leverage, if and when we decide to use it.

The ethical dilemma this creates for design-

ers revolves around the question of whether to help 

change the working conditions of those affected 

by our decisions or to protest those conditions by 

not selecting the products of their work. Stoicism 

offers some guidance here. The ancient Greek 

Stoics urged us to not concern ourselves with 

things in the external world over which we have no 

control, with the goal of helping us reach a state of 

tranquility. The interior designer in this case might 

make a Stoic argument and rightly say that she has 

little or no control over the material conditions of 

the rugmakers and that she should not concern 

herself with their plight when making her decision 

about what product to specify.

Contrary to what Stoic ethics seems to sug-

gest, though, we can never be entirely detached 

from the consequences of our actions. To select 

something involves taking a stand and, at least 

indirectly, supporting the conditions of those who 

made it, and it means nothing if we achieve inner 

calm at the expense of the agony of others. The 
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of improvement to their worker’s conditions or if 

it was willing to bring those conditions in line with 

the workplace standards in more developed coun-

tries. And, with the dispassionate calmness that 

the Stoics so valued, she could also let the supplier 

know that she will do everything in her power to 

encourage others to follow her in this until the 

company changes its labor practices. We should 

be emotionally imperturbable in the face of injus-

tice, but never morally indifferent to it.

The owner 
of a small firm 

needed to lay off one of two employees. 
One was a young, energetic recent 
graduate who had no dependents 
and a terrific work ethic. The other 
was a longtime employee with a lot of 
experience and higher salary, but who 
worked more slowly and with less energy 

In a country well governed, poverty 

is something to be ashamed of. In a 

country badly governed, wealth is 

something to be ashamed of. —Confucius

Layoffs
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The most difficult ethical dilemmas often arise when 

our actions have life-or-death implications. The law 

deals with the most harmful situations, but it does 

not extend to perfectly legal actions, like a layoff, 

that can have the same effect of endangering a per-

son’s health through the loss of benefits. Lacking 

such coverage, of course, does not mean a person 

cannot get medical attention, evident in the large 

number of people who use emergency rooms as 

their primary clinic. And, if we pay enough, we can 

get all the coverage we need, although most people 

only face that situation after they have lost a job and 

have less money for more expensive insurance.

Such flawed public policies create ethical 

dilemmas for the owners and managers of organi-

zations, as in the case here. The law may allow us 

to do things that we may feel violate the moral law, 

and so we have to work through that conflict both 

as individuals and as communities in the best way 

we can. In this situation, some may see little conflict 

at all. The firm’s principal needs to look after the 

health and well-being of the business first, and if 

an individual suffers as a result of a layoff, so be it. 

In most cases, that would mean keeping the young, 

productive employee and laying off the less produc-

tive, more expensive one. But even the most rational 

and responsible business person remains a human 

being as well, and the linkage of health-care cov-

erage to employment makes every layoff decision 

much more difficult. It threatens a person not only 

with the loss of a salary but also potential bank-

ruptcy and financial ruin should a serious accident 

or illness occur while he or she is unemployed.

Confucian ethics offers some perspec-

tive on this. Were our country well governed, we 

would all be ashamed by the impoverishment of 

people who have lost a job and become ill through 

no fault of their own. Good government would 

not allow something like this, affecting potentially 

everyone in the country. The bad government that 

has enabled this to happen is also a democrati-

cally elected one. We should never have allowed 

our elected officials to be swayed by those who 

benefit from our dysfunctional health-care system, 

maintaining something so hazardous to almost 

every citizen’s own physical and financial health. 

Very well-to-do individuals—some of whom hold 

higher office and have become beholden to the 

health-care industry as it stands—may not have 

to worry about losing a job or paying for medical 

attention. But, given our government, the wealthy 

should be ashamed.

Whatever the politics of the situation, it 

does not ease the ethics of it. Confucius made a 

because of medical issues that made 
him dependent on his employer-supplied 
health plan.



Layoffs

connection between good government and the 

good person, believing that the best leader ruled 

by moral example rather than through self-interest, 

and that the superior person behaved according 

to moral principle, in contrast to the inferior per-

son’s focus on profit. Such ethics, of course, runs 

counter to our profit-oriented economic system 

that assumes that everyone bases decisions on 

self-interest. It does show, however, another way 

to think about ethical dilemmas such as the one 

described here.

The Confucian ethical ideal involved the 

balancing of mutual obligations, and in that light, 

the head of this firm might explore a third way 

with his two employees. After explaining the firm’s 

financial situation, he could ask the two employ-

ees to split one position, while offering to continue 

the health-care benefits of both. Since neither of 

his two staff members would know who would be 

laid off, both might accept half a job, with benefits, 

over no job or benefits at all. And if one did not 

and found another job, both would still have their 

health benefits provided. He might also provide an 

incentive for both employees to seek new business, 

offering to return each to full-time employment if 

they bring work into the office. Poverty is nothing 

to be ashamed of if it comes with the means to 

transcend it.

That cooperative approach contradicts the 

tendency of businesses to lay off staff in a down-

turn. Keeping as many people employed as pos-

sible, even if part time, not only encourages more 

of the familial and social harmony that Confucian 

ethics so valued but also bolsters staff loyalty and 

the incentive for people to work harder for the 

organization. Retaining some level of employment 

among as many people as possible also buffers an 

economic decline and hastens a recovery, resolv-

ing the cause of the problem in the first place. In 

the end, the best economy—and the best govern-

ment—arises not just from self-interested com-

petition but also from what Confucius called ren: 

compassion for others, which we hope that others 

will also have for us.



An architect, 
well regarded in a 

firm, discovered that she was making less 
than some of her male counterparts who 
had less responsibility and less longevity 
in the office. Angered by the inequality, 
she went to talk to the partners, 
demanding that she receive more pay 
than her subordinates or she would quit. 
The partners said that they could not 
increase her compensation because of the 
recession, so she walked out, remaining 
unemployed for a long time and eventually 
taking another job with considerably 
lower pay and much less responsibility 
than what she had before.

We undo ourselves by impatience. 

Misfortunes have their life and their 

limits, their sickness and their 

health. —Michel de Montaigne

Unequal Pay



Unequal Pay

What people get paid remains one of the most 

sensitive of issues, even though in developed 

countries and among most professions the pay we 

receive puts us all among the best-paid people on 

the planet. Compensation, in that sense, is relative 

to the context in which it occurs. While we might 

occupy the top tier of what people make in a world 

in which two billion people live on less than two dol-

lars a day, we may feel impoverished in comparison 

with those who commission us or even with those 

who sit at the desk next to our’s. Add to that the 

culture of overconsumption that bombards us daily 

with images of what it means to be wealthy, and we 

all can easily begin to feel poor, however well off 

we might be.

Differences in pay become even more dif-

ficult to accept when seemingly discriminatory 

in origin, when people of apparently equal ability 

receive more or less depending on their gender or 

ethnic background. Our legal system, of course, 

offers some protection from explicit discrimination 

along these lines, but there remain gaps in pay, 

with the 2003 U.S. census showing that for every 

dollar men earn, women earn 75 cents. Whether 

the result of marketplace forces or male oppres-

sion, the disparity shows that our economic sys-

tem, for all its touted opportunities, lacks fairness 

at a fundamental level.

In ethics, fairness has been among the 

most valued of the virtues. The reciprocity inher-

ent in ethical behavior, of treating others as we 

would want them to treat us, would suggest that 

men and women of roughly the same educational 

and skill level would receive roughly the same pay. 

Architects enact such equality in what we design 

all the time. We typically create work or living envi-

ronments based on people’s needs and interac-

tions, without ever making distinctions in the nature 

or quality of space—except in restrooms and other 

similar gender-specific spaces—between men 

and women engaged in equivalent activities. This 

occurs partly for practical reasons, since we rarely 

know who will occupy spaces over time. But it also 

arises out of an ethical obligation to be as fair as 

possible in our accommodation of others.

Fairness, of course, does not always mean 

absolute equality, since people are not absolutely 

the same, and this is where prudence, another vir-

tue, comes into play. Fairness in accommodating 

differences can lead to varied conditions in some 

cases, uniform conditions in others. Building codes, 

for instance, have finally recognized the need for a 

larger number of restroom stalls for women, espe-

cially in entertainment venues when intermissions 

lead to an influx of people needing such facilities. 

At the same time, universal design demands that 

we adjust dimensions to accommodate the needs 

of people with a wide range of physical ability, 

with many elements of buildings lower or wider 

than what has existed in the past. Examples like 

this suggest that fairness without prudence can 

lead, paradoxically, to unfair conditions, and that 

true fairness comes only from imagining ourselves 

in the place of those often treated unfairly and 

responding to their needs accordingly.

That can occur in practice as well as in 

design. The architect in this case had every right—

and a good deal of courage—to speak to her 
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employers about the unequal pay she received for 

equivalent work, and about the inequality of her 

receiving less than those who had less longevity 

in the office than she did. The missing virtue here, 

though, was not just fairness but also prudence on 

both her part and on the part of her bosses. As 

Montaigne observed, “We undo ourselves by impa-

tience,” and her imprudence in leaving the firm in 

the midst of a recession as well as the partners’ 

imprudent refusal to consider a salary increase 

for her, even if it needed to be delayed until the 

economy improved, reveals a degree of impatience 

that can end up reinforcing the very inequality that 

initiated the confrontation. The architect, in tak-

ing a lower-paying job, has fallen farther behind 

her male colleagues in her previous firm, and the 

partners, in letting her leave, have higher-paid 

employees with less experience than her.

Some might argue that she had a duty to 

leave, just as we can rightly say that the firm had a 

duty to adjust her pay, when it could afford to do 

so, in recognition of her ability and longevity. But 

prudence remains as much an ethical duty as the 

courage to speak out for equality, and sometimes 

the most effective way to change a situation lies in 

speaking up for what is right and then working from 

within a culture to change it over time. Misfortunes 

have their life and their limits, said Montaigne, 

and so, eventually, do inequality and unfairness. 

Through patient and persistent resistance to the 

latter, we can eventually achieve the equality and 

fairness that can otherwise seem so elusive. 


