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What has become of the academy? In the pages of journals such as Praxis, Log, and Perspecta as

well as in a recent rash of symposia at schools around the world, criticality and theory, not long

ago the very focus of academic thinking, have come under attack by proponents of “post-critical”

thought, or as it has been more recently refigured, “projective architecture.” Some colleges are

cutting back on theory offerings, liberating the requirement in core—and with it the faculty

line—for courses that seem more directly applicable to the education of an architect, such as

instruction in Maya animation software or branding. Other schools are doing away with

history-theory programs entirely under the guise of streamlining and efficiency, glad to put

troublesome theorists more directly under the supervision of designers. Not since Walter Gropius’s

mythical elimination of history from the GSD curriculum has history-theory been so under attack.

Generally speaking, proponents of the post-critical suggest that critical theory is inhibiting, that

architects need to be makers and not naval-gazers. Critical theory, so the story goes, led students

down a Marxist path of inaction from which they could not recover. Of course critical theory did

lead to excesses, to gibberish masquerading as justification, to shallow trenches filled with burning

toilet paper and to melting blocks of ice on pedestals.

But what of the alternative? In the essay which has become the main document for the post-critical

movement, “Notes around the Doppler Effect and other Moods of Modernism” in Perspecta 33,

Bob Somol and Sarah Whiting, together representing a sort of Princeton school of post-criticism,

suggest “moving away from a critical architectural practice—one that is reflective,

representational, and narrative—to a projective practice.” Still, for a foundational document, the

terms of that projective practice are disconcertingly vague. Be that as it may, it seems safe to

suggest that post-critical architecture comprises an easy, cool Supermodernism sometimes

generated out of diagrams of existing conditions, sometimes shaped so as to produce affect.

Politically, where critical theory called for resistance to capitalism, the projective program

generally goes with the flow, agreeing with Rem Koolhaas’s demand that architects learn to surf

the wave of capitalism.

If the theory is not yet fully formed, its product is even more elusive and while it is early in the

movement, post-criticism has yet to result in the sort of significant projects that might be useful to

illustrate this essay. Complicating matters is post-criticism’s identification with the chimerical

Koolhaas as its father-figure and foremost represenetative. For if OMA’s most recent book

Content is a key document of post-criticism, Koolhaas’s only contribution to that volume,

“Junkspace,” is a dark, brooding attack on the plight of urbanism today and architecture’s

complicity in creating that condition. Moreover, if the Seattle Public Library is a prime example of

the return of the strong figure in post-critical shaping, what is really stunning about that building is
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its thorough reconsideration of the nature of the library in the digital age.

Architecture is embattled in this country, good architecture even more so. Even though modernism

is hip again, when good architects are employed, it is because they are different, because they offer

something new and unusual, sometimes, as Koolhaas did in Seattle, stunningly so. Architecture

offers an alternative to the mindless construction of our day and in doing so, is critical, offering us

hope that not only the built fabric, but by implication, society can be transformed. The academy

plays an exacerbated role in this regard, offering a testing ground, within the discipline, a place to

freely explore, to transform, to indict failures and to suggest new possibilities.

The critical impulse—figured most broadly—is at heart, a basic dissatisfaction with the status quo.

As a veteran of years of admissions committees, I’ve observed that if anything unites prospective

architecture students it is that same dissatisfaction and the desire to change the world. It may be

naive to encourage such students, but it would be a crime not to let them try. And here is my beef

with post-criticism: it comes perilously close—in some cases too close—to suggesting that

architecture should just affirm the status quo.

Thankfully, an alternative is emerging in the academy—curiously sometimes even within

post-critical projects—in the form of the research studio. These labs value the keen analytic skills

that architects develop in the course of their education and urge architects to bring them to bear on

complex situations, be they urban, architectural, ecological, geopolitical, or technological. Nor are

research studios mere academic fancy. For big and small firms alike, research is increasingly a

model for practice. Today’s architect is a knowledge worker in an information society whose job it

is to deal with the rapidly-changing conditions of contemporary life. Research studios

acknowledge this.

So instead of doing away with criticism, lets recognize that at heart the critical impulse is

fundamental to architecture. Instead of marginalizing history-theory, lets recognize that this field

can provide a model for studio production that is both critical and analytic, but also productive and

projective. Architecture, in its highest ambition, can reimagine the world. We should expect

nothing less of education.


