
IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn
TO STUDENTS: WHY ARCHITECTURAL THEORY IS VITAL

THEORY IN ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION

As a student, architecture reviews and critiques can be both invigorating and stressful.

You share the work you have done over the past weeks, months, or year. You present your

goals, process, and results. You present various drawings and models, as well as some

written text or verbal commentary. Likely, the final review is a requirement given by your

professor or program, and, maybe for some of you, you would prefer not to go through

with it. Some might truly look forward to this opportunity, to candidly present what you

believe are the strengths and weaknesses of your work, and to gain insights from an

esteemed group of critics. Maybe some of you are hopeful to receive praise for your hard

work and commendations for your successes. Some students simply do not want to miss

all the potential drama.

In any case, the excitement and stress of final reviews stems from the unpre-

dictability of it all. As reviews begin, it is a mystery as to what will and won’t be said, what

students will receive accolades and what students will be derided, and how the flow 

of the conversation will evolve. Part of the unpredictability is surely caused by the 

critics, but what appears to be random and unmanageable might well be within the

student’s control.1 Many students are unaware of how they can direct their own reviews,

rather than standing by as passive observers. This book, Introducing Architectural Theory:
Debating a Discipline, provides a foundation for gaining authority of your work and your

reviews.

When students stand in front of a panel of critics and embark on a discussion of

the goals, methods, and outcomes of their work, knowingly or unknowingly, they are

launching a theoretical position. This position—and all the aesthetic and pragmatic value

judgments it contains—becomes more and more tangible as critics shift uncomfortably

in their chairs, lean forward with enthusiasm, or slump with boredom. Named or unnamed,

it is then from a similar or distant theoretical stance that the subsequent critique
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1. Final reviews—or “juries”—in

architectural education have

come under criticism. See:

Kathryn Anthony, Design 
Juries on Trial: The Renaissance
of the Design Studio (New York:

Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1991);

Helena Webster, “The Analytics

of Power: Re-presenting the

Design Jury,” Journal of
Architectural Education, 60
(2007): 21–27.
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materializes. As such, theory is central to architectural education. Understanding

architectural theory is essential.

On the first day of the semester, in the architectural theory course I teach, I always

ask students several questions: What is “theory?” How is it useful? What excites you about

theory? What scares you about it? Many students are excited about theory and what 

it connotes—ruminating on the significance of this or that architect or architectural 

work. To many other students, “theory” is seen as a set of enigmatic texts produced by

obscure authors—boring, heady, and impractical. Many students feel alienated by this.

Contributing to this feeling, architectural theory is often marginal to the educational

experience, often reserved for elective courses, graduate study, or as a supplement to

undergraduate history, technology, or design courses. As such, it is difficult to see how

theory is useful, much less seeing why studying architectural theory is necessary.

Defined another way, architectural theory is neither formal nor textual, neither

cryptic nor pretentious. Theory is the most vital component of the architecture curriculum.

Explicit or implicit, architectural theory is the means by which architects and architectural

scholars situate themselves in the world. This positioning is not merely based on embracing

fashionable discourses, but is part of clarifying one’s architectural line of thinking. It is

how the discipline of architecture began and has evolved. Theory is what underpins all

aspects of architecture—technological, cultural, economic, and aesthetic. Theory is

embedded in the everyday aspects of architecture: daily conversations between students

and instructors, editorials in popular architectural media, etc. Built forms, themselves, are

a manifestation of theory. In essence, architectural theories provide the foundation from

which any student or practitioner asserts a particular stance or value structure of archi-

tecture. It is through theories that architects align with or dispute other architects or

architectural works. This book is about this ongoing debate, architectural theory.

DEFINING ARCHITECTURAL THEORY

Humans make theories to explain the world around them. “Theory building develops out

of our need to make sense out of life.”2 Philosophy and religion are two examples of this

human desire to explore and explain the meaning of life. As such, “theory” and “philosophy”

are often synonymous.3 In fact, many library databases use the term “architecture

philosophy” rather than “architecture theory.”4 The term “philosophy,” however, may be

misleading, as it suggests something ephemeral, hypothetical, or non-concrete. In

actuality, architectural theory serves a practical role. Though “practice” is often seen as

the complement to “theory,” architectural theory fulfills a rational, pragmatic, and concrete

purpose.

Architectural theory began with Marcus Vitruvius’ Ten Books on Architecture,

written in the first century B.C.E.5 The book was a practical guide to the design and

construction of towns, infrastructure, and public buildings, and private residences. The

book also included discussions of material properties and usage, proportion and geometry,

and site orientation, all of which are issues still relevant to architecture today. Published

DEBATE IN ARCHITECTURE

4

2. Quotation from W. B. Walsh,

Theories of Person-
Environment Interaction:
Implications for the College
Student (Iowa City: American

College Testing Program, 1973),

5. For further definitions and

purposes of “theory,” see:

Robert Dubin, Theory Building,
Revised Edition (New York: The

Free Press, 1978); Thomas S.

Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press,

1962); Paul D. Reynolds, 

A Primer in Theory Construction
(New York: The Bobbs-Merrill

Company, 1971); and Walsh,

Theories of Person-
Environment Interaction.

3. Theory stems from three Greek

terms: theoros (spectator),

theorein (to look at), and

theoria (contemplation). For a

discussion on the Greek origins

of theory, see: Andrea W.

Nightingale, Spectacles of
Truth in Classical Greek
Philosophy: Theoria in 
its Cultural Context
(Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2004). For

other definitions of theory, see:

Robert Dubin, Theory Building,
Revised Edition (New York: The

Free Press, 1978); Thomas S. 

Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press,

1962); Paul D. Reynolds, 

A Primer in Theory Construction
(New York: The Bobbs-Merrill

Company, 1971); and Walsh,

Theories of Person-
Environment Interaction. The

prefix “theo,” common to the

aforementioned Greek terms, is

also worth noting, because it is

common to the term

“theology,” the study or

philosophy of religion. In early

Eastern Christian theology,

theoria was the enlightenment
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architectural theory remained absent until the Renaissance, when Alberti published the

Art of Building in Ten Books in the late 15th century, which closely modeled Vitruvius’

work.6 Since that time, architects, architectural critics, and architectural historians have

published thousands of articles and books on a range of architectural topics, all with

practical implications.

It is important to understand that, unlike the natural sciences or the social sciences,

theories in architecture often emerge from less formalized, more individualistic paradigms.7

Many architectural theories are the writings of individual architects. These writings are

frequently the subjective opinions of these architects, not necessarily rooted in objective

empirical research. As well, architectural theory is not just found in books, but is part of

the ongoing conversations that take place in architecture academies and practices around

the world.

In the natural sciences, theory refers to an intellectual construct used to understand

a set of phenomena. Scientific theories usually focus on the explanation or prediction of

causal relationships. They can be explanatory—deductive and verifiable, such as the

Pythagorean Theorem in mathematics—or exploratory—inductive and speculative, such

as the String Theory in physics. This concept possesses both a common ground and a diver-

gence from social science theories, where the focus is on human behavior rather than natural

phenomena. Compared to other disciplines, architectural theory is less easily circumscribed.8

Architectural theory is vast and diverse, and encompasses at least three main areas:

1. theories of architectural technology: principles of structure, ventilation, drainage,

lighting, etc.

2. theories of architectural history: social phenomena and patterns, linguistic analyses,

analyses of physical artifacts, etc.

3. theories of architectural design: organizational strategies, design methods, spatial

concepts, aesthetic judgments, etc.

Likewise, some architectural theories are scientific (e.g., Daniel Bernoulli’s principles of

fluid dynamics); some are sociological (e.g., Edward Hall’s concept of proxemics); and

some are ideological (e.g., John Ruskin’s Seven Lamps of Architecture).

In all cases, the merits of a theory are based on its reliability, validity, repeatability,

and application. “To be useful, theories must exhibit certain qualities: comprehensiveness,

clarity and explicitness, consistency, parsimony, and heurism.”9 Theories evolve over time

in order to better achieve these criteria. Theories also change for two other reasons: (1)

empirical substance, and (2) cultural resonance. Empirical substance is the extent to which

a theory is accepted by experts in a given discipline; cultural resonance is the extent to

which a theory is accepted by society. For example, heliocentrism, the theory that the

planets revolve around the sun, was asserted multiple times throughout history, beginning

with scholars in Ancient Greece. The concept was scientifically proven by Copernicus and

his contemporaries in the 16th century, but it did not gain social acceptance until well
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given by God, the highest form

of knowledge. This concept is

paralleled in other Western and

Eastern religions as well. Putting

aside any particular religion, it

has been said that primitive

and advanced religions

originated for any number of

reasons—social, political,

biological, legal, technological,

metaphysical, etc. See, for

example: Émile Durkheim, The
Elementary Forms of Religious
Life (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 2001), Carol Cosman

(trans.), first published 1912; E.

E. Evans-Pritchard, Theories of
Primitive Religion (Oxford:

Clarendon Press, 1965); F. Max

Müller, Anthropological
Religion: The Gifford Lectures
Delivered before the University
of Glasgow (London:

Longmans, Green, and Co.,

1892); Daniel L. Pals, Eight
Theories of Religion (New York:

Oxford University Press, 2006);

and J. Samuel Preus, Explaining
Religion: Criticism and Theory
from Bodin to Freud (New

Haven: Yale University Press,

1987).

4. This includes individual libraries,

as well as major classification

schemas, such as the Universal

Decimal Classification (UDC)

used throughout Britain and

much of Europe.

5. In essence, what we now call

architecture emerged from

various interpretations of

Vitruvius’s Ten Books on
Architecture, as asserted by 

a number of authors of

architectural theory

anthologies. This includes:

Bernd Evers, “Preface,” in

Architectural Theory from the
Renaissance to the Present
(Los Angeles: Taschen, 2002), 6;

Hanno-Walter Kruft, A History
of Architectural Theory from
Vitruvius to the Present (New
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after Copernicus’ death in 1543, as the theory conflicted with the dominant religious

beliefs of the time.

Bringing this all together, architectural theory is part science, part history, part

ideology, part sociology, and part aesthetic judgment. Therefore, I have developed the

following definition of architectural theory:

the evolution of the objective principles and subjective values that guide individual

and collective decisions about, and assessments of one’s own and others’, archi-

tectural works.

The definition consists of three dichotomous pairs. The first pair stems from the notion

that architectural theory encompasses a wide range of empirical, cultural, and ideological

premises. “Objective principles” refers to scientific theories, such as, structural, lighting, or

acoustic phenomena and concepts; “subjective values,” on the other hand, are belief

systems and ideologies, such as, aesthetic predilections and political agendas. The second

pair illustrates that architectural design decisions may be “individual” or “collective.”

“Individuals” include architects, clients, critics, etc.; “collectives” include architectural

academies, groups of architects sharing similar beliefs, or groups in society who possess

a common cause. The last dichotomous pair points to the tension between self and other,

“one’s own” and “others’” architectural works. This is especially important for students

developing their own identities as architects, seeking to situate themselves in the larger

discipline of architecture. Students have often voiced to me the tension they see between

asserting their own burgeoning theories of architecture and the more matured, often

conflicting, views of their instructors. The final piece of the definition is the introductory

phrase “the evolution of.” Architectural theories are part of a continuum, an ongoing

debate, which guides the structure of this book.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

The book begins with a discussion of the role of debate in architecture: “Debating a

Discipline: Architecture, Argument, and the Concept of the Dialectic.” This section illustrates

how architecture is an ongoing debate about a number of topics: aesthetics, structure,

functionality, tectonics, context, politics, economics, culture, etc. Architectural and non-

architectural examples illuminate how debate is related to the concept of the “dialectic.”

Unlike most debates, which contain two opposing sides, dialectical debates involve three

parts: thesis, antithesis, and synthesis (described in the next chapter as original, reflective,

and philosophical). The thesis is the originating theory or idea, the antithesis is an

opposition to the thesis, and the synthesis is an attempt to reconcile or transform the

previous two. The dialectical structure forms the organization for the remainder of the

book (chapters 1–12).

Chapters 1 through 12 are divided into three categories—tectonics, use, and site—

the most central topics in architectural design. Each category possesses four chapters.
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York: Princeton Architectural

Press), 21–29; Harry F.

Mallgrave and Christina

Contandriopoulos, Architectural
Theory, Volume II: An
Anthology from 1871-2005
(Maldwell, MA: Blackwell

Publishing, 2008), xxix; and

Cristof Thoenes, “Introduction,”

in Architectural Theory from
the Renaissance to the Present
(Los Angeles: Taschen, 2002),

8–19. Vitruvius is essential to

an understanding of

architectural theory not merely

for etymological reasons but

also due to ties with a diverse

range of concepts that

contemporary theory

addresses. Many of the themes

discussed by Vitruvius—

philosophy and ethics, tectonic

expression, urban planning, and

other issues—cut across

architectural history. Marcus

Vitruvius, Ten Books on
Architecture. Morris H. Morgan,

trans. (New York: Cambridge,

1999), 72–75, 84–86, first

published ca. 25 B.C.E.

6. Leon Battista Alberti, The Art of
Building in Ten Books. Joseph

Rykwert, Neil Leach, and Robert

Tavernor, trans. (Cambridge:

MIT Press, 1988), first published

in 1486.

7. Many architectural theories are

less strongly rooted in

positivistic inquiry, and more

commonly stem from a wide

range of constructivist,

deconstructivist, critical theory,

phenomenological, and other

paradigms. A paradigm

possesses several facets: (a) the

assumptions one makes about

the world around them, (b) the

questions one chooses to ask

about that world, and (c) the

methods one uses to pursue

answers to those questions. As

stated by Hatch: “When you are

standing within the circle of
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Each chapter begins with a pair of contrasting images, a diptych of two architectural works,

along with a set of prompting questions. These images and questions are intended to

prompt dialogue and debate within and among students. Each chapter is then followed

by a brief introduction to the topic and the three dialectical readings that follow. For

example, Chapter One, “Simplicity and Complexity,” opens with an image of Stonehenge

and an image of the Modern Art Museum of Ft. Worth, Texas. The chapter introduction

then explores the terms “simplicity” and “complexity” as they apply to architecture. The

dialectical set of readings for that chapter begins with Marcel Breuer’s discussion of the

importance of formal, spatial, and material simplicity; proceeds with Robert Venturi’s

assertions about the importance of complexity in architecture; and concludes with Vittorio

Gregotti’s ruminations on the difficulty of achieving simplicity. Like the other chapters,

that chapter concludes with a set of questions and a list of further readings.

At the end of the book, you will find several resources. These appendices are

intended to provide added advice about (1) reading comprehension and analysis, (2)

different genres of writing, (3) different citation styles, and (4) conducting library-based

research. You are urged to consult these appendices before, during, and after you have

completed the chapters in this book.

THE FUTURE OF ARCHITECTURAL THEORY

It is an exciting time to study architecture. While the primary subjects of architecture

two millennia ago—tectonics, use, and site—remain central to the discipline, new

materials and technologies are emerging every day and environmental, social, and

economic challenges are growing. This makes it a vital time to study architectural theory.

Undoubtedly, as architects of the future, you and your peers will question your roles relative

to these emerging challenges and opportunities. The debate will likely center on the

ways that structure, space, form, material, program, and context are transformed to

address these issues. Debates in architectural theory will be transformed. You will

participate in that transformation. And, in hindsight, end of semester reviews will seem

tranquil by comparison.
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logic created by the

assumptions of your paradigm,

the positions taken by those

working in other paradigms

simply do not make sense.

Paradigms are indeed

completing ways of thinking

about how the world is or is 

not ordered, what counts as

knowledge, and how and if

knowledge can be gained.” For

discussions of the concept of

paradigms and the relationship

to theory, see: J. A. Hatch,

Doing Qualitative Research in
Education Settings (Albany, NY:

State University of New York

Press, 2002), 19; and Thomas S.

Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press,

1962). For further discussion of

architectural paradigms see:

Linda Groat and David Wang,

Architectural Research Methods
(New York: John Wiley & Sons,

2002), 73–98.

8. For further definitions of

architectural theory and the

diverse range of theories, see:

Paul-Alan Johnson, The Theory
of Architecture: Concepts,
Themes, and Practices (New

York: Van Nostrand Reinhold,

1994).

9. For information on student

identity development, see:

Nancy J. Evans, Deanna S.

Forney, and Florence Guido-

DiBrito, Student Development
in College: Theory, Research,
and Practice (San Francisco:

Jossey-Bass, 1998), 17.
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DDeebbaattiinngg aa DDiisscciipplliinnee
ARCHITECTURE, ARGUMENT, AND THE CONCEPT 
OF THE DIALECTIC

THE ASPIRATIONS OF ARCHITECTS

According to architectural philosopher Karsten Harries, throughout history architects have

pursued the “dream of the complete building.”1 For centuries, architects have sought a

synthesis and reconciliation of form and function, tradition and innovation, context and

building, art and engineering, and other issues. Vitruvius, in the 1st century B.C.E. stated

that architecture must be durable, convenient, and beautiful.2 Wright, in the 20th century,

argued for an “organic architecture.”3 In both cases, and in the 2,000 years of architecture

between them, the aspiration was a complete, integrated whole, where nothing could be

added or taken away. “Despite the efforts of . . . generations of architects the dream of

the complete building remains unrealized.”4 Nevertheless, like the residents of Italo

Calvino’s city of Zobeide, architects keep pursuing this dream.5

As each architect pursues her or his aspirations, the discipline of architecture evolves.

The course of architectural theory is changed by each generation of architects as they

debate the relevance of current and historic principles and ideals. These “debates” take

many forms. Some architectural debates were staged in front of an audience, like the

1989 debate in Chicago between Peter Eisenman and Leon Krier titled “My Ideology Is

Better than Yours.”6 Other debates were between contemporaries and played out through

built works, e.g., Bernini vs. Borromini during the Roman Renaissance, or occurred through

written works, e.g., Ruskin vs. Viollet-le-Duc in 19th-century Europe. Yet other debates took

place between architects that were separated by centuries, such as Le Corbusier’s refuting

of the canons of Classical architecture championed by Vitruvius, Alberti, and Palladio.

The case of Le Corbusier is indicative of the morphology of architectural theory. 

In an era of rapid advances in technology and changes in social structures, Le Corbusier

set out to create a new architecture. He sought to dismantle Classical tenets of archi-

tecture—symmetry, firm grounding, etc.—and replace them with his own. Systematically,

Le Corbusier developed his own “five points”—free plan, piloti, etc.—each a direct

8

1. Karsten Harries, “The Dream of

the Complete Building,”

Perspecta 17 (1980): 36–43.

2. Marcus Vitruvius, The Ten
Books on Architecture, Morris H.

Morgan, trans. (New York:

Dover Publications, 1960).

3. Frank L. Wright, An American
Architecture. Edgar Kaufmann,

ed. (New York: Horizon Press,

1955).

4. Harries, 36.

5. Italo Calvino, “Cities and Desire

5.” In Invisible Cities. William

Weaver, trans. (San Diego:

Harcourt, Inc., 1974), 45–46.

6. Peter Eisenman and Leon Krier,

“Peter Eisenman versus Leon

Krier: My Ideology Is Better

than Yours,” Architectural
Design 59 (1989): 6–18.
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counterpoint to Classical doctrine.7 Le Corbusier’s extensive built and written work,

everything from furniture design to urban planning, influenced both his contemporaries

and innumerable designers thereafter. Le Corbusier’s principles of city planning, however,

were later criticized by a variety of scholars who touted the importance of “contextualism.”8

Contextualism, in turn, was met by a “fuck context” mantra at the end of the 20th century.9

This string of ideas—from Classical tenets, to Le Corbusier’s five points, to Jane Jacobs’

critique of Le Corbusier’s urban ideals, to Rem Koolhaas’s interrogative uncertainty—is

one example of how architectural theory evolves. This is an exemplary dialectic.

THE CONCEPT OF THE DIALECTIC

Centuries after the rediscovery and republication of Vitruvius’s Ten Books on Architecture

during the Renaissance, non-architectural philosophers, such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte

and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel in the 19th century, fundamentally altered the logic

systems of the Western world. As a result, various disciplines, including architecture, were

radically transformed by the notion of the dialectic. In essence, dialectical philosophy,

which built upon the premises put forth by Socrates and Plato in the 5th and 4th centuries

B.C.E., eclipsed Vitruvius’s theoretical triad of “firmness, commodity, and delight.”10 The

dialectic was a tool of categorization and critical analysis, or what Ficthe regarded as

wissenschaftslehre, “the science of knowledge.”11 According to Fichte, the dialectic

contained three parts: thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.12 “Thesis” referred to an originating

idea, position, or argument; “anthithesis” was the opposite or counter-argument to the

thesis; and “synthesis” was the reconciliation or transformation of the thesis and antithesis.

Put together, the dialectic provided philosophers with a strategy for writing and evaluating

philosophical concepts.13

DIALECTICS: A FEW EXAMPLES

The concept of the dialectic is often used as a teaching tool. In a sociology or psychology

class, for example, the teacher might ask the students: Which plays the greatest role,

“nature” or “nurture”? Students then debate with one another (and in their own minds)

what is more significant “nature” (a person’s biology and genetic make-up) or “nurture”

(a person’s life experiences and upbringing). Students typically opt for one or the other

and begin formulating arguments to support their opinions. At this phase, they are working

either in the thesis, “nature,” or the antithesis, “nurture,” sides of the debate (the thesis

and antithesis, in this case, are interchangeable). As students debate further, however,

they begin to realize the roles that both genetics and upbringing play. They integrate the

two sides of the debate, discussing how nature and nurture are related and how both

nature and nurture affect human psychology and sociology, what would be called

“synthesis.”

Teachers might ask similar questions regarding race, religion, or gender: For

example, who has a more difficult adolescence, boys or girls? The dialectic appears simple

on the surface, but the process of the debate reveals the complex and diverse factors

DEBATING A DISCIPLINE
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7. Le Corbusier, Towards a New
Architecture, Frederick Etchells,

trans. (New York: Dover

Publications, 1986).

8. “Contextualism” was

developed at Cornell

University in the 1970s by

Colin Rowe and others,

including Thomas

Schumacher. See: Tom

Schumacher, “Contextualism:

Urban Ideals and

Deformations,” Casabella
35 (1971): 78–86.

9. “Fuck context” is a phrase seen

in: Office for Metropolitan

Architecture, Rem Koolhaas,

and Bruce Mau, Small,
Medium, Large, Extra-Large
(New York: Monacelli Press,

1995), 640. It also appears in

Forty’s analysis of the term

“context” in Adrian Forty,

Words and Buildings: A
Vocabulary of Modern
Architecture (New York:

Thames & Hudson, 2000),

135.

10. Vitruvius.

11. Johann G. Fichte, The Science
of Knowledge (Philadelphia:

J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1868).

12. Among German philosophers,

Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger,

arguably, have had the most

significant influence on

architecture. For discussions on

the three aspects of the

dialectic—thesis, antithesis,

synthesis—see Fichte, The
Science of Knowledge.

13. It should be noted that 

both forms of the dialectic

—Fichte’s and Hegel’s—

are merely two means of

categorization. Other systems

of thought 

and categorization may be

equally useful. See, for

example, Michel Foucault, 

The Order of Things: An
Archaeology of the Human
Sciences (New York: Random
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involved in answering the question. Often, the question is not about gender, but is a

discussion about parenting, schooling, body image, or some other issue.

Similarly, a political science class might engage subjects about federal spending:

Where should more money be spent, on education or healthcare? One objective 

might be for students to understand how federal funds are spent in each of these 

areas. Another objective might be for students to know the quantitative and qualitative

outcomes of these expenditures. A third objective might be for students to verbalize 

their own views and opinions, to better understand their own political affiliations. This 

is often a primary goal of dialectical questions, to foster students’ consciousness about

their own assumptions, values, and ideals. It is a primary reason for the structure of this

book.

DIALECTICS IN ARCHITECTURE

Architecture is filled with dialectics: mass and void, light and shade, inside and outside,

movement and repose, enclosure and opening, natural and constructed. Although there

is a degree of opposition between the terms in each pair—e.g., enclosure and opening

or light and shade—it is not about choosing one side of the dialectic over the other; both

sides are necessary. Likewise, many dialectics in architecture operate along a continuum

or gradient, such as: transparent, semi-transparent, translucent, semi-opaque, and opaque.

There are also dialectics that occur across each of these pairs. For example, enclosure

and opening have a direct effect on light and shade, which, in turn, influences movement

and repose. Architectural design is a process of making incremental, though interrelated,

decisions. This is the inherent complexity of architectural design, the cyclical integration

of diverse, sometimes conflicting, issues: tectonics, use, and site (the three major topics

covered in this book).

In 1982, at the Graduate School of Design at Harvard University, a debate was

staged between renowned theorists and architects Peter Eisenman and Christopher

Alexander.14 What emerged was nothing short of entertaining, as Alexander accused

Eisenman of “fucking up the world.” The entertainment value aside, the debate serves as

a clear example of the dialectic. Alexander, building on a mathematics background and

a precedent-based approach to architecture, discussed the importance of “harmony” in

architecture, the proportional relationships among the spaces and elements of a building

or urban design. Eisenman challenged these views and stated that, for “harmony” to be

recognized and appreciated, “discord” was essential.

Similarly, in 1999, Harvard hosted another debate, this time between well-known

urban theorists Andres Duany and Rem Koolhaas.15 Although it did not gain the same

publicity as the Eisenman–Alexander debate, the dialectic was equally at play. Duany

argued for a return to historically well-established processes and principles of urban design,

a heightened sensitivity and control over public and private planning, infrastructure, space,

and use. Koolhaas, on the other hand, made a case for reduced urban design control and

for happenstance.
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House, 1970). Nevertheless, it

is also worth noting that the

tripartite dialectical system

directly parallels the works of

contemporary architectural

scholars. See, for example,

Alan Colquhoun, “Three Kinds

of Historicism,” in Theorizing a
New Agenda for Architecture:
An Anthology of Architectural
Theory, 1965–1995, Kate

Nesbitt, ed. (New York:

Princeton Architectural Press,

1996), 200–210.

14. The debate between Peter

Eisenman and Christopher

Alexander took place in

November 1982, but was later

published by Harvard

University as: “Discord over

Harmony in Architecture: Peter

Eisenman and Christopher

Alexander in Discussion,”

Studio Works 7, (2000):

48–57.

15. The debate between Andres

Duany and Rem Koolhaas,

mediated by Alex Krieger, was

later published by Harvard as:

“Exploring New Urbanism(s),”

Studio Works 7, (2000):

134–145.
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These two events are exemplars of the ongoing debate of architecture.16 The

discipline of architecture, however, is full of debates, and few of them take place in front

of a captive audience. Discussions between students and teachers, between clients and

architects, and between critics and theorists contribute to these ongoing debates. What

is the most significant building in architectural history? What dissatisfies you most about

the architecture of the past 20 years? What is the most pressing issue in architecture

today? How does the discipline of architecture need to change in the future? These

questions prod us and they cause architecture to change. New materials are invented.

New spaces and forms are made. New uses are accommodated. Architects form new

ideals about what architecture could be and must be. You have the opportunity to

participate in this debate, and the chapters ahead will facilitate this.

THE CHAPTERS AHEAD

Each of the 12 chapters explores a particular dialectical topic in architecture, a debate

with multiple points of view. Each chapter provides a way of seeing how architectural

theories originate, transform, and continue to evolve. The three readings for each chapter

generally follow Fichte’s dialectical construct of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. More

accurately, they follow a system laid out by Hegel that loosely paralleled Fichte’s construct.

In The Philosophy of History, Hegel stated there were three forms or approaches to history:

“original,” “reflective,” and “philosophical.”17 These are the terms used in the chapters

ahead.

“Original” texts are made up mostly of architectural treatises written by significant

historical architects, such as, Alberti, Palladio, and Loos, who established foundational

theoretical propositions made evident in their built works. “Reflective” texts are represented

by author–architects, such as, Banham, Eisenman, Venturi, and Pallasmaa, who placed

the ideas and buildings found in the previous category under particular scrutiny, paving 

the way for more self-conscious, more critical transformations of architectural theory.

“Philosophical” texts are more challenging to classify and, in many cases, are the origins

of a new “thesis.” They represent a synthetic, critical eye toward both the history and the

future of architecture. As a dialectic or triptych, the original, reflective, and philosophical

texts of each chapter cover both a broad span of architectural history and a wide range

of architectural philosophies. The goal is to open up questions that have relevance to

you now, as a student, and that will remain significant as we continue debating a discipline.

DEBATING A DISCIPLINE
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16. Another good example of an

architectural dialectic

discussed in Andreas Huyssen,

“The Hidden Dialectic:

Avantgarde—Technology—

Mass Culture,” in After the
Great Divide (Bloomington:

Indiana University Press,

1986), 3–15.

17. Fichte’s dialectical structure is

often attributed, erroneously,

to Hegel, i.e., the “Hegelian

dialectic.” The reader should

note that Hegel’s tripartite

system of “original,”

“reflective,” and

“philosophical” was developed

for different purposes than

Fichte’s dialectic. Hegel used

these terms to define three

different approaches to

historical research. The Fichte

and Hegel constructs are

described here as parallel

simply for pedagogical

purposes. See: Georg W. F.

Hegel, The Philosophy of
History, J. Sibree, trans. (New

York: The Cooperative

Publication Society, 1900).

Introducing Arch Theory-01-c  7/12/11  13:24  Page 11



Introducing Arch Theory-01-c  7/12/11  13:24  Page 12



Part 2

DIALECTICAL
READINGS in
ARCHITECTURE:
TECTONICS

Introducing Arch Theory-01-c  7/12/11  13:24  Page 13



Introducing Arch Theory-01-c  7/12/11  13:24  Page 14



Chapter 1

SIMPLICITY and
COMPLEXITY
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FIGURE 1.1
Photograph of the megaliths at
Stonehenge, Wiltshire, England
(ca. 3000–2500 B.C.E.).

FIGURE 1.2
Photograph of the pond and
gallery pavilions at the Modern
Art Museum of Ft. Worth, Texas,
United States (1999–2002).
Architect: Tadao Ando.

INTRODUCTORY DISCUSSION

1. Of the two images above, which better represents the concept of “simplicity” in

architecture? Which better represents “complexity” in architecture? Why?

2. What are the various definitions and connotations of the terms “simplicity” and

“complexity” in architecture? What are the characteristics of an architecture of

simplicity? What are the characteristics of an architecture of complexity?

3. Which is more appropriate in architecture today, simplicity or complexity?
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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn

In 1958, Peter Blake—American architect, critic, educator, editor of Architectural Forum,

and once-director of New York’s Museum of Modern Art—wrote that “the only trouble

with a simple little word like ‘simple’ is that so many people think it is synonymous with

‘easy.’ In real life, of course, ‘simple’ often means ‘difficult.’”1 Blake wrote about Le

Corbusier, Phillip Johnson, Frank Lloyd Wright, Marcel Breuer, Ulrich Franzen, and other

proponents of Modernist architecture and minimalism. Most notably, however, it is in “The

Difficult Art of Simplicity” that Blake made the aforementioned statement and extensively

discussed the work of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. Regarding Mies’s use of the structural

steel frame, Blake wrote, “Mies’s system of simplicity . . . is one of the most important

resources architecture can claim.”2

Mies, among the most renowned of minimalist architects, did not coin the phrase

“Less is more.” He did, however, help make it the slogan for a generation of architects.

Impressive is the fact that Mies wrote relatively little; it was through his large body of

built architectural works that Mies propagated this phrase. Mies’s work, according to Blake,

was also assisted by its place in history. Mies followed an era of great uncertainty and

diverse opinions about aesthetic expression, technological innovation, and style. Mies

provided certainty; “Less is more” provided certainty. Nevertheless, as Blake recognized,

Mies’s architectural and verbal statements conceal “considerable expense,” “thought,”

and “trouble.” Architecture is influenced by a wide array of issues: tectonics, use, and site;

aesthetic and economic trends; architect–client–public relationships; conventions and

innovations; and a variety of other factors. With this diversity of issues, and the conflicts

among them, one might say that architecture is inherently “complex.”

So, which is it—”simple” or “complex”?

Consider this question as you explore the texts of this first chapter. Marcel Breuer’s

“Where Do We Stand?” serves as the original text for the chapter, as Breuer articulates

the theories of what he describes as the “New Architecture.” In that essay, Breuer, an

architect and furniture designer, used the ironic phrase “maximum simplicity” to describe

this “New Architecture” of Modernism. While Breuer’s design work clearly demonstrated

17

1. Peter Blake, “The Difficult Art of

Simplicity,” Architectural Forum
(May 1958): 127.

2. Ibid., 131.
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affiliation with other Modernists, he recognized, like Blake, that Modernist architecture

was “not such a simple matter,” that “architecture is an alarmingly many-sided complex.”

In any case, Breuer plainly stated that he and other protagonists of Modernism sought

“clarity” by emphasizing “structural laws and practical functions” and aesthetic “simplicity

and a renunciation of all irrational forms.”

On the other hand, an excerpt from Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction
in Architecture serves as the reflective text in this chapter. In a radical departure from

Modernist ideals, Venturi turned the slogan of “Less is more” into his own “Less is a bore.”

Rather than arguing for “clarity,” as Breuer did, Venturi contended “ambiguity,” “com-

plexity,” and “contradiction” as essential parts of architecture.

Coming full circle, Vittorio Gregotti’s “On Simplicity” serves as the philosophical text

for this chapter. Gregotti stated, “Designing a simple building has become a very com-

plicated problem.” Similar to Venturi, Gregotti identified that the challenge of simplicity

exists in developing a synthetic whole: “A building is simple not because its shapes conform

to elementary geometry, not because all of it is immediately visible, or because the logic

is evident in its connections, but because all its parts voice their necessity . . . reciprocally.”

Through Breuer, Venturi, and Gregotti, you will see that the discussion about

simplicity and complexity involves nearly all aspects of architecture—history, geography,

structure, functionality, tectonics, and, most certainly, aesthetics. There is maybe no 

more fundamental—and vague—debate in architecture than the debate regarding

simplicity vs. complexity. As stated by Adrian Forty, “‘Simple’ must be one of the most

overworked words in the architectural vocabulary.”3 While hundreds of architects, critics,

and architectural educators have argued vehemently for “an architecture of simplicity”

or “an architecture of complexity,” the debate is no more resolved today than it was a

century ago.

DIALECTICAL READINGS IN ARCHITECTURE: TECTONICS

18

3. Adrian Forty, “Simple,” in Words
and Buildings: A Vocabulary of
Modern Architecture (New York:

Thames & Hudson, 2000), 249.
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OOrriiggiinnaall TTeexxtt::
MARCEL BREUER, “WHERE DO WE STAND?”

First Published in 1935

I would ask my readers to be resigned to a purely theoretical handling of this question,

since I shall assume that they are already familiar with the tenets of the New Architecture

and what it looks like. They will know, for instance, that these buildings are conceived of

in severe terms—a maximum simplicity, wide openings for light, air and sunshine;

balconies, flat roofs, minutely studied practical floor-plans, a scientific basis, strong

emphasis on mechanization; industrial methods of production with a tendency towards

standardization; light colours, new materials used for their own sake and a reconception

of housing and town-planning in the light of social and economic research. Therefore I

want to confine myself to a statement of what is really fundamental in our thought and

work. 

In the past I have been opposed to over much of this theorizing about the New

Architecture, believing that our job was to build, and that our buildings sufficed, since they

speak plainly enough for themselves. I was, moreover, not a little alienated to observe

that there was often a considerable discrepancy between these theories and the

personalities who advanced them. The danger of all theorizing is that, by carrying one’s

arguments too far, one is apt to leave the world of realities behind one. 

Parts of the principles of the Modern Movement have been extensively adopted,

but they have been compromised by being used separately without any co-ordinating

relation to the aims of that Movement as a whole. A closer examination of the ideology

of the New Architecture has therefore become a pressing necessity. 

The protagonists of the Modern Movement have been occupied with the clas-

sification and development of their intellectual principles and the carrying out of their

individual designs. This meant that further propaganda was left to chance, industrial

advertisements and the technical press. Much has been distorted, much overlooked, as a

result. Modern terminology has been put under tribute for snappy slogans; and each of

these serves only some isolated detail. A correlation of these heterogeneous parts to
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their unifying whole is still lacking. Whereas the pioneers of the Modern Movement have

now succeeded in establishing a very broad intellectual basis, which is in harmony with

their own work, the younger generation still confines itself to rigid formalization. 

I should like, therefore, to give a more general survey that will cover a wider field

than these catch-phrases. To do so, however, is not such a simple matter. Architecture is

an alarmingly many-sided complex, and as soon as one leaves the technical sphere all

conceptions tend to become vague and overlapping. 

I intentionally renounce historical comparisons, and leave to others the task of

contrasting our age with epochs of the past, and showing us from history what leads to

progress or decay, what to art or architecture. 

What, then, are the basic impulses of the New Architecture? In the first place an

absence of prejudice. Secondly, an ability to place oneself in immediate objective contact

with a given task, problem or form. Thirdly, being unfettered by tradition and the usual

stock-in-trade of the intellectual departmental store. Let those who prefer respectful

transition from the principles of one school or style to those of another, adopt them if

they will. What we believe is what we have perceived, experienced, thought, proved and

calculated for ourselves. 

At this point I should like to consider traditionalism for a moment. And by tradition

I do not mean the unconscious continuance and growth of a nation’s culture generation

by generation, but a conscious dependence on the immediate past. That the type of

men who are described as modern architects have the sincerest admiration and love for

genuine national art, for old peasant houses as for the masterpieces of the great epochs

in art, is a point which needs to be stressed. On journeys what interests us most is to find

districts where the daily activity of the population has remained untouched. Nothing is

such a relief as to discover a creative craftsmanship which has been developed

immemorially from father to son, and is free of the pretentious pomp and empty vanity

of the architecture of the last century. Here is something from which we can learn, though

not with a view to imitation. For us the attempt to build in a national tradition or an old-

world style would be inadequate and insincere. To pride oneself on such things is a bad

symptom. For the modern world has no tradition for its eight-hour day, its electric light,

its central heating, its water supply, its motor roads and filling stations, its bridges and its

steel motor-liners, or for any of its technical methods. One can roundly damn the whole

of our age; one can commiserate with, or dissociate oneself from, or hope to transform

the men and women who have lost their mental equilibrium in the vortex of modern life—

but I do not believe that to decorate their homes with traditional gables and dormers

helps them in the least. On the contrary, this only widens the gulf between appearance

and reality, and removes them still further from that ideal equilibrium which is, or should

be, the ultimate object of all thought and action. 

It may, perhaps, seem paradoxical to establish a parallel between certain aspects

of vernacular architecture, or national art, and the Modern Movement. All the same, it is

interesting to see that these two diametrically opposed tendencies have two characteristics

DIALECTICAL READINGS IN ARCHITECTURE: TECTONICS
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in common: the impersonal character of their forms; and a tendency to develop along

typical, rational lines that are unaffected by passing fashions. 

It is probably these traits that make genuine peasant art so sympathetic to us—

though the sympathy it arouses is a purely platonic one. If we ask ourselves what is the

source of the solid unselfconscious beauty, the convincing quality and reasonableness of

peasant work, we find that the explanation lies in its unconsciously, and therefore

genuinely, traditional nature. A given region only has a few traditional crafts and uses a

few definite colours. Roughly speaking, the same things, or variants of the same things,

have always been made there. And even these variations are obedient to a regular 

and recurrent rhythm. It is their uninterrupted transmission through local and family

associations which conditions their development and ultimately standardizes them as

type-forms.

In one direction at least our efforts offer a parallel—we seek what is typical, the

norm; not the accidental but the definite ad hoc form. These norms are designed to meet

the needs, not of a former age, but of our own age; therefore we naturally realize them,

not with craftsmen’s tools, but with modern industrial machinery. 

If one examines a bona fide example of industrial standardization, one cannot

fail to perceive that it is representative of an “art,” and that that art has only reached this

point of perfection by a sort of traditional development which is the result of exploring

the same problem over and over again. What has changed is our method: instead of family

traditions and force of habit we employ scientific principles and logical analysis. 

Please do not misunderstand me. I do not for a moment mean that peasant art

and the Modern Movement have any connection in fact with one another. All I wanted

to do was to bring out the similarity between certain tendencies which have led, or can

lead, to relative perfection in each. In any case, we can all admit that there are numbers

of old peasant farmsteads that we find far more stimulating than many so-called “modern”

houses. 

To sum up: it is quite untrue to say that the Modern Movement is contemptuous

of traditional or national art. It is simply that the sympathy we feel for each does not

take the form of making us want to use either as a medium for the utterly different

purposes of the present day. 

I should like to divorce the “unbiased” aspect of the New Architecture from

association with terms like “new,” “original,” “individual,” “imaginative,” and “revolutionary.”

We are all susceptible to the persuasion of that word “new.” Society pays its need of respect

to anything new by granting it a patent. It is common knowledge that international patent

law is based on two principles: “technical improvement” and “newness.” Thus novelty

becomes a powerful commercial weapon. But what is the Modern Movement’s real

attitude to this business of “newness”? Are we for what is new, unexpected and a change

at any price, in the same way that we are for an unbiased view at any price? I think we

can answer this question with an emphatic negative. We are not out to create something

new, but something suitable, intrinsically right and as relatively perfect as maybe. The

SIMPLICITY AND COMPLEXITY
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“new” in the Modern Movement must be considered simply a means to an end, not an

end in itself as in women’s fashions. What we aim at and believe to be possible is that

the solutions embodied in the forms of the New Architecture should endure for 10, 20,

or 100 years as circumstances may demand—a thing unthinkable in the world of fashion

as long as modes are modes. It follows that, though we have no fear of what is new, novelty

is not our aim. We seek what is definite and real, whether old or new. 

This perhaps invites the retort, “Be sincere. Look into your motives without trying

to make your introspection too moral or positive. Don’t all of us get sick of everything

after a time? Doesn’t everything, even architecture, become tiresome in the end? Isn’t

our thirst for change greater than we care to admit?” 

Here we reach a point where logic ceases to be logical, where consistency loses

sense, and anticipation is impossible, because history provides examples for and against.

It [is] easy, but futile, to indulge in prophesy. I would rather interrogate that unwritten

law of our own convictions, the spirit of our age. It answers that we have tired of everything

in architecture which is a matter of fashion; that we find all intentionally new forms

wearisome, and all those based on personal predilections or tendencies equally pointless.

To which can be added the simple consideration that we cannot hope to change our

buildings or furniture as often as we change, for example, our ties. 

If by “original,” “individual,” or “imaginative” artistic caprice, a happy thought or

an isolated flash of genius is meant, then I must answer that the New Architecture aims

at being neither original, individual, nor imaginative. Here, too, there has been a

transformation in the meaning of terms. According to our ideas, modern architecture is

“original” when it provides a complete solution of the difficulty concerned. By “individual”

we understand the degree of intensity or application with which the most various or directly

interconnected problems are disposed of. “Imagination” is no longer expressed in remote

intellectual adventures, but in the tenacity with which formal order is imposed upon the

world of realities. The ability to face a problem objectively brings us to the so-called

“revolutionary” side of the Modern Movement. I have considerable hesitation in using

the word at all, since it has recently been annexed by various political parties, and in

some countries it is actually inculcated into school-children as an elementary civic virtue.

In fact, revolution is now in a fairway towards becoming a permanent institution. I believe

that what was originally revolutionary in the Movement was simply the principle of putting

its own objective views into practice. It should also be said that our revolutionary attitude

was neither self-complacency nor propagandist bravura, but the inward, and as far as

possible outward, echo of the independence of our work. Although, as I have just pointed

out, to be revolutionary has since received the sanction of respectability, this causes us

considerable heart-searchings: the word inevitably has a political flavour. In this connection

it is necessary to state that our investigations into housing and town-planning problems

are based primarily on sociological, rather than on formal or representational, principles.

In short, that our ideas of what developments were possible were based on the general

needs of the community. 
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All this has led some people to believe that the Modern Movement either was, or

was bound to become, a political one. Our opponents resuscitated this old accusation so

as to be able to assail us with political propaganda. Other bodies of opinion tried to force

us to define our position by such arguments as: “You make radical proposals for improve-

ment which can only be realized in a radically different form of society. Architecture is

the expression of its age, and so, of the circumstances, social structure and political

conformation of that age. If your work has no political bias and it is not your main object

to realize a political programme, you are simply Utopians who, as things are today, will

sooner or later be dragged into impossible compromises.” 

To which I would reply:

“It is an error to imagine that architecture in its broadest sense is determined by

political considerations. Politics, of course, play an immensely important part in

architecture, but it is a mistake to identify that part with anyone of its different

functions. To come down from the general to the particular:

The technical and economic potentiality of architecture is independent of

the political views of its exponents. ”

“It follows that the æsthetic potentiality of architecture is also independent

of their political views; and likewise the intensity with which particular architects

may apply themselves to the solution of particular functional problems.”

Politics and architecture overlap, first, in the nature of the problems presented to the latter;

and, secondly, in the means that are available for solving them. But even this connection

is by no means a definite one. For instance, how does it help us to know that Stalin and

the promoters of the Palace of the Soviets competition are Communists; or the reasons

why they became Communists? Their arguments are very much the same as those of

any primitively-minded capitalistic, or democratic, or Fascist, or merely conservative motor-

car manufacturer with a hankering for the cruder forms of symbolism. In spite of the

undeniable influence of politics in every sphere of life and thought, no one can deny that

each of these spheres has a highly important unpolitical side to it, and that that side

determines its nature. As an architect, I am content to confine myself to analysing and

solving the various questions of architecture and town-planning which arise from their

several pyscho-physical, co-ordinating and technical-economic aspects. And I believe that

work of this kind leads to material advances which have nothing to do with politics. 

The second dominant impulse of the Modern Movement is a striving after clarity,

or, if you prefer it, sincerity. No romantic tendencies are implied in either of these terms.

They do not mean that we wear our hearts on our sleeves, or invite all and sundry to pry

into our homes and private lives through our long horizontal windows. 

This particular exemplification of “clarity” has caused a great deal of harm—in

the same way that the desire to show construction openly arrived at has often led to the

violation of structural principles or their naïvely childish overemphasis. Clarity interpreted
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