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 I N T R O D U C T I O N

Architecture and Postmodernism, Again

w h y  p o s t m o d e r n i s m , yet again? Is it not either too late or too early, 

too academic or too obvious, to return to that moment when architec-

ture was taken up by so many thinkers for its evidentiary status, as mark-

ing a momentous interruption, or at least detour, in modernity’s path? 

Today, when the conversation has turned in so many ways toward the 

prolongation, recovery, or multiplication of modernity itself, what would 

be the point of reactivating a term as vague and as apparently exhausted 

as postmodernity or its cultural accomplice, postmodernism?1

To speak of postmodernism today as anything other than a lapsed his-

torical phenomenon or as a fait accompli may seem quaintly anachro-

nistic or even parochial. But simply to historicize it, whether as a stage 

in the intensification of capitalist decadence, a coherent intellectual pro-

ject, or a passing fashion, seems equally inadequate and, in many ways, 

premature. Exactly this untimeliness, this asynchronicity with respect to 

the concerns of the present and those of a more distant past, has defined 

the postmodern in its various guises and continues to require analysis 

and interpretation. This is especially true now, when watchwords of the 

modern like “crisis” have returned to the scene. In short, like the moder-

nity to which it in many ways still belongs, the postmodern continues to 

pose historical and theoretical problems, which I address here through 

the refractory prism of architecture.

In this light, architecture appears as a cipher in which is encoded 

a virtual universe of production and consumption, as well as a mate-

rial unit, a piece of that universe that helps to keep it going. At the very 

moment when so-called postmodern architecture jettisoned modern-

ism’s “machine aesthetic,” it revealed itself to be part of a new machine as 

well as a representation of that machine. This book is therefore translated 
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out of architecture, so to speak, with the conviction that disciplinary 

knowledge remains deeply relevant to understanding and interpreting 

such processes in more general terms. Read thusly, it is addressed to the 

multidisciplinary nexus in which the postmodern and its progeny con-

tinue to circulate, sometimes in barely recognizable form.

The place on the contemporary map occupied by the legacies of archi-

tectural modernism is hardly fixed, and architecture’s postmodern turn 

has yet to be fully historicized. This book contributes to those tasks only 

secondarily. Instead, it emphasizes a set of concepts that were reworked 

as a consequence of that turn. By revisiting these in sequential but over-

lapping fashion, I have tried to open up new avenues for interpreting the 

period roughly from 1970 to the present, and with these, new possibilities 

for thinking the future. In essence, I argue that to retheorize postmod-

ern architecture is to retheorize postmodernism as such, to the extent 

that architecture functioned as its avatar. By reactivating the term at the 

moment of its desuetude, I revisit the initial assumptions made regarding 

architecture’s symptomatic status, in order to extract from the recent past 

new tools for new problems, without for a minute pretending that we are 

finished with the old ones.

So this is not a history of postmodernism; it is a historical reinterpre-

tation of some of its major themes. Its subject is architectural thought 

(whether written, drawn, or built) as much as it is the architecture itself. 

Though accounts vary as to its tangible characteristics, and though the 

term had been used somewhat earlier, postmodern architecture is gener-

ally agreed to have emerged during the mid-1960s, in Europe and in the 

United States. It did so to the accompaniment of book-length manifes-

tos that articulated its basic problematics and, later, a number of exhibi-

tions that attempted to measure its scope.2 Its benchmark year was argu-

ably 1984, by which time a number of influential cultural theorists had 

adduced architectural examples to define the postmodern predicament 

more generally.3 Beyond this, there is little agreement as to the character-

istics that make a particular building or project “postmodern,” only that 

such a designation is possible. My purpose, then, is not to sharpen the 

definition or to survey its contents. It is to rethink the problem from the 

beginning. And my point of departure is the simple fact that, by the mid-

1980s, “postmodernism” had come to designate a discursive formation.

In architecture, this formation reorganized a number of key concepts, 

which I examine in successive chapters by connecting exemplary archi-

tectural texts and objects with events and phenomena in the political, 
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social, and economic domains—not to contextualize the architecture but 

to decontextualize it with respect to existing narratives. In doing so, I take 

existing periodizations more or less for granted in order to show post-

modernism’s somewhat uncanny aperiodicity. Likewise for the generally 

canonical nature of the texts and objects I consider, which is a deliberate 

choice oriented toward this strategic decontextualization (and recontex-

tualization) and toward the consequent reframing of concepts. My use 

of examples and case studies, which are drawn mainly from the United 

States and Europe, is intended to concretize certain abstractions and to 

problematize certain received interpretations. Inevitably there are many 

other, equally postmodern, architectures that I leave unexamined here, 

including but not limited to those of East Asia, of the Middle East, of Scan-

dinavia, of Latin America, and of South Asia. Still, I hope that their reso-

nance with the examples that I do take up will be evident to the reader. 

The same goes for the discursive frames, such as regionalism, in which 

many of these architectures were initially set. In their appeals to locality 

or to cultural specificity, such frames often seemed to brace themselves 

against the postmodern (and frequently, neocolonial) juggernaut; and 

yet, just as often, they reproduced its premises in their own statements.4

My method is comparative, though in a specific sense. I do not 

assume that the excerpts that I take up automatically run parallel to 

other excerpts from other contexts that could, ideally, be lined up side 

by side on a level playing field of cultural exchange. Instead, I attempt to 

show how hegemonic arrangements, many of which are represented by 

my examples, require and reproduce their own “outsides,” the hazy, out-

of-focus backdrops against which their projects operate. These outsides 

range from downtown Pittsburgh to Saigon to Bhopal. I do not neces-

sarily take them into account on their own terms but, rather, as a sort of 

underarticulated reality against and through which postmodernist dis-

course was produced. The material abjection in which many actual lives 

are lived in these zones in order for the discourse in question to emerge 

is one measure of how postmodernism’s power/knowledge nexus actu-

ally works.

It should also be clear that, in casting a backward glance, I do not 

attempt to reclaim postmodernism from its subsequent fate. Instead, I 

hope to reclaim for architectural thought a decisive role in the analysis, 

interpretation, and critique of power. In this, I mean to take advantage of 

architecture’s immanence within widely ramified material and cultural 

networks that are interlaced with conflicting interests and ideological 
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struggles. As they accumulate and repeat, the concrete practices through 

which these networks are configured help to shape nothing less than cog-

nition itself, by differentiating what is thinkable from what is unthinkable 

and therefore remains unthought.

In architecture as elsewhere, the active “unthinking” of Utopia is 

among those practices that distinguish postmodernism from modern-

ism.5 This activity cannot be explained merely as a reaction to earlier, 

modernist excesses. Instead, under postmodernism, cultural produc-

tion has been repositioned as a laboratory for auto-regulation, wherein 

power is redefined as control, and especially self-control. For a discourse 

caught in a net of double binds, structural transformation of the status 

quo becomes increasingly unthinkable, and not merely unrealistic. Thus 

appears another hallmark of postmodernism: the sullen withdrawal from 

engagement, or (what amounts to the same thing) the preemptive, exu-

berant embrace of the status quo.

To speak, as I do, of architecture’s immanence is to identify an appar-

ent paradox running through my argument. Namely, that architecture’s 

participation in heterogeneous networks of power, including biopower, 

actually increases with its withdrawal into private games played in an 

esoteric language. As an example that exaggerates only a little, imagine 

an atomic physicist withdrawing daily into the laboratory to do science 

and only science, only to wake up one late-summer morning to discover 

that she had been working on the Manhattan Project. This is how to 

understand architecture’s “autonomy.” It is also how architecture makes 

power real, rather than the other way around. Conversely, with respect 

to well-intentioned efforts to expand or erase the discipline’s inherited 

boundaries, remember that, as every ethnographer knows, fieldwork 

(i.e., work “out there”) constructs both self and other at once. Either way, 

the interrelation of inside and outside, here and there, sits squarely in the 

crosshairs of my inquiry.

So postmodernism is not a style; it is a discursive formation. This is how 

I approach my object of study every step of the way. It is true whether 

we are speaking of postmodernism in the narrowly architectural sense, 

or in the sense of a generalized cultural assemblage. Here we are already 

revising the architectural narratives, since in the late 1970s and 1980s, in 

architecture, it seemed that you were either a postmodernist or you were 

not, a distinction that was most often expressed at a stylistic level. On 
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its face, this was inconsistent with the possibility, much observed from 

the outside, that architecture offered the best indication of an across-

the-board, epochal shift, a turn toward a generalized postmodernity, 

in which case it was hardly a matter of choosing sides. These opposite 

(though not mutually exclusive) scenarios added up to the ultimate post-

modern impasse, in which the relation between cultural forms and his-

torical truth was at stake.

To choose sides in the modern/postmodern game was to exercise 

a certain authorial freedom that echoed, however faintly, the chiliastic 

exertions of the historical avant-gardes and the life-or-death choices they 

proposed, whereas the emergent critique of representation suggested 

that all such choices were ultimately contingent upon forces to which 

the author/actor/agent had by definition only limited access, if any. It is 

no surprise, then, that the relation between cultural forms and historical 

truth was problematized in architecture largely by way of experiments 

with representation. This meant citing anachronistic visual codes, such 

as the classical orders, in a novel manner. Or it meant reproducing for-

mal archetypes that dug deep into a supposed historical unconscious. 

Or it meant working rhetorically with the very same abstract geometries 

previously identified with modernism. Manifest stylistically but running 

much deeper, all such experiments implicitly conceded that the relation 

between architecture and historical truth could only be resolved willfully 

and, in that sense, arbitrarily—a decisive break from modernist master 

narratives. Indeed, what seemed most historically true was the contin-

gent relation between cultural forms and historical truth. But this con-

clusion also demonstrated its proximity to the naturalized “truths” of 

advanced capitalism by serving as an alibi for the production of so much 

interchangeable raw material for the consumerist spectacle, if not ema-

nating from it in the first place.

As it passes through architecture, the discursive formation that we call 

postmodernism therefore seems a cruel combination of freedom and 

servitude, truth and lies. As such, it does seem to mirror the shadow play 

that we may suspect is the defining characteristic of our time. But what 

if architecture offers something more than just material evidence of the 

“cultural logic of late capitalism,” as Fredric Jameson has so forcefully 

put it? What if, as I have already intimated, architecture’s most recent 

linguistic turn actually participated in the reorganization of life itself, as 

articulated and managed by power in its many forms? More specifically: 

What if postmodernism, in architecture and elsewhere, was also a matter 
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of new biopolitical arrangements and protocols operating in the cul-

tural imaginary as it intersected the real? Does such a hypothesis deepen 

architecture’s capacity to serve as an interpretive guide in grasping a rear-

rangement of the terms governing the interaction of culture, politics, and 

capital in the latter part of the twentieth century? Does it refocus our 

attention on such questions in new and helpful ways? Or does it redirect 

it entirely?

As with postmodernism, the terms biopolitics and biopower cannot 

emerge from such an analysis unchanged. Though they generally refer 

to governmental techniques for the classification and administration of 

life that marked what Michel Foucault called a “threshold of modernity” 

for the West during the late eighteenth century, these practices can be 

followed forward into the twentieth century.6 Seen in historically spe-

cific terms, biopower is at work not only in the spaces of “exception” 

explored by readers of Foucault such as Giorgio Agamben, or in the new, 

state-sanctioned privatized zones administered by multinational corpo-

rations. It is also at work in systems of representation like architecture. 

Such systems both enable and constrain thought, in ways that are no 

less concrete than the administrative protocols that organize life in a sky-

scraper or in a slum. To discern their effects, discourse analysis must take 

on an aesthetic or cultural dimension typically assumed to exist beyond 

or below the biopolitical horizon. At the threshold of postmodernity, aes-

thetic experience—including meaning, affect, and the representational 

codes they entail—is coterminal with the sphere of production and with 

the organization of everyday life. Here architecture, as a form of “imma-

terial production” fully materialized, stands at what we can call the crux 

of postmodernism, operating simultaneously along an axis of represen-

tation and an axis of production.7

I begin, in chapter 1, by tracing the interplay of these two axes with 

the help of key architectural texts, read against and across certain the-

ses that guide Foucauldian biopolitical analysis, as well as certain claims 

made by postmodernist cultural theory. This builds on a long-standing 

tradition in which proto-architectural thematics, such as the thematic 

of space, migrate from one register to another. Here, I treat space largely 

as a territorial question that is staged simultaneously through two urban 

figures—networks and islands—while at another level I explore the reter-

ritorialization of thought itself, in the sense of the redrawing of bound-

aries around what is knowable and what is thinkable, which in this case 

means Utopia’s exile to a strange, inside-out center within the urban 
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imaginary. In that sense, Utopia stands ultimately for an entire system 

of representation and production that is no longer available to architec-

ture, rather than as an idol whose enchantments led modernism astray. 

And Utopia’s ghost stands as the permanent possibility of its unexpected 

return, as ghosts tend to do.

Still missing from such an analysis, however, would be an explicit 

account of architecture’s multiple functions within capitalist global-

ization. I use the latter term interchangeably with late capitalism, the 

designator for a third stage of capitalism developed by Ernest Mandel 

and taken up by Jameson. Though hardly limited to this, architecture’s 

many, ongoing entanglements with capitalism are still best measured by 

the category of corporate architecture, loosely construed as buildings, 

design, and other work done for corporations, including both purpose-

built and speculative works. These enter the cultural sphere as real estate, 

as corporate image, and as architecture. But given the penetration of cor-

porate capital into nearly every aspect of the global marketplace, it would 

not be an exaggeration to suggest that under late capitalism virtually all 

architecture is, in effect, corporate architecture.

Mandel, writing in 1972, described the multinational corporation “as 

the main phenomenal form of capital.”8 In taking its architecture as a 

recurrent object of analysis, I will hence have implicit recourse to some-

thing like a phenomenology of capital: the corporation as the (partial) 

embodiment of capital, so to speak, and therefore the architecture of the 

corporation as something between body armor, armament, and adorn-

ment on the one hand and an inseparable, technical component of a 

cybernetic “organism” on the other.

Elsewhere, I have tried to capture this generalization of a corporate 

logic by analyzing architecture’s role within an emergent “organizational 

complex” in the post–World War II United States.9 Here, I want to direct 

attention toward the irreducibly architectural aspects of work that fol-

lowed from this, much of which was at pains to assert a disciplinary auton-

omy in the face of commercializing threats from the outside. Largely as 

a result of this turn toward autonomy, the series of crises undergone by 

the discipline since 1945 remains at risk of being comfortably histori-

cized, with its many unresolved internal dilemmas lined up as so many 

“themes” being debated and “concepts” being realized by various groups 

and splinter groups. These formations are susceptible in turn to schol-

arly representation in the metonymic form of charismatic personalities 

whose recollections, habits, quirks, and embarrassments both public and 
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private seem destined to be assigned explanatory power, without any real 

explanation as to how or why. A theory of historical causality, or of the 

role and status of the discipline within a multidisciplinary nexus—to say 

nothing of a socioeconomic field—is hard to come by in the midst of all 

the new knowledge being accumulated about what is now known as the 

“postwar period,” to which architectural postmodernism supplies a con-

venient coda.10

It is also well known that many initial, influential accounts of cultural 

postmodernism made reference to architecture. Jameson even acknowl-

edges that his conception of postmodernism emerged out of architec-

tural debates, while Andreas Huyssen credits architecture with helping 

to disseminate the term, which originated in literature. David Harvey 

offers a vividly reductive reading of Le Corbusier’s unrealized tabula rasa 

Plan Voisin for central Paris as an opening backdrop from behind which 

the new regime of post-Fordist production emerges to leave its stamp 

on culture. While in the meantime, Jean-François Lyotard takes care to 

distance himself from postmodern architecture, reprimanding archi-

tects for “throwing out the baby of experimentation with the bathwater of 

functionalism.”11 Primarily, I engage these and other theorists by reading 

their arguments through reconstellated architectural and politico-eco-

nomic phenomena. Architecture and architectural themes are the com-

mon denominator, which, I wager, is leverage enough to allow a modi-

fied picture of the entire postmodern discursive formation to come into 

view.

But is there a postmodern architecture? Fragmentation, disorien-

tation, historical citation, signification without end: these ubiquitous 

properties seem to confirm that there was—and is—such a thing, to be 

duly distinguished from its modernist predecessors. However a second, 

less evident interpretative option also presents itself here, in the form of 

a question that might very well prove to be the question of postmodern-

ism: Is there an architecture? Through the 1970s and 1980s, much of the 

work that we will encounter exhibited an almost neurotic preoccupation 

with the discipline’s own history, as if to insist that this was all that it was 

about; it was architecture about architecture, and nothing else. But, like 

the censoring of Utopia, this collective neurosis and its corresponding 

fundamentalisms cannot be fully explained as a reaction to official mod-

ernism’s antihistorical, activist bias. Instead, it may very well indicate a 

foundational insecurity that is far more revealing than are the ideological 

expressions of its protagonists.
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So is there an architecture under postmodernity? There are any num-

ber of ways into this question, the most obvious of which begins with the 

presumed postmodern erasure of distinctions between high art and pop-

ular culture. Here, architecture threatens essentially to collapse into mass 

media. Exhibit A in this account would be the populism of Robert Venturi 

and Denise Scott Brown. However, this populism must be understood in 

dialectical interrelation with the historical connoisseurship underwriting 

the arguments of Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, 

as well as with all of the consequences that a refined “historicism” has 

had in the work of the Venturi/Scott Brown firm and many others. Venturi 

and Scott Brown’s contribution to the 1978 exhibition Roma Interrotta 

(Rome Interrupted) installed at the American Academy in Rome stages 

this dialectic with diagrammatic clarity. A photograph of the Caesar’s Pal-

ace casino in Las Vegas, with electric sign, is pasted onto a facsimile of the 

Nolli map of Rome from 1748. The message is ambiguous. Yes, we may be 

witnessing the popularization of classical iconography, but we may also 

be witnessing the classicizing of popular culture. There can be no Cae-

sar’s Palace and, indeed, no “learning from Las Vegas” without the earlier 

academic lessons learned from Rome and its monuments, particularly 

as these were brought into focus by then-recent revivals of formalist art-

historical methods, a lineage that ran from Heinrich Wölfflin to Rudolf 

Wittkower to Colin Rowe.

A second, related way into the question concerning architecture’s 

very existence under postmodernity is thus opened by what amount to 

neo-Kantian claims made on behalf of architecture as an autonomous 

art form.12 This interpretative route appears more treacherous, since it 

goes straight to the heart of the architectural object’s unstable status as 

an artwork, without taking a detour through the scope and demographic 

of its audience. Exhibit A in this account would be the range of objects 

collected together under the “Gray/White debate,” both sides of which 

took architecture’s aesthetic autonomy for granted, albeit in different and 

often circuitous ways. Here the fragment—the house as ruin (Eisenman, 

Graves), as collage (Stern), or as simply “one-half” of nothing (Hejduk)—

seems to acquire a paradoxical autonomy in its own right. Increasingly 

less legible as an excerpt from a more “complete” totality, be it a lost his-

torical object or a now-decomposed Platonic solid, the house-fragment 

stands, in effect, outside of all histories save its own. This is the mean-

ing of Peter Eisenman’s turn to irreversible, step-by-step process in his 

numbered series of house experiments. It is also the meaning of Robert 
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A. M. Stern’s early, erudite formal quotations cut loose from historical 

narrative, prior to his turn to a more explicit and more “grounded” his-

toricism that verified the metaphysical ambitions of his former teacher, 

Vincent Scully. And, for that matter, it is the meaning of the (again, only 

apparently populist) iconographic enthusiasms of Charles Moore, archi-

tect of the neon-lit, pseudo-Baroque Piazza d’Italia in New Orleans. In 

the autonomy of the disenchanted fragment, sitting on the shelf of the 

architect refashioned into Walter Benjamin’s archetypal collector, we dis-

cern not only what Manfredo Tafuri called “the ashes of Jefferson” but 

also, the specters of Kant.13

But then what defines the horizon of architecture as autonomous art-

work? As I have just indicated, postmodernist discourse bears the mark 

of neo-Kantian aesthetics as embodied, for example, in the historio-

graphical chain of Wölfflin-Wittkower-Rowe. Consequently, we find the 

protagonists on all sides of the debates that characterize the neo-avant-

garde and its exhaustions since the 1970s struggling with terms and con-

cepts disseminated via such concatenations. Less remarked in the litera-

ture but still among these is architecture’s “pure visibility,” its potential 

reduction—or ascension—to a degree-zero of use value in favor of auto-

referential formal experimentation or elaboration.14 It is sometimes mis-

takenly thought that by stepping away from functionalism, which by the 

1950s had been appropriated by the corporations, and into a renewed 

art for art’s sake, architecture steps away from capital. This overlooks the 

fact that corporate capitalism had, by then, expanded into the aesthetic 

realm to such a degree that architecture’s claims to formal autonomy 

played right into the demand for a maximum of spectacularization (in 

what is now called “signature architecture”) that even Guy Debord might 

have had difficulty imagining. In a world in which each “signature” signs 

a private language in the attentive presence of the mass media, archi-

tecture reenters the culture industry through the back door, as autono-

mous form.

Still, even as certain architectural examples can be cited as the very 

image of what is meant by postmodern, many of those same examples 

can equally well be used to demonstrate continuities with modern-

ism’s technological, epistemological, and stylistic legacies. This ambiv-

alence corresponds with the problematization of modernism as a uni-

fied category, which has gathered significant momentum in architectural 

scholarship since the 1970s, and which makes any effort to replace one 

hardly monolithic movement or period with another more than just ill-



 I N T R O D U C T I O N  .  x xi

conceived or reductive.15 Any inventory of discursive constructions that 

have emerged in the aftermath of programmatic, international modern-

ism must therefore be compiled around architecture rather than just in 

it. Not only because this inventory construes the field of knowledge and 

production bracketed off as architecture to be permanently contestable 

but also because of the privileged position that the field has occupied 

in initial characterizations of postmodern practices more generally. With 

this in mind, I have selectively revisited the playing fields—and the bat-

tlefields—of postmodernism not to survey them but to discern their rules 

of engagement.

As I have already indicated, among these rules is a near-universal 

proscription against utopian thought and speculation. This, above all, 

is what puts the “post” in postmodernism. At times this proscription is 

explicit, while more frequently it is implicit. It is not unreasonable to 

believe that a quasi-consensual ban on utopian projection, particularly 

within the Euro-American architectural vanguard, stemmed from a gen-

erally unwritten (if misplaced) equation between social or technologi-

cal utopias and political totalitarianism, especially of the Stalinist variety, 

whereas virtually every architectural endeavor that one way or another 

imbibed the utopian spirit was eventually assimilated into the jugger-

naut of capitalist development.16 More than ideological illusion, how-

ever, the foreclosure of a particular category of thought—strictly utopian 

thought—capable of imagining that things could be otherwise, was and 

remains crucial to this assimilation. But like a ghost, what is repressed 

tends to return, transfigured. This logic of futurity, the eternal return of 

the repressed utopian future, haunts postmodernism and to some extent 

defines it, even as its architecture seems condemned to reproduce a 

world-historical status quo.

In this and other respects, postmodern architecture’s aesthetic pro-

ject is inseparable from the cold war and from the rise of Western con-

sumerism, as well as from the intertwined sets of relationships gathered 

together under the term globalization. Introducing an issue of the jour-

nal New German Critique that reexamined the modern/postmodern con-

juncture, Andreas Huyssen recently suggested that today’s globalization 

debates have taken the place of yesterday’s postmodernism debates.17 A 

version of chapter 2 appeared in that issue, and in its revised form here it 

argues more directly for a friendly amendment to Huyssen’s suggestion: 

that what we call globalization comes both before and after postmod-

ernism. I do not mean this only in the historicizing sense about which 
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much has already been written, which risks infinite regress into histori-

cal precedent for anything initially thought to be “new.” I mean it in the 

sense of progressive circularity by which we can redefine something like 

a postmodern sense of history, which captures the homogenizing clo-

sure associated with globalization while still preserving the possibility of 

meaningful historical change.

To say it the other way around: Postmodernism comes after globaliza-

tion, as well as before it. The reader would be correct here to hear an echo 

of Lyotard’s well-known assertion that postmodernism precedes modern-

ism, with which Huyssen also plays. But I am referring to it in a slightly 

different sense, since with “globalization” comes a host of problems that 

throw the self/other, inside/outside dyad into confusion if not outright 

crisis. This confusion, which thinkers like Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guat-

tari as well as Jameson initially termed schizophrenic, can be tracked 

in architecture in relation to deterritorializing cycles of production and 

consumption, providing one also attends to the internal regularities that 

construct, reconstruct, and reterritorialize the discipline itself.

But I am unwilling to assign to the economic relations of globalization 

an irrevocable causality, however nuanced it may be and even “in the last 

instance.” The sheer dialectical force and consistency of “late” or “postin-

dustrial” or “post-Fordist” capitalism is clear enough. To comprehend it, 

I offer the feedback loop as a cognitive model that reintroduces causality 

into the postmodern equation in a manner that is capable of accounting 

for the nested character of power. In taking up this dispositif not only as 

a technical but also as an epistemic object, I have attempted to reveal 

its architectonics. Visible in the architecture itself, the architectonics of 

feedback is not purely superstructural or phantasmagoric. But neither 

is it by any stretch of the imagination purely structural. Architecture is 

among globalization’s outputs, but it is also among its inputs.

By virtue of this dynamic circularity, feedback entails topological 

reversals and inversions that require other means by which to describe 

historical causality and to locate the different strata of cultural produc-

tion within it. Such inversions and reversals are, to borrow an expression 

from the modernist architectural historian Sigfried Gideon, among the 

constituent facts of globalization. For whatever “global” might mean, it 

does not simply imply an extension outward from the centers of power, 

to the point where everything mirrors everything else in a nightmare of 

homogeneity. Nor can it be exhausted topologically by a center/periph-

ery model of the sort initially employed by analysts of the “global city,” 



 I N T R O D U C T I O N  .  x xiii

wherein centralized administration and decentralized production coex-

ist in an economy of mutual dependence. As has been demonstrated in 

any number of ways, what we call globalization is defined as much by 

exclusion as by inclusion. So to see capitalist technical and economic 

development as an ever-expanding, ever more inclusive promised land 

to be awaited eagerly by those on the “outside” and euphemized in the 

term modernization, is to remain indifferent to the fact that by definition 

every inclusion also excludes. Likewise, even in their most benign forms, 

every modernizing gesture, every translation, and every connection also 

incorporates while, conversely, every act of withdrawal into the “home” 

or the “homeland” cannot help but connect back out into the networks 

from which it seeks refuge.

In short, the further inside you go, the further outside you get, and 

vice versa. In interrelated sections of several chapters, I have attempted 

to construct a partial genealogy of this axiom, which I take to summarize 

the discursive conditions from which postmodernism initially emerged, 

and under which it continues to operate. This is not to say that there is 

no outside to the networks of power and knowledge that shape social and 

economic relations under late capitalism. With feedback loops also come 

multiple, if uncertain, sites of intervention for countering and redirecting 

history’s apparently inexorable endgames. It is, however, to insist on their 

status as networks, the most decisive properties of which are discernible 

at a topological level. Basic to this level are problems of connectivity and 

of inside and outside, which I argue architectural analysis is especially 

capable of revealing. Indeed, this may even be the secret of its semiprivi-

leged status within postmodernist discourse to begin with. The chapters 

below therefore move in and out of architecture, in an irregular rhythm 

or pulse that reflects the local conditions of the subject at hand.

Like other forms of cultural production, architecture needs continu-

ously to be explained and interpreted, while also serving to interpret that 

which seems to explain it. Such is the case with the various examples 

and episodes I take up. Whether the visits paid are long and detailed or 

short and sweet, the ghosts never arrive via a one-way street. The eco-

nomic never simply precedes the cultural (or the social for that matter), 

nor does it simply follow it. Instead, the different levels reflect and refract 

one another, along the axes of representation and of production with 

which I began. In retrospect, it is impossible to say for sure that the post-

modern turn in architecture represented or prefigured a shift in a more 

fundamental, underlying socioeconomic arrangement. It is only possible 
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to say that what we call postmodern architecture helped to build a par-

ticular socioeconomic arrangement, even as that arrangement helped to 

build it.

The chapters that follow are written as essays that can be read indepen-

dently or in sequence, as elements in a larger, somewhat recursive nar-

rative. In recognition of this, and in place of chapter summaries, I con-

clude here with a list of major issues and themes that the reader is likely 

to encounter as she or he goes. This list also serves as a road map of sorts; 

it is intended to alert the reader in advance to what might occasionally 

seem like counterintuitive or abrupt juxtapositions and to give fair warn-

ing of upcoming intersections, exits, and forks in the road. The chapters 

themselves are arranged under the headings of Territory, History, Lan-

guage, Image, Materiality, Subjects, and Architecture. In keeping with the 

pattern of feedback outlined above, however, particular issues taken up 

in one chapter often reverberate through others as well, sometimes pre-

dictably, sometimes not.

To begin with, there is the problem of inside and outside, captured 

(and rearranged) in the figure of the mirror, as well as in the actual mir-

rors that lined both the interiors and the exteriors of many postmodern 

buildings. Chapter 1 sets out this topology as a spatial/territorial imagi-

nary that both brackets and reproduces the real; chapter 3 extends it into 

relations between environmentalism and language; chapters 5 and 6 pick 

it up again by looking at two different sides of the mirror as an architec-

tural device, including what it makes visible and what it obscures. And 

chapter 7 replies with the figure of the ghost as a boundary problem.

There is also the problem of history, both in the sense of a return to his-

torical citation in architecture, which took as its master discourse Medi-

terranean classicism, and in the sense of various historical eruptions or 

disturbances, such as the war in Vietnam, the environmental movement, 

or the economic transformations visible in the none-too-deep surfaces 

of the architecture itself. These are taken up in chapters 2 through 6 in 

a series of case studies that reposition architecture relative to specific 

political-economic developments. Corollary to this is the problem of his-

torical change, condensed into the figure of Utopia, vanishing. For this, 

see chapters 1 and 7.

There is the problem of language, which was used during this period 

to distinguish and even to seal off architecture from external factors. 
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Building on the epistemological and historiographical frameworks 

sketched in chapter 2, chapter 3 follows this move in the opposite direc-

tion, which leads from language to politics. From there, in chapter 4, 

images and signs commingle with ecologies and economies. Chapters 5 

and 6 follow architectural examples into more tangible economies orga-

nized around material production. These, in turn, support “immaterial” 

language-based economies rather than simply make way for them.

There is also the thematic of the island, in the form of new enclosures, 

paradigmatic enclaves, as well as in the spectral presence of the island 

of Utopia itself. Chapter 1 maps inside/outside in terms of this figure 

by comparing, as inverted mirror images, the camp-as-island with Uto-

pia. Figures of enclosure echo through subsequent chapters, to which 

chapter 7 responds by inviting Utopia’s ghost back into architectural and 

political thought, in place of paranoid postmodern exorcisms.

There is the unequivocal fact of real images, the existence of which 

continues to challenge interpretive grids premised on hierarchies (or dia-

lectics) of surface and depth, real and unreal, material and immaterial. 

Chapter 4 thematizes this most explicitly, by considering the scientific 

laboratory as a site for the intersection of imaginaries in a kind of archi-

tectural science fiction. This interplay of image and truth, representa-

tion and production, returns to the virtual economies that are explored 

in chapter 1 and developed at the level of signification and communica-

tion in chapter 3.

There are the objects, the buildings themselves but also the mate-

rials from which they are assembled, the material complexes through 

which they circulate, and the cities that are assembled from them. These 

appear and disappear in irregular movements through the chapters. 

Never invoked as ends in themselves, architecture’s objects accumulate, 

building a case for their own conceptual porosity, as they often inadver-

tently make visible the very worlds that they seem to close off. Again, 

their accumulation is not intended as an exhaustive inventory of “post-

modern” designs. It is only meant to underscore a plainly visible repeti-

tion of patterns that lends them their discursive coherence.

There are the subjects, the actual humans but also the historical con-

structions that we call “human.” And there is the ever-sharper divide that 

a fetishization of the “human” as a universal value paradoxically imposes 

upon these actual humans, increasing numbers of whom are forced to 

struggle for their right to be represented as such. Evidence of this ever-

sion, which is both spatial and political, is to be found most directly in 
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chapter 6, though the previous chapters (notably chapter 3) help set the 

stage, onto which walks a parade of inhuman ghosts in chapter 7.

There is the concept of work, both in the sense of the ever-problem-

atic status of the “work” of architecture, and of the work that it and those 

who labor on it and in it perform—a type of work or labor that is only 

“immaterial” to the degree that it takes on new material forms. Chapters 

2 and 3 are the main vehicles for developing this concept by reframing it 

in linguistic terms. This is connected with new modes of technical pro-

duction in chapters 5 and 6.

In general, chapter 1 and chapter 7 (on Territory, and on Architecture, 

respectively), mark the poles between which the intervening case stud-

ies circulate. Like two mirrors standing face-to-face, the book’s beginning 

and its end are set in an open-ended dialogue that is mediated by the 

concepts developed in its middle portion. Historical narrative is there-

fore not so much forsaken as it is amplified, as each chapter restates, 

in miniature, the arc that is followed by the book itself. If the result is 

a certain disorientation, wherein objects, names, and moments that we 

may have forgotten, or that we may have thought over and done with, 

reappear in barely recognizable form, then the analysis has been partially 

successful. If this, in turn, brings with it a reorientation toward a different 

sense of the past but also toward a different sense of the future, then it is 

even more likely that the effort has not been entirely in vain.
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1 T E R R I T O R Y

From the Inside, Out

“think.”  By 1911 this had already become a corporate command. By 

the 1930s, as the slogan of International Business Machines (IBM), it an-

nounced the formalization of what would come to be known by the early 

1970s, as immaterial or post-Fordist production.1 In 1997, in belated 

recognition of a countercultural, affective engine driving the neoliberal 

“global” economy this command was translated by IBM’s competitor, 

Apple Computer, into the slogan “Think different.” The state of affairs to 

which these events belong has over time acquired a variety of names. In 

1973, Daniel Bell enthusiastically announced the “coming of post-indus-

trial society.” In the late 1980s, Gilles Deleuze called it the “society of con-

trol.” More recently, Alain Badiou has called it the “second Restoration.” 

And in a related, Deleuzo-Foucauldian vein, Antonio Negri and Michael 

Hardt have called it Empire.2 But in the cultural sphere, the term that 

continues to haunt all of these others, whether as consequence or as pre-

cursor, is the one favored by many other theorists beginning in the late 

1970s and running through the 1990s: simply, postmodernism.

With postmodernism, what was in fact thinkable was subject to new 

epistemic limitations on which architecture provides a unique perspec-

tive. In particular, architectural discourse reproduces the resulting bound-

ary problem, in which what is thinkable is divided from what is not. This 

is especially true for architectural discourse on the city. I therefore begin 

with the term territory, instead of the more resonant and more modern 

space, to mark an oscillation between the territoriality of thought—its 

epistemic delimitations—and thought concerned with the city and its 

territories, especially as translated into architecture.3 More specifically, 

in postmodernism Utopia is not only a special kind of territory; it is also 

another name for the unthinkable.
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Although accounts vary as to its makeup and scope, in architecture post-

modernism is the term generally used to denote the discourse and pro-

duction that dominated the international scene roughly from 1970 to 

1990, coming mainly but not exclusively out of the United States and 

Western Europe. Riven with inconsistencies and incoherence from the 

start, the coordinates of an institutionalized postmodernism—a new 

“international style”—can nevertheless be gauged in the 1980 Venice 

Biennale or alternatively, in the 1984 Post-Modern Visions exhibition at 

the new Deutsches Architekturmuseum, to name just two significant 

events. Of greater importance, however, were the publications that fol-

lowed from these and other exhibitions, which must be read alongside 

the first polemical synthesis of any real impact: The Language of Post-

Modern Architecture (1977) by Charles Jencks. Reading further back, the 

year 1966 stands as another marker. This was the year in which both Aldo 

Rossi’s Architettura della Città and Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Con-

tradiction in Architecture were published. In very different ways, these 

two books registered problematics that would become central to post-

modernist debates. The same can be said to an even greater degree for 

Learning from Las Vegas, the collaborative work that Venturi and his part-

ner Denise Scott Brown produced with their associate Steven Izenour, 

which was based on research conducted with students at Yale University 

in 1968 and appeared in 1972.4

Jürgen Habermas was probably the first to connect architectural dis-

course to the nascent philosophical debates regarding the eclipse of mod-

ernism, in a brief evaluation of the 1980 Venice Biennale that opened his 

Adorno Prize lecture of that same year, titled “Modernity—An Incomplete 

Project.” There, he implies that architecture’s new “historicism” correlates 

with a more general abandonment of the Enlightenment project for “the 

rational organization of everyday social life.”5 Habermas followed this a 

year later with a more sustained reflection on architectural developments, 

in a lecture on “modern and postmodern architecture” given in response 

to an exhibition of modern architecture in Munich.6 Subsequently, many 

other theorists, including Fredric Jameson, Andreas Huyssen, Seyla Ben-

habib, David Harvey, Ihab Hassan, Jean-François Lyotard, Terry Eagleton, 

and Alex Callinicos, made reference to architecture as a signal instance of 

the postmodern, mainly as evidence of a perceived populist turn, a mix-

ing of messages derived from high and commercial culture, and/or pas-

tiche of historical elements in place of modernist teleology.7
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The countercultural urban uprisings of the 1960s in Europe and North 

America, and especially the racially charged riots that occurred in many 

American cities, were more than mere background or context for all of 

this.8 Equally important, that decade also saw a decisive turn—in the 

United States in particular—toward the virtualization of both production 

and circulation. The accompanying rise of a neoliberal economic regime 

was marked symbolically and practically by the dissolution, in 1973, of 

the monetary controls put in place by the Bretton Woods Accord of 1944. 

As many accounts have emphasized, in addition to ever more speculative 

financial markets, this economic regime has been characterized by the 

productivity of intellectual, affective, and other “post-Fordist” forms of 

labor and exchange. A plausible homology can therefore be constructed 

between what David Harvey has called “flexible accumulation” and the 

economy of interchangeable images in which postmodern architecture 

certainly partook.9 Less widely observed, however, was an accompany-

ing reterritorialization of the urban imaginary, for which the unthinking 

of Utopia served as a test case.

In architecture, theoretical arguments such as those formulated by 

Venturi and Scott Brown or Rossi were initially offered as guides to the 

amelioration of modernity’s most disruptive effects. This makes later 

readings in terms of postmodernist disaggregation all the more puz-

zling; these theoretical moves were essentially stabilizing ones. They 

were moves toward a “re-semanticization” (to borrow Manfredo Tafuri’s 

expression) that, however polysemous, complex, or contradictory it may 

have seemed, was in the main a rappel à l’ordre directed against the far 

more destabilizing forces of modernization that modernism had failed to 

master, rather than toward a disruption or dispersal of the signifying field 

as such. This was the lasting legacy of the diverse theoretical lines that 

developed within the architectural discipline during the 1960s: a return 

to meaning and to various architectures parlantes, whether in the form 

of McLuhanesque dreams (or nightmares) of universal communication 

(Reyner Banham, Archigram, megastructures, but also Venturi), narrative 

or mnemonic critiques thereof (oddly enough, both architettura radicale 

and the Tendenza group in Italy, with Rossi counted among the latter), 

the new monumentality of Louis Kahn and his followers, or the syntacti-

cal and figural coherence attempted, with primitivist overtones, by for-

mer members of Team X such as Herman Hertzberger or Aldo Van Eyck, 

or by Christopher Alexander.

To acknowledge this rappel à l’ordre is to complicate the prevailing 

sense among theorists of cultural postmodernism that architecture’s 
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primary contribution to this complex formation was a sort of spatial or 

visual map of its foundational instabilities. But even more, I want to sug-

gest that the reterritorialization or regrounding that lay behind even the 

most hermetic and obtuse architectural efforts of the period bespeaks 

not the withdrawal of architectural discourse into a self-imposed exile 

that asymptotically approaches (and borrows from) the intertextual play-

ing field of “theory” at large but the construction of a new type of imma-

nence. In other words, what might be most postmodern about architec-

tural thought since 1966 is not its verifiability in practice, but its status as 

a mode of production in its own right.

Hence the need for an interpretive model that is capable of explaining 

the interplay between discursive constructions, urban imaginaries, and 

new politico-economic configurations. Such a model must move along 

two distinct but related axes: an axis of representation and an axis of 

production. Consistent with the materialities of post-Fordism, I offer the 

feedback loop, and the complex topologies that it entails, as a diagram for 

thinking the relation between these axes. Though treated in more detail 

in subsequent chapters, this model requires minimally that we concen-

trate on the back-and-forth movements between levels (or axes), rather 

than presuppose mechanical jumps from one level to the other. In the 

latter portion of this chapter, I will track these movements across two 

urban topologies that are often seen to be in opposition: the network 

and the island.

The reference to topology is not accidental.10 It formalizes a boundary 

problem that is central to postmodernism, the problem of distinguish-

ing the real from the unreal, including the problem of distinguishing 

between real and unreal boundaries. As we will see in subsequent chap-

ters, postmodernism has a way of doubling up and folding together such 

distinctions. Learning to think topologically means, therefore, learning 

to think our way into the starkness of what is real by way of what, appar-

ently, is unreal. Thus is representation enfolded into production, includ-

ing the networked production of urban territories and their populations 

and the lives that are lived inside (and outside) their boundaries.

To begin with, the problem of representation can be approached via the 

much-cited populism of Venturi and Scott Brown. But in lieu of under-

standing populism as an ideological refusal of the dialectic of high art 

and mass culture, I want to suggest that we consider it as a measurement 
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or calibration in relation to a perceived norm. Seen from this perspec-

tive, populism forms the basis of Venturi and Scott Brown’s entire argu-

ment but in a way that is oblique to Jameson’s formulation in particular.11 

The ornamental, communicative model advocated in Learning from Las 

Vegas is based on a recalibration of architectural communication toward 

the aesthetic norms documented in the book’s analysis of the Las Vegas 

strip and, by extension, of megalopolitan sprawl more generally. As Ven-

turi and Scott Brown put it, “To find our symbolism we must go to the 

suburban edges of the existing city that are symbolically rather than for-

malistically attractive and represent the aspirations of almost all, includ-

ing most ghetto dwellers and most of the silent white majority.”12

A redistribution of the population, already well documented in non-

racial terms in such works as Jean Gottmann’s Megalopolis (1961), is ulti-

mately what is at stake in the controversy that accompanied (and deter-

mined) the use of this last phrase—“silent white majority”—both in the 

text and as a subheading. Fending off accusations that they had thereby 

acceded to the racist sloganeering of the Nixon presidency, Venturi and 

Scott Brown refer to the accumulating sociological literature on suburban-

ization as precedent, including the classic study of Levittown by Herbert 

Gans, which for them suggests that “Levittown-type aesthetics are shared 

by most members of the middle-middle class, black as well as white, lib-

eral as well as conservative.”13 But in many ways this is not a question of 

ideological preferences or even of the penetration of right-wing politics 

into architectural discourse. Instead, it entails a reorganization of the dis-

cursive field according to the imperatives of normalization.

This means that architectural populism can be understood here, even 

at the aesthetic level, as a biopolitical practice in which territories are 

inscribed. However, developing such a proposition requires addressing 

the theses on biopolitics outlined by Michel Foucault in his lectures at 

the Collège de France in the late 1970s with a question, central to archi-

tecture, that Foucault’s work left largely unanswered—the question of 

cultural representation. Biopower and biopolitics are the categories by 

which Foucault characterizes security as a dimension of governmental-

ity that emerges in the late eighteenth century. Its basic unit is the popu-

lation, described statistically as an object from which technological and 

administrative protocols are extrapolated. Securing the territory, then, is 

linked with deducing populational norms.14 Adjusted for the historical 

passage to the other end of modernity, which includes, by the late twen-

tieth century, the privatization of security as states and corporations mix, 
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as well as its displacement onto the psychosocial plane, normalization 

comes increasingly to be associated with aesthetic populism.

In this case, the term “majority” as used by both Venturi and Scott 

Brown and Nixon carries within it a specific set of techniques for repro-

ducing what Learning from Las Vegas disingenuously called (in the book’s 

second edition) “the aspirations of almost all Americans.” As demon-

strated by analyses of advertising by thinkers as diverse as Horkheimer 

and Adorno or McLuhan, by the mid-twentieth century techniques for the 

normalization of aesthetic judgment had been transferred or extended 

into the “culture industry,” or what had symptomatically come to be 

called “popular culture.”15 Thus deployed as an indicator of the popu-

lar will, by the late 1960s the force and the menace of the term “major-

ity,” used in a cultural sense, lay as much in the implicit a priori divi-

sion of the population into quanta, and the identification of the aesthetic 

preferences of a particular quantum (white, suburban, etc.) as “normal,” 

as it did in the implication that the signs and symbols of the predomi-

nantly white, middle-class suburb captured in some ideological way and 

through aesthetic mediation the values of the general population. From 

this perspective, to characterize such gestures as populist is somewhat 

misleading, in that such a characterization implicitly naturalizes the very 

distribution of the population that they enact.

Learning from Las Vegas can therefore be read as a kind of techni-

cal instrument that, using the social-scientific methods of urban plan-

ning in which Scott Brown in particular had been schooled, differenti-

ates between the apparently modest, everyday (i.e., “normal”) symbolic 

language of the suburban strip and the eccentricities of modernism. 

Rather than recommend complete reversal to secure the city against 

such threats, the book recommends readjustment, whereby the ex nihilo 

utopianism of the Corbusian “radiant city” is recalibrated according to 

the norms suggested by Levittown and Las Vegas. And architectural mod-

ernism, rather than being taken up as the opposite of the popular or the 

vernacular, is recast as an extreme, a sort of statistical aberration.

But can something similar be said of Venturi’s earlier work, Complexity 

and Contradiction in Architecture, or of Rossi’s Architettura della Città, 

both of which did so much to reintroduce the problem of symbolism and 

meaning that was central to postmodernism’s self-understanding? Nei-

ther can be considered populist in quite the same sense that Learning 

from Las Vegas can, and so their respective contributions to the post-

modern turn must be gauged differently. For Rossi, the city itself is to 
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be considered as a work of architecture, with the cultural memories and 

political priorities of its inhabitants, figured as a collective, condensed 

into singular urban monuments. While for Venturi (and this surely does 

reflect ideological differences between the two), renewed attention 

to architectural symbolism is required to overcome the “puritanically 

moral language of orthodox Modern architecture” by confronting it with 

the “difficult unity” of multiple references and meanings, many of which 

draw their semantic resources by historical association.16 So where for 

Rossi the question is one of figuring the many in the one, in the city as 

a work of architecture as well as the work of architecture as a work of 

the collective, for Venturi it is a question of confronting the one with the 

many.

In a disarming climax to his book that draws on the work of Mau-

rice Halbwachs on expropriation of property in large cities and on that 

of Hans Bernouilli on land ownership, Rossi offers the “urban artifact,” 

understood as a cultural unit, as an alternative to deterministic narra-

tives of urban development based on industrialization. For Rossi, the 

urban artifact, in its formal and typological particularity, condenses the 

irreducibly political choices that have led to its construction, including 

those influenced by economic factors. Thus, Rossi avers that “Athens, 

Rome, and Paris are the form of their politics, the signs of their collec-

tive will,” and further, “it is through the natural tendencies of the many 

groups dispersed throughout the different parts of the city that we must 

explain the modifications in the city’s structure,” and finally, on a note 

that emphasizes the psychological dimensions of Rossi’s overall thesis 

that “[t]he city is as irrational as any work of art, and its mystery is per-

haps above all to be found in the secret and ceaseless will of its collective 

manifestations.”17

David Harvey has found Rossi’s argument out of tune with the pace of 

change in (post)modernity in a way that renders the relative permanence 

of architectural meaning inherently mythological.18 In this respect, the 

question is whether Rossi’s closing statements merely fetishize the aes-

thetic artifact at the expense of a lucid grasp of its political-economic 

determinants or, rather, renegotiate architecture’s role as an actor within 

the politico-economic field. In Architecture of the City, Rossi is working 

out a project for architecture’s autonomy that would steer much of his 

later work and writings. This project is premised on the transhistorical 

(and, in Rossi’s later “analogous city” drawings, transcultural) persistence 

of certain architectural types. But as posed at this relatively early point, 
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this is not merely a question of substituting a typologically embedded 

memory for the teleologies that guided architectural modernism, as was 

suggested by Peter Eisenman in his introduction to the English transla-

tion of Rossi’s book in 1982.19 For this apparent substitution carries a his-

tory of its own, which Eisenman reproduces even as he rightly assigns to 

Rossi a “latent humanism”:

To propose [as Rossi does] that the same relationship between individual 

subject (man) and individual object (house) which existed in the Renais-

sance now obtains between the collective psychological subject (the popu-

lation of the modern city) and its singular object (the city, but seen as a 

house at a different scale) is to imply that nothing has changed, that the city 

of humanist man is the same place as the city of psychological man.20

By “psychological man” Eisenman means the subject of psychoanalysis 

and the inhabitant of the industrial city, whom he opposes to the “mythic 

hero-architect of humanism, the inventor of the house,” whose inner 

life, born of the house, was correlated to that of the city in Alberti’s for-

mula: “The city is like a large house, and the house in turn is like a small 

city.”21

But the problem that Eisenman finds in Rossi, that of representing the 

collective unconscious of the entire city by analogy to the artist-archi-

tect’s unique psychic reserve, is a deceptive one. The problem is not one 

of scale, or even of the universal versus the particular; it is that for Rossi, 

as for Alberti, both house and city mark a territory with a strictly delim-

ited interior. But what Eisenman calls a “personal text” (extrapolated 

from Rossi’s Scientific Autobiography of 1981) that “nostalgically evokes 

the individual subject” in the face of the anonymous masses is not, in 

fact, opposed to the actual historical experience of this “population,” as 

inside is to outside. Nor is the historical experience of the population sim-

ply mystified through Rossi’s dreamlike autobiographical reconstruction, 

in which “memory begins where history ends,” as Eisenman claims.22 

Instead, it is revealed, since the inner life of this “population” was at that 

very moment being displaced onto and constructed through the signify-

ing fields of the postmodern city, behind which there was nothing—in 

the singular or in the plural—but more signs.

Already by the late 1970s, Foucault had sensed that biopolitics was 

mutating into what he tentatively called “environmentality,” which 

entailed a reorganization of inner and outer life under the sign of such 

practices as environmental psychology.23 Reversing the Albertian formula 
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of the house-as-city, as well as the domestic bias of Freudian psychoanal-

ysis, this would be to see subjectivization taking place largely on the out-

side, out in the city or in the communications media rather than inside 

the house, with the guidance of a behaviorism from which the Ameri-

can culture industry in particular had long drawn sustenance. Or better: 

with such environmental technologies as television, house and city, liv-

ing room and cinema, are effectively turned inside out, to become over-

exposed nodes in a generalized urban-exurban field, without losing their 

apparent interiority.24

So whether they asserted humanist or posthumanist versions of archi-

tecture’s autonomy (Eisenman found Rossi oscillating between the two), 

Rossi and later Eisenman were not just fighting lost battles; in many 

ways they were fighting the wrong war, by failing to take into account the 

unfolding (and enfolding) of inside and outside, house and city, individ-

ual and population, into a dispersive, networked “environment” made up 

of apparently discrete units. Instead, they offered two different structur-

alisms, at either end of architecture’s postmodern turn. For Rossi, writing 

in 1966, architecture’s deep structures were still to be found in the politi-

cal enactments of the “collective will” that it indirectly commemorated; 

for Eisenman reading Rossi’s book sixteen years later and in a milieu that 

had already undergone its decisive neoliberal conversion, these were to 

be found in architecture itself.

Whereas Venturi’s path toward architecture’s autonomy—and auton-

omy it is—runs through very different terrain. If there is something like 

memory at work in Complexity and Contradiction, it is not collective, 

historical memory. It is technological memory on the order of a com-

puter database. This is what Venturi ultimately means by complexity, a 

premise that would be carried forward in more clearly cybernetic terms 

in the visual data sets compiled in Learning from Las Vegas and later in 

Venturi’s explicitly McLuhanesque Iconography and Electronics upon a 

Generic Architecture (1996). Here, in Complexity and Contradiction, it is 

stated only indirectly, when in conclusion Venturi returns to the problem 

of the “difficult whole.” He understands the latter as a “complex system,” 

as defined by the political scientist and systems theorist Herbert Simon 

in an article on cybernetics, systems theory, and the behavioral sciences 

titled “The Architecture of Complexity,” from which Venturi quotes: “a 

large number of parts that interact in a non-simple way.”25

Venturi’s “complexity and contradiction” thus construes the work of 

architecture as an ensemble of interacting parts that achieves organic 
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unity through ambiguous relationships that accrue circumstantially as 

heterogeneous formal elements are assembled, rather than through con-

ventional formal mechanisms like symmetry or hierarchy. And although 

most of its pages are devoted to demonstrating how assorted canoni-

cal works exhibit these characteristics, Venturi’s book does take what 

seems to be a manifestly populist turn at the very end. There, discussing 

architecture’s “obligation” to this type of internally differentiated formal 

unity, he notoriously asks, in response to Peter Blake’s condemnation of 

the commercial Main Street common in American small towns, “is not 

Main Street almost all right?” To this rhetorical question Venturi adds his 

sympathies for other depositions of consumer culture, such as the com-

mercial stretches of Route 66, where “[t]he seemingly chaotic juxtaposi-

tions of honky-tonk elements express an intriguing kind of vitality and 

validity, and they produce an unexpected approach to unity as well.”26 

So all along, what appears to have been a series of informed (if dilet-

tantish) musings on the formal properties of architectural works selected 

from the random-access memory of the historical canon has in fact been 

a direct response to megalopolitan commercialization. It is a tentative 

embrace, to be sure (Main Street is “almost” all right), but it is an embrace 

nonetheless. Or possibly a capture, since what Blake had termed “God’s 

own junkyard”—what we can call the informe of consumerism—has 

been recycled by Venturi into a perfectly serviceable and coherent syn-

tactical repertoire capable of extracting vital unity out of “chaos,” a rep-

ertoire that could subsequently be overlaid onto Las Vegas rather than 

“learned” from it.

Thus the problem of representation is ultimately the same for Rossi 

and Venturi, though they resolve it in different and even opposite ways. It 

is not so much a question of restoring to architecture its symbolic or com-

municative capacities as it is a question of how to represent unity. This is 

understood, respectively, as the lost organic unity of the body politic that 

biopolitics has converted into an amnesiac population to whom memory 

must be restored (Rossi), or the recovery of a “vital” unity from within the 

disaggregated landscapes of the market and the mass media (Venturi). 

Moreover, the representation of organic unity has been renewed here 

as a problem for architecture even as—or more likely, because—archi-

tectural modernism, as an avatar of modernization, seems decisively to 

have replaced the mythically vital, social body with a collection of empty 

shells, which have now been expelled from the city like so much junk 

gathered along the commercial strip, or empty automobiles lined up in 
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A&P parking lots. Again and again Venturi and Scott Brown will refer to 

the authentic “life” of the commodity sphere that Blake had represented 

as a junkyard, as in their “Signs of Life” exhibition of 1976, which was 

dedicated to the communicative protocols of suburban domesticity. 

Either way, for so-called postmodern architecture, the problem of rep-

resentation, far from being a referendum on cultural meaning that was 

ambiguously decided by dissolving the boundaries between high culture 

and popular taste, was a question of life and death. That this question 

was not merely symbolic becomes clearer still when these representa-

tions are reinserted into the productive circuitry of capital.

Here we move from architecture’s axis of representation to its axis of pro-

duction, specifically, the production of new inside-outsides to secure the 

unity of the biopolitical body. These include the “new segmentations” 

characterized by the “close proximity of extremely unequal populations” 

that Hardt and Negri associate with a postimperial empire organized 

around the networks of multinational capital.27 They also include Gior-

gio Agamben’s topologies of exception, which are exhibited vividly in this 

passage from Homo Sacer:

The state of nature and the state of exception are nothing but two sides of a 

single topological process in which what was presupposed as external (the 

state of nature) now reappears, as in a Möbius strip or a Leyden jar, in the 

inside (as state of exception), and the sovereign power is this very impos-

sibility of distinguishing between outside and inside, nature and exception, 

physis and nomos. The state of exception is not so much a spatiotemporal 

suspension as a complex topological figure in which not only the exception 

and the rule but also the state of nature and law, outside and inside, pass 

through one another.28

Referring to the Nazi death camp as the paradigmatic instance of this 

inclusive exclusion produced and occupied by power, Agamben calls 

its space a “zone of indistinction” (after Deleuze), in which sense “[t]he 

camp is a piece of land placed outside the normal juridical order, but it is 

nevertheless not simply an external space.”29

In comparison, consider an aphorism from Rossi’s Scientific Autobi-

ography (1981). In his introduction to The Architecture of the City, Eisen-

man cites Rossi’s statement that “cities are in reality great camps of the 

living and the dead where many elements remain like signals, symbols, 
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cautions.”30 Despite Eisenman’s mysterious conclusion that Rossi’s city is 

therefore a “house of the dead,” it may seem easy to see here a variation 

on Agamben’s insight, whereby the camp is indeed the urban paradigm 

par excellence, for it is unclear whether its inhabitants (or its architectural 

elements) are alive or dead. Thus too, does Harvey’s insinuation that Ros-

si’s architecture is “fascist” acquire a different cast.31 At one level, Rossi’s 

invocation of the camp (by which he actually means a holiday camp) to 

describe a diffuse urban field outwardly constituted by empty or ruined 

“signals, symbols, cautions” recalls the necropolitan urbanism of Ludwig 

Hilberseimer, in which scattered, anonymous humans dart about like so 

many postapocalyptic survivors. Unlike his modernist predecessor, how-

ever, Rossi proposes that architecture, as a bearer of historical and politi-

cal substance, be reconstructed to contain this diffusion. Only, such a 

reconstruction of meaning entails the erection, both on the ground and 

in the mind, of a wall dividing those on the inside of architecture’s polis 

and its myths from those on the outside.

Whence comes this wall? Hardt and Negri assimilate cultural post-

modernism (including postmodern architecture) into a mode-of-pro-

duction narrative that correlates postindustrial labor (including extrater-

ritorial industrial labor) with the distributed networks of biopower that 

are responsible for the diffusion against which Rossi reacts. Urbanists 

might also find in Agamben’s cartographies of exclusion the basic dia-

gram of a splintered or “splintering” urbanism associated primarily with 

the uneven distribution of, and access to, infrastructures and services.32 

In cities like São Paulo or Mumbai, stark, cheek-by-jowl juxtapositions of 

gated, luxury high-rise residential towers with walled-in favelas, or slums, 

subterraneously connected and separated by social, technological, and 

economic networks, might serve as paradigmatic instances of simultane-

ous isolation and proximity.33 However, the materialist (and historicist) 

association of such spatial patterns with networked (or telematic) pro-

duction or with a refractory postmodern culture industry does not find 

much support with Agamben. Rather than identifying the period 1945–

75 as roughly transitional (as many theorists of postmodernity, including 

Hardt and Negri, do), Agamben locates the historical rupture (following 

Carl Schmitt) at or around the First World War, at which time he argues 

the sovereign exception, which has its origins in classical times, was first 

deployed in the modern era.34

From an architectural standpoint, there is nothing particularly 

new in Agamben’s periodization. At around this time, for example, the 
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rationalization of everyday life in large-scale and primarily state-spon-

sored housing estates in many ways defined architectural modernism 

across Europe and later in the United States. Similar developments fol-

lowed later still across the newly urbanizing, recently decolonized Third 

World. The strictly bounded, tabula rasa spatial configuration of so many 

of these new housing enclaves, often imagined for the proletariat but 

realized for the middle classes (as in the German Siedlungen), followed 

the Corbusian model of large swaths of open space at ground level acces-

sible to the surrounding city but at the same time distinctly set off from it. 

We can also think here of Le Corbusier’s own long-standing identification 

of the housing block with the ocean liner. Territorially open and enclosed 

at once, these great modern housing estates were surely instruments for 

the rational management of a population, as well as instruments of cor-

poreal discipline; but they were also diagrams of inclusive exclusion (or 

exclusive inclusion) on the order of Agamben’s biopolitical topology.

Stretched further, we might also want to see the postwar French ban-

lieux (similarly addressed by the Situationists) or Italian exurban hous-

ing estates such as the Corviale in Agamben’s assertion that “[t]he camp 

as dislocating localization is the hidden matrix of the politics in which 

we are still living, and it is this structure of the camp that we must learn 

to recognize in all its metamorphoses into the zones d’attentes of our 

airports and certain outskirts of our cities.”35 Such readings are further 

encouraged by an earlier and less careful version of the same passage, in 

which Agamben goes so far as to suggest that “the gated communities of 

the United States are beginning to look like camps,” in the sense of the 

indeterminate sovereignties that they, too, entail, a proposition that has 

since been reinforced by certain of his interpreters.36

Although there is much to object to in associating the violence of the 

camp with the languor of the gated community, this proposition has the 

virtue of testing the limits of Agamben’s camp-as-paradigm thesis at a 

theoretical rather than at an empirical level. For it suggests obliquely that, 

if the Nazi death camps stand at one pole of an inside-outside paradox 

as a limit case—“the most absolute biopolitical space that has ever been 

realized” 37—something like Utopia stands at the other: a self-contained 

space absolutely exterior to the modern order of things, on which that 

order was nevertheless founded. Far from existing in a state of nature, 

however, the inhabitants of Utopia are typically governed and protected 

by a distinctive set of laws and rights, as is characteristic of many lit-

erary utopias with their lengthy explications of constitutional detail. In 
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the gated community, with its fundamentally defensive and securitized 

posture, these rights, beginning with the rights of access, are not sus-

pended but fetishized as a kind of class privilege rather than as a univer-

sal human value. As a private sphere extrapolated from the enclave to the 

city or even the nation as a whole, the gated community paradigmatically 

limits the rights of those on the outside in defense of the rights of those 

on the inside.

In that sense, the American-style gated community is integrated into 

the body politic—and into capitalist economic relations and the net-

works that carry them—by virtue of its exceptionality rather than despite 

it, in an inversion of the nineteenth-century utopian enclave that realizes 

a distinctive type of sovereignty over a delimited space. Invented to pro-

tect the property of the new urban bourgeoisie (an early example would 

be Llewellyn Park in New Jersey), the gated community’s postmodern 

variant is built around “laws” and covenants that secure its privacy. These 

intensely privatized zones nevertheless remain genealogically linked to 

the public housing estates of the interwar period, with both types shar-

ing a common source in the European Garden City movement.38 But to 

appreciate the stakes of this hidden connection, the suburban gated com-

munity must also be reconnected with the products of postwar American 

“urban renewal” from which it was effectively extracted.

Urban renewal internalized already-reified racial and class divides to 

the degree that, again paradoxically, a regime of desegregation was over-

laid to compensate for the very partitioning of urban space on which 

many of these large housing complexes were founded in the first place.39 

Among the latter, perhaps the most infamous was the Pruitt-Igoe hous-

ing development in St. Louis (Leinweber, Yamasaki & Hellmuth, 1950–

54), the double name of which reflects the racially segregated nature of its 

original plan (the Pruitt section was intended for black inhabitants and 

Igoe for whites). Though before being built the two were joined under 

desegregation laws, the vast majority of the development’s inhabitants 

were impoverished African-Americans who had either been relocated 

from the slums that the new housing complex replaced or had migrated 

to the city from the rural South.

Even before demolition began in 1972, Pruitt-Igoe had become an icon 

of modern architecture’s presumed failures in the area of social reform. 

The fetishization of its architecture as a bad object has been so intense 

and unremitting that it has since inspired counterclaims that emphasize 

political-economic factors such as underfunding, administrative neglect, 
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and the de-urbanization of the largely white middle class to account 

for the project’s ultimate demise.40 Still, Pruitt-Igoe continues to haunt 

architectural discourse in the United States and beyond, as its demoli-

tion is replayed in the urban imaginary again and again, as if to confirm 

the ruination, several degrees removed, of the modernist utopian enter-

prise more generally. As a historical actuality and as a still-vivid afterim-

age, Pruitt-Igoe brings together several important elements: discourses 

and practices of environmental reform, where the (modern) normaliza-

tion of the physical environment is turned toward the (postmodern) nor-

malization of the psychic environment; the biopolitical reshaping of the 

city along new lines of inclusion-exclusion through such mechanisms as 

“slum clearance”; and the becoming-spectral of a utopian future that, by 

the time the project was completed, was already identified with the past.

As an instrument of environmental reform, Pruitt-Igoe sits on the 

threshold of a mutation, where the normalization of the biophysical 

environment, which was given deterministic force by the parascientific, 

functionalist discourse on “light and air” still visible in Pruitt-Igoe’s archi-

tecture, is internalized within a new functionalism of the mind. A key 

marker of such a shift was the publication, in 1972, of Oscar Newman’s 

Partial demolition of Pruitt-Igoe housing complex (Leinweber, Yamasaki & 
Hellmuth, 1950–54), St. Louis, Missouri, 1972. Photograph by Lee Balterman.
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Defensible Space: Crime Prevention through Urban Design, the title of 

which refers to “a model for residential environments which inhibits 

crime by creating the physical expression of a social fabric that defends 

itself.”41 On the back cover of its dust jacket was the same photograph of 

the partial demolition of Pruitt-Igoe that Charles Jencks reproduced five 

years later (with reference to Newman) in The Language of Post-Mod-

ern Architecture to commemorate the “death of modern architecture.”42 

Throughout Newman’s analysis, which integrates the territorial with the 

affective, Pruitt-Igoe stands as a representative example of a terrain vague 

possessed of an indefensible porosity and figural indeterminacy, inside 

and out. That what is physical here is equally psychical is reinforced by 

Newman’s accounting of less tangible characteristics of a building like 

“image and milieu” alongside the more tangible construction of physical 

boundaries to encourage what he called “territoriality.” Further, Defen-

sible Space interweaves micro-opportunities for postpanoptic, “natural 

surveillance” in order that architecture might “[allow] mutually benefit-

ting attitudes to surface,” if not exactly determine them directly.43

As a particularly telling instance, Newman offers an anecdote from 

Pruitt-Igoe’s history. A temporary construction fence had been erected 

around one of the eleven-story slabs for the installation of playground 

equipment. Tenants requested that the fence remain, which it did. New-

man reports: 

[T]he crime and vandalism rate in this building is 80 percent below the 

Pruitt-Igoe norm. This building, like others in Pruitt-Igoe, has no security 

guard. It is the only building in which residents themselves have begun to 

show signs of concern about the maintenance of the interior: picking up 

litter, sweeping the corridors, and replacing light bulbs. The vacancy rate in 

this building varies from 2 percent to 5 percent, in contrast with the overall 

vacancy rate for Pruitt-Igoe of 70 percent.

On the basis of these rates, Newman concludes: 

This is an extreme example of territorial definition and is certainly not one 

which we are advocating. But its accomplishments are significant in light 

of the Pruitt-Igoe failure. The question to be asked is how does one ini-

tially achieve thoughtful building groupings rather than having to resort to 

barbed-wire fences and locks after the fact.44

In other words, how to sublimate the fence into an architectural lan-

guage that does its biopolitical work at the level of the spatial imaginary 
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(“thoughtful building groupings” that inscribe a virtual territoriality) 

rather than through the raw power of barbed wire? While admitting that 

it may be “premature,” Newman avers that “it is possible that an inadver-

tent result of a socially mobile and open society is its required segrega-

tion into physically separate subclusters which are inviolable and uni-

form, both socially and economically.”45 Neither here nor anywhere else 

in the book does he discourage the association of “social mobility” with 

the “openness” of metropolitan capitalism, citing, for instance, rural-to-

urban migrations as a factor in social inadaptability to high-rise, high-

density living. In response, and with apologies all the while for its author-

itarian implications, Defensible Space offers a formula of territorial defi-

nition plus diffuse, microphysical surveillance, both on the ground and 

in the mind. We would seem to be, then, at the other end of the historical 

arc sketched by Foucault, where the functions of the police, which have 

extended through the infrastructures of governmentality since the eigh-

teenth century, gradually migrate into the interstices of the city’s non-

governmental spatial and social fabrics, in correspondence with what 

Deleuze called a generalized “society of control.”

Though attributing to it less direct influence, Newman returns 

throughout to the problem of density as the crux of the issue, since it 

opens onto economic considerations to which federal and local agencies 

are subject. Associating the relatively high densities of many urban pub-

lic housing developments (Pruitt-Igoe in this case excepted) with fiscal 

pressures brought to bear on housing agencies by the speculative urban 

real estate market, he cites data for New York City that suggest that above 

fifty units per acre “crime rate increases proportionately with density.” 

Further, and with a note of caution: “Crime rate may not correlate specif-

ically with density, but it does correlate with building height and type.”46 

Consequently, normalization of the crime rate requires adjustments to 

the apparatuses of security, which in this case include architecture. In 

New York, high density generally means high-rise, elevator buildings with 

double-loaded corridors, a building type that Newman’s data target as an 

efficient if not final cause of criminality and thus subject to reform. Rec-

ognizing, however, that incorporating defensible space into high-density 

buildings will lead to higher construction costs, Newman summarizes 

the encounter between a reformist state and expansionist capital in a 

succinct formula: “more costly high-density buildings, or less expensive, 

lower-density buildings.”47 The reconciliation he proposes, of territo-

rial and psychic management within an economics in which the state 
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is logically (rather than merely practically) subordinated to the “open” 

market, indicates that we are also witnessing here strategies for the dissi-

pation of social risk within or inside the city, rather than the heterotopic 

exclusion of the sort analyzed by Foucault in the nineteenth century in 

buildings like prisons or asylums.

Faced with this spatial paradox, Newman declares: “Defensible space 

may be the last stand of the urban man committed to an open society.”48 

But troubled by the implication that this only means displacing crime to 

other, less well defended areas, he goes on to ask: “If, for the sake of argu-

ment, one accepts as a proposition that the total amount of crime can-

not be diminished, only displaced, this then offers a new question: is a 

pattern of uniformly distributed crime preferable to one in which crime 

is concentrated in particular areas?” Having thereby reformulated urban 

crime as essentially a problem of risk management which is economic 

before it is social, Newman can only repeat his conclusion: that pockets 

of refuge in the form of residential enclaves remain preferable, since they 

have the side effect of displacing “danger” to those nonresidential areas 

(shopping, institutional, business, etc.) that “are inherently more easily 

served by police protection.”49

This reformulation summarizes a historical process in which the eco-

nomic does not so much replace the social as absorb it. Thus also, we 

arrive at a segmentation of urban space comparable to that of the gated 

community. On one side of the line, the residential or domestic realm, 

a space without police that must therefore be protected by other, more 

intimate means; while on the other side of the line, the nonresidential 

civic or public realm, which remains subject to police control and to the 

older forms of governmental rationality with which that has long been 

attended.50

As a resolution of the risk management problem posed by urban eco-

nomics, defensible space is therefore a correlate of neoliberalism rather 

than a retreat or a refuge from its deterritorializing winds. What Newman 

calls “the urban man committed to an open society,” whose psychic and 

physical well-being must be defended, is also neoliberalism’s new and 

improved homo œconomicus.51 It is no accident that the crime rate is 

the privileged index in Newman’s analysis, where it is made to stand on 

the one hand for such intangibles as “quality of life” to which the urban 

real estate market attaches economic value, and on the other hand, for 

the whole racialized dynamic of white-collar production, which since the 

1950s had been fleeing the city for the suburbs. Thus (implicitly white) 

“urban man,” secure in his domicile, was productive man, a form of 
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“human capital.”52 He is also the opposite of Agamben’s homo sacer, who 

has been internally exiled from the city and its productive/reproductive 

circuits, or rather incorporated into the civic body as a profoundly exter-

nal (yet still productive) unit. But is there yet a space that connects homo 

œconomicus with homo sacer?

Consider a set of diagrams from Agamben, in which he aims to show 

the transition from something like a temporary state of emergency (1), 

figured as external to the normal political system, to a proper “state of 

exception” (2) in which the ability to suspend the law is a condition of 

sovereign power rather than external to it. Here, the outside enters deep 

within, as an island-like space in which the law does not apply. This space 

is the violent inverse of a utopia, with which it nevertheless shares certain 

properties, including a radical rearrangement of the prevailing economic 

order. The Utopian abolition of money, figured in Thomas More’s account 

as the use of gold for chamber pots, is perversely replicated upon entry 

into the “naked life” of the camps, as in the Nazi practice of expropriat-

ing the material belongings of prisoners for recirculation on the outside. 

That the border between inside and outside can never be absolute is veri-

fied in both cases, however, as the economic function of the island is dis-

placed onto another level: in the camp, in the primitive accumulation of 

capital attached to the expropriated belongings as well as to the inmates’ 

forced labor, and in Utopia, in the use of gold to pay external mercenaries 

to defend the sovereignty of the Utopian island itself.53

The island-space diagrammed by Agamben is also the territorial 

inverse of a capital city, where the rights of citizenship are represented 

symbolically and protected through political representation. The state of 

Diagrams showing movement toward “state of exception.” From Giorgio 
Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel 
Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998). Copyright 
1998 by the Board of Trustees of the Leland Stanford Jr. University.
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exception, on the other hand, refers to the gradual withholding of rights 

and other instruments of law, as well as to the withholding of access to 

the symbolic order in which these rights are represented and secured. 

Recall that the capital city—“Athens, Rome, Paris”—is a privileged site 

for Rossi’s collective memory, the gradual exclusion from which can be 

understood as the aesthetic equivalent of the withholding of rights of 

representation in the political sphere. But in Agamben’s account the gov-

erning paradox is that, increasingly through the twentieth century, state 

sovereignty (as figured, we can add, in Speer’s Berlin) seems to be built 

on the state of exception, whereby power accrues to those who assume 

the sovereign right to suspend the rights of others—an “exception” that, 

as Agamben’s third diagram warns, is fast becoming the rule.

How, then, are we to understand the state-sponsored, modernist 

housing complex in these terms? As a utopian urban island, which finds a 

weak echo in Pruitt-Igoe (the project’s evident failures notwithstanding)? 

Or as a biopolitical “camp,” a space in which rights are slowly, imper-

ceptibly suspended, including—eventually—the right to public housing 

itself, which has been systematically eroded by the narratives emanat-

ing out of Pruitt-Igoe’s demolition? The underlying oscillation is strictly 

undecidable, in which sense Pruitt-Igoe figures in the postmodern imag-

inary as Rossi’s city of the living dead. On the one hand, we have the uto-

pian project of light and air, of hygiene and of rationally managed pro-

ductivity but also of proletarian awakening to historical consciousness 

and immanent critique of the welfare state; while on the other hand, we 

have a barbed wire fence and with it exclusion from the symbolic order 

and the consequent exhaustion of history.

To the extent that such urban artifacts as the gated community repro-

duce the Utopian diagram, they resolve this oscillation by incorporat-

ing Utopia’s critical function within extant economic relations: Utopia 

as norm. So if Agamben is right, Utopia, too, died in the camps, only to 

be monstrously reborn in archipelagoes of defense and exclusion based 

on the normalization of Utopian exceptionality. Thus for postmodern-

ism, Utopia is not a representation of an ideal city. It is a topos, in the 

sense of a very specific thought that circulates and is transformed discur-

sively in biopolitical networks. Its thinking depends on certain material 

conditions in the present, of which architecture forms a part. As such, it 

can be and has been integrated into the productive machinery of capi-

tal as a regulating norm that divides inside from outside by absorbing 

the Utopian “nowhere” into the banalities of everyday life, typified by the 
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gated community. Actively unthought by postmodernism through this 

appropriation, Utopia nevertheless remains a latent or repressed threat 

to the machinery itself.

For Fredric Jameson, the postmodern inability to think a truly utopian 

thought corresponds to the much proclaimed end of ideology and end 

of history at the hands of late capitalism or neoliberalism. Though Jame-

son generally focuses his critical attention on what he vaguely defines 

as “the power network of multinational capitalism” rather than on bio-

power proper, Hardt and Negri have helped to show the connections 

between the two.54 Jameson has also vividly analyzed expressions of late 

capitalism’s cultural and spatial logic in architecture, be it Frank Gehry’s 

house in Santa Monica or John Portman’s Westin Bonaventure Hotel in 

downtown Los Angeles.55 Whereas, writing on utopian science fiction, he 

has analyzed Utopia’s island form as it is sublimated into a range of lit-

erary figures: moon, Mars, spaceship, colonial outpost, and so on.56 And 

though we can agree with Jameson that Utopia’s consequent and abso-

lute exteriority is a necessary condition for the island as “determinate 

negation” or critical reflection of the status quo, we return to our spatial 

paradox when we note again that the island or enclave is also a basic unit 

of the postmodern city: not only gated communities but also self-con-

tained shopping malls, manicured corporate campuses, weather-sealed 

atriums, barricaded office buildings, golf courses, and spaceship-like 

towers. The slums, prisons, and refugee camps in which vast populations 

actually live stand to these dreamworlds as one mirror reflecting another, 

rather than in dialectical opposition.57

But topologically speaking, an island is never just an island. Consider, 

for example, another a set of diagrams, in this case of Utopia itself as 

described by Thomas More in 1516. They are taken from one of Jame-

son’s key sources, Utopiques, the well-known study of More’s text by the 

semiologist Louis Marin, first published in 1973 as an explicit response 

to the events of May 1968.58 They diagram the geography of More’s Uto-

pia, a circular island with a circular harbor or gulf inscribed into one of 

its edges, resulting in a crescentlike shape. In More’s account, the island 

is actually produced by an act of civil engineering—a cut, which prefig-

ures so many more modernist cuts and caesuras to come—in the form 

of a trench dug to separate the preexisting promontory from the main-

land. Its harbor is therefore Utopia’s sole point of contact with the out-

side (or “real”) world. Ships come and go through its treacherous straits, 

which the resident Utopians control with strategic cunning. The three 
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versions of the diagram represent three possible interpretations of More’s 

text—three oscillating “figures” in the text—in which the size of the cir-

cular harbor and therefore the relative location of Amourotum, Uto-

pia’s centrally positioned capital city, varies with respect to the water’s 

edge and therefore with respect to the “outside” world as such. As Marin 

puts it, “Utopia is a circular island, but it is both closed and open.”59 

This description applies internally as well as externally since, accord-

ing to Marin, the “spatial play” in More’s Utopia involves, among other 

things, an irresolvable, internal tension between Utopian equality (and 

thus internal openness), as figured in the even, gridlike distribution of its 

fifty-four city states across the roughly circular island, and Utopian hier-

archy (and thus power and inequity but also governmental authority), as 

figured in the added value attached to this central city, the capital city. On 

another scale, this reading of an irresolvable tension between bounded 

sites and networks reproduces the dialectical struggle that Manfredo 

Tafuri discerned during the modern period between two “utopias,” thus 

confirming the general applicability of Marin’s analysis. In Tafuri’s alle-

gory of modernization, the neoclassical monumentality of Washington, 

D.C., the nation’s political capital, and the circulatory, gridded metropo-

lis of New York compete for symbolic sovereignty over American capital-

ist development, to which postmodernism (or for Tafuri, “hypermodern-

ism”) supplies the inevitable, exhausted denouement.60

Toward the end of his book, Marin includes his celebrated reflections 

on Disneyland, which he describes as a “degenerate Utopia.” Beginning 

with the islandlike enclosure of the original theme park, Marin demon-

strates the persistence, in Disneyland, of what he calls “patterns of spa-

tial organization that can be qualified as utopic.” But with these and 

through these, he also demonstrates how, in Disneyland, the properly 

utopian dimension of its island topology—that is, the “spatial play” that 

allows it to remain simultaneously open and closed—degenerates into 

myth, where “American” values such as the “frontier spirit,” historically 

“obtained by violence and exploitation,” are re-coded and naturalized 

through the machinery of collective fantasy as the psychic infrastruc-

tures of “law and order” or, in another register, biopower.61

Disneyland has also been much discussed in architecture as a proto-

type of both the enchanted urban/suburban enclave and of postmod-

ernist aesthetic populism, perhaps most notably and avant la lettre in an 

article published by Charles Moore in 1965 under the title “You Have Got 

to Pay for the Public Life.”62 Like Rossi’s work on urban collective memory 
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and Venturi and Scott Brown’s work on Las Vegas, Moore’s tour of the 

architecture and urbanism of California grasps at a communicative foun-

dation for the postmetropolitan city. He finds its prototype in Disneyland 

where, in return for the price of admission, Moore argues that the visi-

tor gains the closest thing to public space that southern California has 

to offer—a “whole public world,” as he puts it. Though Moore goes on to 

concede that in fact this world-within-a-world falls short of manifesting 

an authentic “urban experience”—most notably because it fails what he 

calls his revolution test, whereby the success of urban space is measured 

by its hypothetical capacity to host a revolutionary uprising—he never-

theless winds up by offering Disneyland as a positive model for architec-

tures and urbanisms to come.

We are familiar with how such a proposition would play out in Moore’s 

own work, from his mountaintop fantasy drawings to the world-within-

a-world of Piazza d’Italia in New Orleans. But it is more relevant here 

that he develops his celebration of Disneyland’s pseudopublic nature 

by way of a critique of the rootlessness of suburbanization. Referring to 

the sprawl that was just beginning to overtake California, including what 

would later be called Silicon Valley, Moore complains that “[t]he new 

houses are separate and private . . . islands, alongside which are moored 

the automobiles that take the inhabitants off to other places. . . . The 

houses are not tied down to any place. . . . ” He describes all of this as “a 

floating world in which a floating population can island-hop with impu-

nity,” equipped with drive-in everything, including Frank Lloyd Wright’s 

drive-in Civic Center in Marin County.63 So we are left to conclude that 

Diagrams showing three possible versions of the map of Thomas More’s Utopia 
(1516), from Louis Marin, Utopiques, jeux d’espaces (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 
1973). Copyright 1973 by Louis Marin. Reprinted courtesy of Les Éditions de Minuit.
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what distinguishes Disneyland from all these other islands is its scale: 

it is a private city, but it is big enough to contain an entire world and 

anchor its “floating population” and thereby to sustain the fantasy of a 

“public life.”

This is exactly what Marin means when he describes Disneyland as 

a “degenerate utopia,” in which the inside-outside oscillation of Utopia 

proper—its complex, ambivalent, and in a sense still negative relation 

with the real world—is frozen into a fixed representation: in a word, myth. 

In this case, it also means a mythical public realm organized around a 

mythical America: Disneyland as the capital city of a dream factory that 

does not merely represent or reflect American economic and political 

hegemony but rather helps to produce it and to organize it. Still, like Uto-

pia itself, Disneyland has a hole in it. This hole is the channel by which the 

visitor gains access, having “paid for the public life” not merely by buy-

ing a ticket but by exchanging dollars for Disney money. This translation, 

this substitution of one system of representation for another, works to 

cover over the hole, the place where the outside enters in and the inside 

leaks out. As Marin says, it leads from “reality to fantasy” along the axis of 

Main Street USA, which, we recall, Venturi described a year after Moore’s 

article as “almost all right.” Whereas according to Marin, the reification 

of the imagination in the form of Fantasyland (Disneyland’s privileged 

subsection) that awaits the visitor at the other end of the line accounts 

for the degeneration of Utopia into so many “banal, routine images from 

Disney’s films . . . bankrupt signs of an imagination homogenized by the 

mass media.”64

Still, like the gate in the gated community, the hole in the middle of 

Disneyland is real, whether or not it is covered up by Main Street USA 

and the fantasy of “public life” that it stages. Through it pass the networks 

(and the Main Streets, and the Wall Streets) of multinational capital. To 

describe it as a hole, however, is not quite correct. Instead, its topology is 

better described as a twist or a knot that enfolds the doubled-up island 

figure; architecturally, it is more like a revolving door than a passage. 

On one side of this door lies Utopia and on the other the camps, in an 

antinomy of the modern that has since been forcibly resolved by collaps-

ing the two into a single, double-sided norm: on the one side the global, 

gated community and on the other the “planet of slums.”65 These two 

sides of the new, urban coin-of-the-realm now effectively require one 

another, in what may seem like an infinite regress of negative-positive 

reproduction.
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In this way, the postmodern master narrative that claims that all uto-

pias lead to the camps—a preoccupation that is traceable in architec-

ture to Sigfried Giedion’s Mechanization Takes Command—seems ver-

ified but as a self-fulfilling prophesy of biopower rather than as a his-

torical truth. In such a narrative, what Jameson names the “desire called 

Utopia” is admonished and apparently satisfied, at once.66 And yet, like 

the two sides of a Möbius strip at any point along its length, what seem 

like inverted mirror images remain distinguishable as limit cases on 

either side of the strip’s historically sedimented thickness. Utopia and 

camp become visible as poles of an antinomy rather than as seamlessly 

connected norms only when one passes through rather than along the 

Möbius strip of history. Seen along its length or followed as a line, the 

doubled-up logic of inclusive, biopolitical exclusion can be summarized 

as follows: you can neither leave nor enter. Cut through at any point and 

seen crosswise, however, Utopia and camp begin to peel apart.

The effect of this separation is somewhat different from what Fou-

cault famously called, also in 1966—the same year that Venturi and Rossi 

published their treatises—“thought of [or from] the outside.”67 With this 

expression, Foucault offered what would be one of many formulations 

of the exteriority of language, and of its authorless, subjectless textuality. 

But his own thought, including the underdeveloped heterotopology that 

he addressed to architects (in 1967), holds many clues that the open sites 

of textual iteration remain implicitly dependent upon humanism’s stable 

interiors, if only as a kind of foil.68 Reconceived as an inhuman island 

that perpetually threatens to revert to the equal and opposite inhuman-

ity of the camp, Utopia breaks off, but not as an abstract ideal or limitless 

“frontier.”69 Instead, cutting through the twisted space that keeps Utopia 

both in and out at once, we discover a wholly thinkable set of options 

that have nothing to do with realizing the unrealizable, only with dereal-

izing the real.

The utopian function of the island—and of the modernist cut more 

generally—is not compromised, therefore, by a plurality of interests that 

fragments its supposed organic unity (to be reconciled by Venturi’s popu-

lism or by Rossi’s myth) but by a topological sleight-of-hand. As biopoli-

tics begins its work of normalization, modernity’s two poles are forced 

together; Utopia and camp align, and the no-man’s-land that separates 

them is displaced. In other words, the barbed-wire fence is internalized 

or, as the former East Germans say, the wall is now “in the head.” The 

gate is no longer needed; the fence is now everywhere. But its strange 
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topology can be cut through at a very practical level by recognizing that 

it represses a political-economic choice everywhere along its length.

Here is an all too modest example. A possible translation of Moore’s 

title into the context of Pruitt-Igoe and the discourse of defensible space 

would be “You Have Got to Pay for Public Housing.” Such a formula ten-

dentiously converts housing from a political right to a form of private 

property, demonstrating again that biopolitics and late capitalism go 

hand in glove. Whereas, to refuse this formula is to think an authentically 

(if distantly) utopian thought that conjures a counterdiagram to that of 

the camp and of the gated enclave, undoing its unity and its ubiquity 

from a crosswise distance. Put more concretely: The choice is whether 

or not to demand unambiguously public housing with all of its risks, 

responsibilities, and double binds and thereby to “risk” the dimly per-

ceptible thought called Utopia again.

Not “affordable” housing, or “sustainable” housing, or housing pro-

vided by “public/private partnerships,” but public housing. Power flows 

through architecture and lives are governed, whether by states, corpora-

tions, banks, or real estate investment trusts. And in cities from New York 

to Mumbai, as a matter of state housing policy, governance has increas-

ingly devolved onto the markets. But the simple, unequivocal choice “not 

to be governed like that” metonymically denaturalizes postmodern nar-

ratives that have been built around the foreclosure of the public realm 

as a kind of socioeconomic hazard.70 And the actual, material existence 

of such a choice, if not its “real” plausibility and its inherent risks, estab-

lishes the conditions for a far more ambitious political project that can 

be called utopian in the positive sense. It also marks postmodern archi-

tecture’s moment of truth, the moment when it comes face-to-face with 

matters of life and death. That such choices are dissipated, on the one 

hand, into the statistical and probabilistic language of risk management 

and, on the other, into the equally defensive and securitized language of 

architecture-as-such is an eventuality to which we will presently return.
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2 H I S T O R Y 

The Last War

referring to the “checkm ate”  performed by advanced capitalism 

on the Shklovskian “knight’s moves” attempted by the modernist avant-

gardes, the architectural historian Manfredo Tafuri announced, in 1976: 

“The war is over.”1 Tafuri was evaluating attempts by the neo-avant-

gardes of the 1970s to replay such moves, mainly in the United States. And 

in a sense he was right. His text, titled “The Ashes of Jefferson,” charted 

the exhaustion of the avant-garde project by way of its built-in contra-

dictions, as exemplified by the melancholic contest over the stylistic leg-

acy of architectural modernism known as the Gray/White debate, which 

overtook the American academy in the early 1970s. Tafuri’s own melan-

choly stems from his conclusion that, among other things, this “debate” 

was in fact stage-managed to conceal an actual crisis confronting the dis-

cipline, namely, the collective failure of architects to substantially alter 

patterns of capitalist development at the urban scale.

The other, victorious side of this same checkmate is given in general 

terms by the American neoconservative philosopher Francis Fukuyama 

in his transposition, immediately following the fall of the Berlin Wall, of 

the neo-Hegelian “end of history” thesis elaborated in the 1930s by the 

émigré Russian philosopher Alexandre Kojève. For Fukuyama, a pessi-

mistic view of modernity’s overall historical arc is unwarranted. As with 

Tafuri, the arc itself is irreversible. But global capitalism, rather than 

being a driver, is portrayed as its inevitable consequence, driven in turn 

by the “economic self-interest” of a newly conscious class of consum-

ers that replaces Lenin’s “global proletariat,” once the veil of dependency 

theory and other structural accounts of uneven development have been 

stripped away. In light of this “victory of the VCR,” as Fukuyama calls it (a 

reference meant to identify the consumerism of “Made in Japan” with the 
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postwar Asian economic “miracle”), class struggle is made to look noth-

ing if not counterproductive.2

Fukuyama wagers his attempt at universal history on the unity of cap-

italist economic development with liberal democracy. Here too, the rela-

tionship is deemed “unquestionable.” But by his own admission, he is 

unable to explain it in the economic terms on which he has relied. Enter, 

via Kojève, the figure of the “last man,” the subject of history in a Hegelian 

struggle for recognition of man qua man. However, rather than adduce 

allegedly self-evident examples of historical inevitability for this figure, 

as is his pattern throughout (the fall of the Wall, etc.), Fukuyama appeals 

here to the full and recognizable actualization, in liberal democracy, of 

something like human nature, over and above what others might call the 

“postmodern” morass of cultural relativism.3 To demystify this operation 

(and with it, the pseudohumanism on which the larger neoconservative 

edifice is built), it may be enough to point to Jacques Derrida’s demon-

stration of the tautologies that organize Fukuyama’s project, his “sleight-

of-hand trick between history and nature.”4 Still, we must admit that we 

have here two versions of history’s “end,” bracketing the period from the 

early 1970s through the late 1980s.

What to make of this two-sidedness? Both are endings to the narra-

tive arc of history. Checkmate: the war is over, the project has failed. Or 

checkmate: the wall has fallen, the war is over; there is no more outside, 

the project is complete. Is this merely a matter of left and right observing 

two “ends” of the same phenomenon and coming to opposite conclu-

sions? Partly to avoid this too-easy conclusion, I want to claim a space 

for architecture in all of this that is slightly different from that occupied 

by the tragicomedy witnessed by Tafuri. Since, if there is anything at all 

that joins those disparate practices that have, in different combinations, 

been gathered together under the heading “modern architecture,” it is a 

pretense to control the future. In Architecture and Utopia (1973), his first 

real settling of accounts with the avant-gardist legacy, Tafuri calls this the 

“project.”5 It is what slides into capitalist planification in his version of 

the narrative, most often through a rationalization of urban development 

that reproduces the exchangeability of empty signs by which Georg Sim-

mel had already defined the money economy.6 This projected (if eter-

nally postponed) control of the future, just as visible in Dada as it is in 

Constructivism, constitutes both the modernity and the historicity of the 

avant-gardes. Whether manifestly nihilist or futurist in tone, the project 
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does not secure entry into history so much as surrender to it and, in the 

process, attempt to guide it.

By contrast, whatever else architectural postmodernism is or is not, it 

has relinquished control over history. Content to recirculate existing lan-

guages that have been drained of their revolutionary content, so-called 

postmodern architecture in its myriad forms seems satisfied with its fate. 

That fate is by and large that of the petit-bourgeoisie, who have come to 

power with the “victory of the VCR.” But Fukuyama’s VCR metaphor is 

serendipitous in another way. The history that it inadvertently material-

izes is a history of reruns, of bootleg copies, of reproductions of repro-

ductions, and of what Fredric Jameson, paraphrasing Raymond Williams, 

has called “total flow.” And it does not take a trained eye to notice that 

the postmodern architectural rerun or reproduction, whether stylisti-

cally neomodern or neoclassical, is neither copy nor original. In which 

case, we can say that whatever else it does or does not do, “postmodern” 

architecture replaces the serial (call it cinematic) imagination of histori-

cal time frames with a not exactly circular (call it videographic) temporal-

ity that obeys commands like “rewind” and “fast forward.” This, techni-

cally speaking, is also what we must mean when we speak of mass media 

and architecture’s relation therewith since 1970: an uneven historicity, 

not of narratives big or small, interrupted or structured by breaks (mon-

tage but also passages of legible “meaning”); rather, an interleaved his-

toricity of many-times-at-once.7 In what Jameson is content to describe 

in still somewhat mechanical terms as a “ceaseless rotation of elements” 

in experimental video art, we can further specify as a temporality, and a 

sense of history or lack thereof, in which even the “untimely” or uncanny 

cannot be confidently determined by measuring it against a dependable 

sequence of one thing after another.8 Hence, we are confronted with a 

temporality that is no longer quite that of mechanical reproducibility: the 

“victory of the VCR,” indeed.

This is also how we should see (or really, watch) the Gray/White 

debate. In one corner (on the left side of your screen) the New York Five, 

led intellectually by Peter Eisenman and including architects like Rich-

ard Meier and Michael Graves, all of whose work at the time mined the 

abstract, protolinguistic “grammars” of prewar (or “white”) modernism. 

In the other corner (on the right), the “Grays,” led by Robert A. M. Stern 

and with Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown as fellow travelers, who 

were identified with more figural, “postmodern” mixes of classical and 
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vernacular citation aimed at populist communication that accommo-

dated a status quo. By 1976, the date of Tafuri’s “Ashes of Jefferson” text, 

the debate had played itself out with both sides fully identified with post-

modernism. And by that time, the Vietnam War was in fact “over.”

But in announcing that “the war is over” Tafuri was not referring to 

Vietnam, nor to any other historical conflict in particular. He was refer-

ring instead to the revolutionary “languages of battle” characteristic of 

the avant-gardes that had given modern architecture its ethical charge. 

In this light, the actual war that formed the historical and televisual back-

drop against which ideological battles on American campuses such as 

the Gray/White debate were fought during the late 1960s and early 1970s 

did not appear to have penetrated the disciplinary confines of architec-

ture. Instead, according to Tafuri, under postmodernism (or hypermod-

ernism, as he preferred to say) the anguished public battle conducted by 

the modern avant-gardes against capitalist planification had been driven 

into the private realm. There the aesthetic languages that led the charge 

were overcome with a Barthesian “pleasure of the text,” and architecture 

was converted into “a Marseillaise without Bastilles to take by storm.”9 

Still, given the embeddedness of his American subjects in a historical 

milieu overdetermined, in effect, by the Vietnam conflict, Tafuri’s choice 

of a vanguardist martial metaphor seems peculiarly anachronistic.

It is fair to say that even today Vietnam remains the “last war” in the Amer-

ican political imaginary, in the sense of the oft-used expression “fighting 

the last war.” Despite the later Gulf War and the NATO-led action in Kos-

ovo, to say nothing of the post-9/11 conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

Vietnam continues to haunt public discourse on war in the United States. 

This occurred on all sides of the debate over the 2003 American invasion 

and subsequent occupation of Iraq, whether in the form of suggestions 

that the United States became trapped in a Vietnam-style “quagmire” or 

in the form of the “Swift boat” attacks on Senator John Kerry’s military 

record in Vietnam during the 2004 U.S. presidential campaign.10 Likewise 

for the erosion of curbs on executive power put in place after the Water-

gate scandal, an erosion that was exacerbated, after 2001, by appeals to 

the exigencies of a new and terrifying “war on terror” and against the 

unproductive effects of Vietnam-style dissent on the prosecution of the 

Iraq occupation. To the extent that the cultural war over the legitimacy 
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of actual war rightly or wrongly took Vietnam as its model, then, all sides 

can be said to have been fighting the last war.

If postmodernism also emerged in part out of the intertwining of cul-

ture and politics during the 1960s and early 1970s for which Vietnam was 

an organizing referent, architecture’s internal endgames can offer inter-

pretive guidance here. In arguing that certain works of architecture from 

the 1970s and 1980s helped draw the contours of postmodernism proper, 

Jameson in particular has found confirmation in the anguished dialec-

tic charted by Tafuri, though in resolutely negative “anti-postmodern-

ist” terms.11 Seen retrospectively, and from an architectural perspective, 

this negativity seems justified. Today, the multicoded citationality gener-

ally understood to be characteristic of postmodern architecture, with its 

noncommittal mixed messages signaling an acceptance of the historical 

“inevitability” of capitalist development, has been eclipsed by an epic 

combination of neopragmatism and techno-triumphalism that leaves 

even less room for dissent. This acritical celebration of the imperatives of 

“practice” has been accompanied by an anti-intellectual rappel à l’ordre 

that is the true legacy of the Gray/White debate, filtered in the late 1990s 

through the euphoria of the “new economy.”12

So the insights of Jameson, Andreas Huyssen, David Harvey, Jean-

François Lyotard, and other theorists of postmodernism still apply: archi-

tecture still seems symptomatic of far-reaching cultural tendencies. The 

question is whether the modern/postmodern distinction captures the 

specificity of these tendencies. Though he rejects this distinction out-

right, it may still be necessary to let go of some of the theoretical under-

pinnings that inform a historiography like Tafuri’s. Such underpinnings 

include, in “The Ashes of Jefferson” and elsewhere, the very notion of a 

dialectic of the avant-gardes tending toward ever more farcical, futile 

repetition of long-lost battles, culminating in postmodern ennui.

Tafuri’s Jefferson reads as a cipher for the betrayal, by capitalist unrea-

son, of the revolutionary dialectic of destruction and construction 

launched by modernism. Doomed from the start, the aesthetic and pro-

topolitical acts of overthrow and (tragic, compromised) reconstitution 

that Tafuri charts in his polemical history of key avant-garde movements 

in The Sphere and the Labyrinth (1980, into which the earlier text was 

assimilated) have by the 1970s become mere parlor games. That history 

begins with Jefferson’s near contemporary Piranesi, and it ends with the 

smoldering ashes of the only architect ever to occupy the U.S. presidency, 
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whose designs at Monticello and elsewhere Tafuri sees as “aimed at pla-

cating the Dialektik der Aufklärung [Dialectic of Enlightenment].”13 It is 

notable that Jefferson’s own architecture attempted a synthesis of mod-

ern technology and postrevolutionary (neoclassical) aesthetics that pre-

figured liaisons between technology and aesthetics in so many later mod-

ernisms. Tafuri’s emphasis, however, is on slippages between aesthetics 

and ideology. And though he had pursued these themes since the early 

1960s, there is also a distinctly post-1968 sense of the exhaustion of rev-

olutionary politics in his account, mirrored in the endgames of a revo-

lutionary aesthetics cornered in a prison-house of linguistic play and 

reduced to incoherent babble.

But is it possible that Tafuri, too, may be fighting the last war, if only 

in the sense that he has little to offer in comprehending what we might 

call the epistemologies of Vietnam? To be sure, as a European writing 

on America, his perspective is potentially different, and in any case his 

despair at the effects of American hegemony is palpable. But in order 

to take full measure of the disconnect it would be inadequate merely to 

note, as a matter of context, the transformation of the war game called 

chess—and with it, the revolutionary “knight’s move”—into one of many 

allegorical battlefields on which the cold war was waged. Nor would it 

be sufficient to recall that precisely this game had become a measure 

of machine intelligence in the military-industrial think tanks in which 

American computers were being taught to read Russian, and from which 

the “electronic battlefield” of Vietnam was being managed.14 Yet each of 

these observations raises the possibility that Tafuri’s war, the war of the 

modernist avant-gardes (a term with nineteenth-century military ori-

gins), was not over but rather obsolete.

In its place there did indeed arise something like a game with aes-

thetic languages. However, this formalist turn to language was accompa-

nied, in architecture and elsewhere, by other, more technologically ori-

ented games played with signs and symbols. Many of these were devoted 

to measuring environmental, geopolitical, and economic risk, and the 

corollary risk of ecological and/or social catastrophe (or, in the policy 

think tanks, nuclear war). Exemplary here are such exercises as Buck-

minster Fuller’s World Game, begun in 1965. And it is only by consid-

ering these two dimensions of the postmodern epistemic modulation 

together—the technological and the aesthetic—that we get a sense of 

the difficulties faced by the frame of reference relied on by Tafuri and 

many others in charting the new cultural battlefields of what we now 
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call postmodernism. Further to this, the encounter (or non-encounter) 

between Fuller and the (neo)avant-garde puts into play the biopolitical 

dimensions of the “language games” that would characterize these bat-

tlefields, in architecture and elsewhere.

Fuller, of whom Tafuri had nothing to say in The Sphere and the Laby-

rinth and scant little elsewhere, had been working for the U.S. military 

since the 1940s designing, among other things, lightweight deployable 

geodesic “radomes” that were used as enclosures for radar equipment 

along the Distant Early Warning (DEW) line near the Arctic Circle. These 

installations were part of the enormous, feedback-driven civil defense 

servomechanism called SAGE (Semi-Automated Ground Environment), 

the technical logic of which anticipated the remote-controlled warfare 

attempted by the U.S. military in Vietnam. During this period, Fuller 

exhaustively (if idiosyncratically) theorized the implications of a systems-

based, feedback-driven cybernetic model of what he called “universe,” or 

the global techno-economic network of networks in which architecture 

and engineering now operated. And by the late 1960s, having improba-

bly become something of a hero for the counterculture, he was devoting 

much of his attention to turning swords into plowshares, or as he put it, 

converting the technological output of the military-industrial complex 

from “killingry” to “livingry.”

As an instance of the latter, the World Game was originally designed 

to be played in the geodesic dome Fuller built for the United States Infor-

mation Agency for Expo ’67 in Montreal. Unrealized there, it took on a life 

of its own and was played in more ad hoc fashion in various institutional 

venues, often by students. The World Game is a game of “life,” of the 

management of populations and resources in the interest of the survival 

of the human species qua species, rather than as a particular category of 

humans. Participants were invited to experiment with the environmen-

tal consequences of different scenarios for the distribution of resources 

on interactive world maps modeled after those used by the risk manage-

ment strategists of the cold war. In its own way, then, the World Game is 

a language game—a game played with signs and symbols according to 

denotative and prescriptive protocols that turn technocratic positivism 

into a playful experiment, with a series of different narrative scenarios 

that unfold in a combination of linguistic and cartographic codes. But in 

the balances of trade and other quantities that are measured and rear-

ranged in this game what is being contested is not this or that micronar-

rative in the heaving, directionless late-capitalist sea. Instead, like the 
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futurists working at the RAND Corporation or at the Hudson Institute, 

the World Game posits a set of competing master narratives that tell the 

story of the global future as such.

Fuller’s futurology reflects the general systems theory that lay behind 

it, which Lyotard would condemn at the end of the 1970s for its totaliz-

ing logics.15 Yet at another level the World Game is more than just a game 

of possible futures that (as with futurology) inevitably resemble the sys-

tem from which they are extrapolated. It is also an administrative game. 

Using maps, statistics, and other means of abstraction, the World Game 

attempts to reorient the world system from within by playing games with 

the very idea of a graspable, collectively charted direction for what Fuller 

called “Spaceship Earth.” At stake here is architecture’s presumed capac-

ity to model the laws governing historical transformation, in a manner 

comparable to the discipline’s classical vocation as construed by the 

Renaissance, of mapping the axiomatics of the cosmos onto the interior 

surfaces of a dome with a mixture of secular and religious subtexts. The 

difference is that in Fuller’s case, as in many comparable practices oper-

ating on the shores of postmodernism, the stability of any such projec-

tion, stripped of its a priori metaphysical authority and condemned to 

inhabit secular, technical modern infrastructures like the geodesic dome, 

is very much in doubt from the start.

The World Game also indexes a postmodernist struggle with futurity in 

another, related sense. Its scenario-planning format was modeled on the 

war games played by cold warriors and thus offers some insight into the 

epistemologies of Vietnam. A notable difference however, was that the 

Manichean “drop dead,” zero-sum premises of the latter (based on math-

ematician and computer scientist John von Neumann’s game theory) 

were replaced here by a distinctly Fulleresque formulation: “Everybody 

must win.”16 This was utopian, to be sure, but with a certain tautological 

precision. Since if the objective of the game was to devise a redistribution 

of resources in which everybody wins, it was nevertheless impossible to 

win the World Game, not because this “ideal” scenario was permanently 

out of reach but because its availability was premised on an agonistics of 

knowledge (playing the game to win by devising the “correct” scenario) 

that, from the beginning, canceled the synergetic cooperation necessary 

for all players to win.

Thus the World Game was played on two contradictory levels at once—

one intrinsic, another extrinsic. Intrinsically, it was a kind of postmodern 

language game, in which no one scenario had an a priori metaphysical 
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or empirical claim over any other. Nor did it assume any power differen-

tial among the players (in other words, a politics of knowledge), in which 

sense it was “post-political.”17 Extrinsically, on the other hand, it remained 

thoroughly modernist, in the sense that it posited a space mapped and 

modeled by the geodesic dome itself in which something more than a 

temporary consensus could be reached, once the computer had, with the 

help of its human “players,” played out all the possible scenarios. At this 

extrinsic or external level, the World Game remained a modernist game 

of optimization at the scale of the world system, rather than a postmod-

ernist game of perpetual, competitive innovation.

Extrinsically then, the World Game was also not as postpolitical or 

postideological as Fuller often liked to claim. On the contrary, it entailed 

a displacement of politics to the level of cartography. It was a road map 

to a utopian future, but one in which the political question was, in part, 

who was in charge of the cognitive maps. For Fuller himself, this was a 

non-question comparable to asking who was flying the many airplanes 

in which he circled the globe. The ultimate arbiter in the World Game 

would be the mainframe computer rather than a political entity. As Fuller 

put it, “What I proposed was based on my observation that world peo-

ple had become extraordinarily confident in the fundamental reliability 

of the computer and its electronically controlled processes,” a state of 

affairs verified by “the equanimity with which world-around air jet trav-

elers now commit their lives to the computer’s reliability” as they come 

in for a night landing.18

This presupposed that the destination toward which Spaceship Earth 

ought to be headed was preprogrammed or, to put it another way, that 

the utopian future could be represented transparently and thereby opti-

mized. But in contrast to the modernist utopias of Le Corbusier, for 

example, which were represented in panoramic aerial views and inte-

grated master plans, Fuller’s futures were represented discursively and 

probabilistically, in charts, graphs, and statistics describing world-histor-

ical “trending” (his term). It was assumed that these documents, archived 

at his “headquarters” at Southern Illinois University, were uncontestable 

and represented objective trends rather than an ideological project. At 

one level, this was nothing more than raw positivism. But at another 

level it was a wager, the stakes of which did not really lie in the ques-

tion of whether the statistics were scientifically verifiable and therefore 

constituted a solid foundation on which an optimal future could be con-

structed, whether agonistically or consensually. Instead, the stakes lay 
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most profoundly in the conversion of modernist utopias of form (Le Cor-

busier) into postmodernist utopias of risk (Fuller).

The risk/reward calculations underwriting both the World Game and 

the policy think tanks on which it was based depended on the transla-

tion of diverse environmental variables into a set of linguistic or protolin-

guistic units. This technical logic paralleled but did not exactly map onto 

those aspects of architecture’s linguistic turn that later became identified 

with postmodernist discourse in general. For example, here is Jameson 

assembling the minimal “units” of an architectural grammar: “. . . these 

‘sentences’—if that is indeed what a building can be said to ‘be’—are 

read by readers whose bodies fill in the various shifter-slots and subject-

positions; while the larger text into which such units are inserted can be 

assigned to the text-grammar of the urban as such (or perhaps, in a world 

system, to even vaster geographies and their syntactic laws).”19 What 

worries Jameson is the increasing difficulty of mapping such multiscaled 

“texts,” which he describes with the help of Frank Gehry’s house in Santa 

Monica as “the sixties gone toxic, a whole historical and countercultural 

‘bad trip’ in which psychic fragmentation is raised to a qualitatively new 

power, the structural distraction of the decentered subject now promoted 

to the very motor and existential logic of late capitalism itself.”20

Another name Jameson uses for this socio-spatial “bad trip” requir-

ing a new set of cognitive maps is “corporate space.”21 But in his incli-

nation to read “texts” like Gehry’s house or John Portman’s Bonaventure 

Hotel as allegories of this newly globalized space and the multiple dislo-

cations it entails, he is compelled to overlook (or at least underestimate) 

some of the actual properties of more literal corporate spaces, like office 

buildings. These spaces were produced by new organizational regimes 

increasingly dedicated to technological and aesthetic principles like flex-

ibility, which allowed for a responsive, interactive relationship with natu-

ralized and increasingly mobile forms of capital. This meant that, as with 

the scaleless geodesic patterns that organized both Fuller’s domes and 

the World Game maps, the inherently scaleless dynamics of such build-

ings, as well as their technical reproducibility, supported a decentered 

and apparently disorganized, postindustrial mode of production. But at 

another level, these same dynamics worked systematically to reorganize 

the human-environment assemblage into integrated, pattern-based net-

works. In aesthetic terms, aura was therefore both lost and regained as a 

result of technical reproducibility, in the form of recognizable patterns 

like the omnipresent (post)modernist grid. In that sense, many such 

office buildings are both originals and copies, at once.
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The curtain walls that enclosed many office buildings during the 

1950s and 1960s, in the United States in particular, are exemplary in this 

regard. In the hands of an architect like Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (in 

collaboration with Philip Johnson) at the Seagram Building in New York 

(1958), the modular, metal and glass curtain wall can appear as the epit-

ome of modernist abstraction—a Greenbergian reduction, not so much 

to the flat painterly surface as to the plastic three-dimensional grid, an 

empty sign. The same wall can also appear as the very diagram of capital-

ist rationality, in the form of a gridded parcelization of qualitative, lived 

space into quantitative real estate. The resulting tension between auton-

omous artwork and reified commodity has caused a number of interpret-

ers, Tafuri principal among them, to see in the Seagram Building a kind of 

limit case in which architecture, like a Liebnizian monad reimagined by 

Theodor Adorno, bears tragic witness to the ravages of capitalist expan-

sion even as it stands in silent, heroic juxtaposition to them. Seagram’s 

reflective/transparent curtain wall thus allegorizes a kind of last stand for 

the autonomous artwork as a mirror of environmental dissolution.22

But there is another logic at work between the lines of the curtain wall, 

particularly in office buildings for major corporations like Seagram. This 

is the logic of what I have called an “organizational complex,” or the aes-

thetic and technological extension of the post–World War II military-

industrial complex.23 Particularly in its more commercial variants such 

architecture, which is often referred to as postwar modernism, has long 

been understood (again with Tafuri’s help) to represent the full capitu-

lation of interwar modernism’s emancipative (if tragically flawed) social 

project to the imperatives of the culture industry, most vividly through 

the supposed reduction of modern architecture to corporate image. But 

this architecture and the discourse that surrounds it is also evidence of a 

historical shift in the organization of power and knowledge into increas-

ingly horizontal, pattern-based networks of control characterized by a 

systems-based organicism, rather than by the denaturalization and dis-

enchantment implied by the loss of aura through reduction to reproduc-

ible image.

If the World Game is a playful allegory of biopolitics, the organiza-

tional complex is an outright biopolitical machine. Within its modulated 

networks of spatiotemporal control, architecture organizes and is orga-

nized by an exchange of images in the form of regulatory patterns, in a 

scaleless cascade ranging from corporate organization charts, to office 
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interiors, to exterior curtain walls, to urban planning diagrams. This pat-

terned cascade, of which the maps, charts, and diagrams of Fuller’s game 

also form a part, anticipates the image-based production of architectural 

postmodernism. But significantly, in its scalelessness and in the inter-

changeability of its patterns, the topologies of exchange (including rela-

tions of inside and outside, front and back) have also been flattened out. 

Thus, one of the key postmodernist figures—what Robert Venturi and 

Denise Scott Brown called, in their 1972 analysis of Las Vegas, a “dec-

orated shed,” or a utilitarian structure overlaid with imagery (a build-

ing, in other words, that declares on a loud billboard atop its roof: “I am 

a monument!”)—becomes less convincing as an interpretive model.24 

Rather than signification simply overtaking or overshadowing utility (or 

ornament trumping structure), within the organizational complex media 

such as architecture, as well as the signs and images circulating through 

them, become in effect technologies of organization, image-machines in 

which structure and ornament, form and function, base and superstruc-

ture, time and space continually trade places in a hall of mirrors compa-

rable to that which Jameson found inside Portman’s Bonaventure Hotel 

in Los Angeles.25

As the technical and aesthetic matrix out of which this hall of mir-

rors is assembled, however, the organizational complex also deploys its 

new, systems-based organicism to integrate these levels into a single, 

self-regulating network of networks. Here, it may be helpful to recall that 

for Jameson, Portman’s hotel stands homologously side by side with the 

hallucinatory dislocation and disorientation associated (in the United 

States) with the Vietnam War and represented in texts such as Michael 

Herr’s Dispatches, which recounts Herr’s experiences working as a jour-

nalist in Vietnam. From the point of view of a Tafurian dialectic of the 

avant-gardes this is to be expected, since Portman’s spatial gymnastics 

had already brought vanguardist architectonic experimentation into the 

service of multinational capital (the hotel’s plan might be said to synthe-

size the experimental spatial languages of Piranesi and Louis Kahn). But 

the mirrored-glass curtain wall in which the hotel is clad, when recon-

nected to the office buildings in which it originated, requires a slightly 

different interpretation.

In his important “Chicago Frame” essay of 1956 the critic Colin Rowe 

took pains to distinguish between office buildings designed by commer-

cial architects and those designed by architects like Mies. Reiterating such 

a distinction in his 1972 introduction to Five Architects (a key document 
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in the Gray/White debate), Rowe found it necessary to refer indirectly 

to the curtain wall, which by then had become a hallmark of corporate 

architecture. There, he cast the work of Peter Eisenman, Michael Graves, 

Charles Gwathmey, John Hejduk, and Richard Meier against the backdrop 

of a post-ideological American reception of European modernism, which 

had converted modern architecture’s revolutionary rhetoric into what 

Rowe called “a suitable veneer for the corporate activities of ‘enlightened’ 

capitalism.”26 According to Rowe, the evident “gap” between the utopian 

promises of the 1920s and the commercialized postwar modernism deliv-

ered to American consumers in the form of such a veneer “establishes the 

base line for any responsible contemporary production.” The five archi-

tects’ (the “Whites”) return to European sources, and in particular to Le 

Corbusier, was therefore a salvage operation.

But the very fact that an architect like Mies had already long employed 

techniques that could be catalogued alongside those employed by com-

mercial firms also suggests the inseparability of his work from a mass 

phenomenon, despite claims to the contrary by critics like Rowe. Which 

means that the crisis in architecture here (if there is one) ultimately bears 

little resemblance to that experienced by Odysseus, tied to the mast and 

exposed to the Sirens’ enchantments while his oarsmen steer the ship 

with ears plugged, thus dividing aesthetic experience from practical life 

and in the process securing rigid abstraction as the basis of both.27 It is 

therefore not enough to locate the Miesian silence within a dialectical 

oscillation, at the other end of which hangs a guilty, sublimated indul-

gence, dimmed almost to the point of unrecognizability, in the pleasures 

of mass communication. Why? Because the apparent crisis does not issue 

from a confrontation between architecture and the modern mass media. 

It issues from that moment when architecture recognized itself, reflected 

in the curtain wall, as one among many media.

The Gray/White debate is symptomatic of this moment, marking a 

kind of architectural mirror stage in which neo-avant-garde and rear 

guard joined together in an attempt to restore the internal, disciplinary 

coherence of architecture as such. This is why Rowe is in near violation of 

the debate’s unwritten codes when he measures the work of the New York 

Five against the “base line” constituted by the “gap” opened up by Amer-

ican corporate modernism with respect to its European antecedents. 

No contextualizations of this sort were attempted by any of the respon-

dents to Five Architects who were gathered together in another key docu-

ment in the debate, the “Five on Five” critique published in Architectural 
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Forum in 1973. Those other (“Gray”) five, bound as they were to the terms 

of a discourse that they construed as internal to architecture, were both 

unwilling and unable to inquire directly into their own roles in articulat-

ing an indistinction between artwork and mass medium. And so Rob-

ert A. M. Stern, Jaquelin Robertson, Charles Moore, Allan Greenberg, and 

Romaldo Giurgola looked into the mirror at their doubles. What they saw, 

and what they wrote about, were eleven houses designed by five archi-

tects—no “base lines” and no “gaps” organizing the field, just works of 

architecture that could be assessed as such.28

Above all, they did not see any curtain walls. Certainly, the domestic 

scale of the work largely precluded the use of this device. But the mirror 

itself, in which five were reflected as five and architecture as such could 

still be discussed—by architects—was invisible for different reasons. It 

was invisible because it was everywhere, in sublimated form. It was there 

in the form of the “cardboard architecture” associated with the five Whites 

(and with Eisenman in particular), in the sheer whiteness of their walls, 

in the hollowness of their “structures,” and in the empty surfaces through 

which architecture as such asserted its precarious autonomy. It was also 

there (as an agent of dematerialization) in the overdetermined tendency 

of their five respondents to confront this blankness with “materials,” or 

rather, images of materials—messages bearing the name of architecture 

as such: shingles, sticks, and siding.

Rowe’s counterpart as apologist for the other (Gray) five, Vincent Scully, 

demonstrated as much when he summarized the attributes of certain 

nineteenth-century American houses in the preface to the 1970 revised 

edition of The Shingle Style and the Stick Style, an important source for 

postmodernist citation:

Regarded purely as architecture, those houses were surely even better than 

I thought they were when I wrote about them, and they have proved to be 

even more important in an historical sense as the inspiration for new archi-

tecture themselves. . . . In their own way they were also the gentlest forms: 

the most relaxed and spiritually open. . . .

Generous and gentle: they are not words which we can easily apply to 

ourselves in these years of blood and madness. There was evil in the nine-

teenth century too. All the more reason to value these houses and their 

architects, long dead, whose purposes were humane.29

And so we return to Vietnam. Enjoining his readers to look into the mirror 

with him, Scully saw wars, but he did not see the architecture in which 
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their “blood and madness” was made visible. He saw only an image of 

humanity, “generous and gentle,” embodied in a system of architectural 

signs (the “shingle style”) projected as an archive for postmodern practice 

against the backdrop of wartime atrocities flickering across a screen.

But the war in Vietnam was not simply a context for the architecture 

in question (though it was this), nor did it merely supply this architec-

ture with some kind of latent subject matter (though it occasionally did 

this). Just as art-historical efforts such as Scully’s countered the televisual 

emptiness of the curtain wall with images of plenitude drawn from “his-

tory,” historians to date have generally distinguished the singularity of 

Seagram (understood as an authentic artwork) from the mass of copies 

that it spawned. But like the many deformed historical repetitions exe-

cuted by Scully’s admirers, these copies—the curtain wall as a mass phe-

nomenon—exhibit a singularity of their own, which is not the singularity 

of the artwork but of the medium. As a mass and as a medium, they con-

stitute a field in which Mies’s building appears, to borrow an expression 

from J. G. Ballard, as a “mere modulus.”

As Ballard puts it in The Atrocity Exhibition (1969):

In the perspectives of the plaza, the junctions of the underpass and embank-

ment, Talbot at last recognized a modulus that could be multiplied into the 

landscape of his consciousness. The descending triangle of the plaza was 

repeated in the facial geometry of the young woman. The diagram of her 

bones formed a key to his own postures and musculature. . . .30

Units of image are exchanged throughout this book (for Jameson, a signal 

instance of literary postmodernism), wherein the atrocities of the title, 

figured in the car crashes, assassinations, and war crimes that appear 

in disarticulated, televisual segments, are shown ultimately to lie in the 

exchanges themselves, which lay to ruin all spatial contiguity and com-

municative coherence. Again the curtain wall bears witness: “The glass 

curtain-walling formed an element in a vertical sky, a mirror of this dete-

riorating landscape.”31

But if Ballard’s book charts the new regime of commodified, regulated 

flux also exemplified by television, the curtain wall’s role as mirror con-

ceals another, more instrumental function. In a vein similar to Jameson’s 

notion of “total flow,” Jonathan Crary has suggested that Ballard’s het-

erotopic juxtaposition of media fragments—the Zapruder film, Jacque-

line Kennedy, the Vietnam War, wrecked automobiles—“coincides with 

a dissolution of legibility generated by the very efficacy and supremacy 
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of the spectacle.”32 The undecipherability of these collisions is secured 

by the equivalence of their content and with the cybernetic commodi-

fication of information as data flow. In place of objects there are only 

switches, channels, and—we can add—recording and playback devices 

like the VCR. This type of abstraction correlates with the abstraction of 

the curtain wall. In Mies, but also in Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, Emery 

Roth & Sons and many others, the curtain wall acts as both a recording 

device bearing witness to the violence effected on the city fabric by its 

own reduplication and, through the modulations of its grids, as a switch-

ing device that channels the very same flows of both labor and capital 

that it records. The resulting landscape, diagrammed in and by the orga-

nizational complex, is no longer an assemblage of autonomous or semi-

autonomous aesthetic processes. It is a landscape in which all such pro-

cesses tend toward integration through mediatic linkages like those cata-

logued in Ballard’s book.

In The Atrocity Exhibition, body parts, sexual positions, buildings, 

highway interchanges, and images of mechanized death become mirrors 

of one another in a continuous, undecipherable modulation cascading 

through inner and outer landscapes, up and down in scale. Each unit in 

the exchange is a “mere modulus,” marking the utter neutralization of 

the very limits of subjective experience—sex and death—in what Ballard 

calls a “conceptual game.” As his Dr. Nathan puts it, brutally:

Any great human tragedy—Vietnam, let us say—can be considered experi-

mentally as a larger model of a mental crisis mimetized in faulty stair angles 

or skin junctions, breakdowns in the perception of environment and con-

sciousness. In terms of television and news magazines the war in Vietnam 

has a latent significance very different from its manifest content. Far from 

repelling us, it appeals to us by virtue of its complex of polyperverse acts. 

We must bear in mind, however sadly, that psychopathology is no longer 

the exclusive preserve of the degenerate and perverse. The Congo, Vietnam, 

Biafra—these are games anyone can play.33

So in the “conceptual games” of the New York Five, as in the semiotic 

games of their Gray adversaries, the war was anything but over. With-

drawing in horror from its own dissolution into the switching device 

of the curtain wall, architecture could not shed its complicity with the 

violence of the mass media. Instead, it internalized this violence, in the 

form of a “mental crisis mimetized in faulty stair angles or skin junctions, 
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breakdowns in the perception of environment and consciousness”—the 

dislocations and “polyperverse acts” that became characteristic of post-

modernism. Thus the war in Vietnam and the wars in the cities were 

written into the very grids and shingles of the supposedly architectural 

objects around which the Gray/White debate turned. Each element of 

each house, including its architect, was a modulus in a chain of equiva-

lences. The possibility of the autonomous artwork was lost in this mir-

rored cascade, even as one pole of a dialectical sweep. In its place were 

only media, reproducing one another and interfacing with one another, 

ad infinitum.

In that sense, contra Tafuri, the pleasures of architecture’s postmodern 

texts were entirely public. They were the very same pleasures that Bal-

lard associates with television, the pleasures of witnessing an atrocity at 

a safe enough distance to react in moral outrage even while experiencing 

perverse satisfaction through the mimetic reduplication of such acts in 

aestheticized form. The curtain wall with its A-B-A rhythms was, like the 

maps organizing Fuller’s World Game, among the many chessboards on 

which these moves were made. This is also to say that the linguistic games 

played on the surfaces of postmodern architecture were, precisely, war 

games. And I do not mean this metaphorically. These games were played 

by combatants going through the motions of avant-gardist militancy, 

the pleasures of which derived not from private withdrawal but from the 

publicity of war itself—an abstracted yet very real war that, like Vietnam 

as seen on American television sets, must be called a media war.34

Here we approach the category of risk, which is indispensable to 

any analysis of the epistemologies of Vietnam. The efforts of thinkers 

like Jameson to map the cultural, social, and economic dimensions of a 

world-historical shift with the occasional help of architecture have been 

paralleled and sometimes challenged by variants on modernization dis-

course that take risk as a central epistemological figure. This discourse 

sees transformations such as the articulation of environmental risk at the 

level of abstract signs and symbols (and away from direct experience) as 

continuous with modernity, rather than marking a passage into a prop-

erly postmodern regime. Illustrative here is the work of the sociologists 

Anthony Giddens (with whom we find Jameson occasionally sparring) 

and Ulrich Beck. In different ways, both Giddens and Beck have argued 

that the balancing of environmental and ontological risk is a hallmark of 

a new, self-correcting “reflexive” modernity.35 Jameson is, I think, rightly 
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suspicious of the homeostatic, centrist political project with which this 

thesis is often aligned, particularly in the case of Giddens. Risk/reward 

calculations are, after all, equally applicable to nuclear war, environmen-

tal threats, and financial investments. To the degree that Giddens and 

Beck offer a risk-based paradigm and its feedback loops as models of 

reflexivity, they appear not so much to have stepped outside the techni-

cal logic of late capitalism as to have internalized it.

Still the cybernetic feedback loop, which underwrote the systems-

based organicism of the curtain-walled office building, the game theory 

(and war games) played out in cold war think tanks, as well as Fuller’s 

playful World Game, offers a different interpretative model, and a differ-

ent model of causality, than the historical dialectic on which both Tafuri 

and in a different sense, Jameson, rely. From this perspective, the prob-

lem may not be just that postmodernism brings with it the ultimate form 

of disenchantment but, rather, that its disorienting hall of mirrors also 

conceals new naturalizations that track the movement of the “system” as 

such into ever more dreamlike stages. These naturalizations are familiar 

in neoliberal economic discourse where the “self-organizing” magic of 

markets, analogized to biological systems, frequently takes over from the 

invisible hand as a prime mover. But they are all too often overlooked 

as markers of a different but related kind of epistemological modulation 

characteristic of postmodernism.

Such naturalizations, and their accompanying restorations of aura, are 

at odds with postmodernism’s delirious, fragmented, and schizophrenic 

character as emphasized by Jameson and others. In historical terms, any 

given period is necessarily shot through with its own counterexamples. 

And yet as Jameson has suggested, reflecting on the historiographical 

and philosophical fragility of all periodizing gestures, we nevertheless 

“cannot not periodize” if we are to combat the mythologies of an eternal 

present.36 But these apparent anomalies, such as Fuller’s mixing of mod-

ern and postmodern techniques, are more than merely idiosyncratic or 

transitional. Instead, they index a dynamics of periodization itself which, 

rather than drawing lines between historical epochs, yields clusters of 

oscillations of the sort named by the more technical term periodicity. 

Periodicity operates like a recurrent pulse or a modulation. It moves in 

self-reflexive cycles that trace more than just the eternal return of the 

same. These cycles or loops reach backward even as they move forward, 

in effect fighting two wars at once.

I therefore want to suggest that the closure implied by the various 

“ends” of postmodernism, and preeminently by the “end of history,” is 
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the (semi-open, pulsating, modulated, and videographic) closure of the 

feedback loop rather the coming-to-an-end of the narrative arc. In an 

essay that identifies a largely Hegelian posthistory (differentiated from 

the French posthistoire) with postmodernism, Jameson has suggested, 

by way of a comparison with Frederick Jackson Turner’s “The Frontier 

in American History” (1893), that in any case the “end” in question with 

Fukuyama is more spatial than temporal in character. For Jameson writ-

ing in 1998, the anxieties captured in Fukuyama’s thesis “bespeak the 

closing of another and more fundamental frontier in the new world mar-

ket of globalization and of the transnational corporations.”37 Another 

version of the claustrophobia provoked by the lobby of the Bonaventure 

Hotel, this near-total ambience is beset by a failure of the imagination 

defined on the one hand by a sense of impending ecological catastrophe 

that constrains industrial expansion (think here of Fuller’s World Game) 

and on the other by the intensification of postindustrial linkages within 

the cybernetic order of things that make “delinking” nearly impossible to 

conceive (think here of the curtain wall as mass medium). But whether 

in space or in time, or better, in the transition from modern temporality 

(evolution, progress) to postmodern spatiality (claustrophobia, schizo-

phrenia), we still seem to be dealing with a passage from one historical 

stage to another.

So what to make of the “last war” replayed endlessly (as if ) on televi-

sion? Another version of postmodern closure, history’s ultimate cyber-

netic joke, a feedback loop of infernal proportions? Or, more counterin-

tuitively, an opening onto new spatiotemporal (that is, historical) terrain, 

with past, present, and future, inside and outside slightly offset from one 

another, rather than joined by narrative or estranged by montage? Archi-

tectural analysis might help here to reconstruct a sense of postmodern-

ism’s surprising, asynchronic periodicity, one that challenges the natural-

ized forward motion of the feedback loop by watching it replay on top of 

itself or feed back into itself, without completely closing itself off.38 Such 

analysis can also help make sense of the anachronism generally called 

“postmodern.” In Benjaminian terms, this might look something like 

dialectics at a standstill. But mapped onto the economies and ecologies 

of risk that organize corporate globalization, it might also chart circular 

paths through postmodern interiors that otherwise seem only to house 

disengaged parlor games and paranoid think tanks.39 Such paths might 

even lead to a post-postmodern exterior that, Jameson notwithstanding, 

cannot be captured in its entirety in the atrium of a 1970s hotel. At mini-

mum, they offer a map of a different battlefield.
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It is only necessary to look to Vietnam itself. An imperial war at the 

very frontier of imperialism, with no real territory at stake, the Vietnam 

War was, from the American perspective that much postmodernist the-

ory occupies, a schizo-symbolic war, though a deadly one. From the Viet-

namese perspective (both North and South) it was surely different. Here 

is a glimpse, from a RAND Corporation interview with a North Vietnam-

ese soldier who had defected: “If I knew when the war would be over, 

I would have tried to remain in the [National Liberation] Front to fight 

until the end.”40 Perpetual war, with no end in sight, organized around 

a series of experimental laboratory tests of risk-managed “weapons sys-

tems,” including, among other things, cluster bombs, antipersonnel heat 

sensors, and the chemical defoliants responsible for the destruction of 

over 1.5 million acres of rural land in 1967 alone.41 All of which helped 

to clear the ground, so to speak, for another incremental move in the 

polyperverse doubling back of late capitalism from, as Fuller would have 

it, “killingry” to “livingry.”

Fast forward to 1994. The asynchronic periodicity that echoes through 

the phrase “fighting the last war” can be measured in untimely events 

such as this: That year, Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM), the archi-

tects of so many canonical office buildings who would also control the 

design for Ground Zero in New York, won an urban planning competi-

tion to design “Saigon South,” in Ho Chi Minh City. In addition to offering 

housing, offices, and cultural facilities, the plan incorporated “amenities” 

like universities, sports facilities, botanical gardens, a zoo, a water park, 

fair grounds, a race track, and golf courses, “all linked by a landscaped 

parkway.”42 Among its keywords was “sustainability,” which describes an 

integrated “environmental framework” designed to manage risks to the 

city’s hydrology, water quality, flooding, shorelines, and air quality posed 

by urban growth. Without irony, this “framework” was applied to a land-

scape previously subject to the risks posed by napalm, among other post-

modern environmental technologies.

In that sense, the plan emblematically replaces (but also replays) ear-

lier U.S. environmental initiatives in Vietnam such as Operation Igloo 

White (1967–72), whose line of sensors, disguised as twigs and rocks and 

strewn across the Ho Chi Minh Trail, fed back information on Vietcong 

troop movements to a central U.S. command post in Thailand. That same 

operation also included a proposed (but unexecuted) plan to use chemi-
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cal defoliants to clear an uncrossable ten-mile-wide strip of jungle all the 

way across Vietnam at the demilitarized zone.43

The war in Vietnam was a war of modernization, fought with the social 

sciences as much as with technoscience. It was a war in which, for exam-

ple, Fukuyama’s former teacher, the political scientist Samuel P. Hun-

tington, suggested in a classified report to USAID written in 1969 that 

the United States accelerate existing programs of “inducing substantial 

migration of people from the countryside to the cities” as well as build 

“marketing and transportation links” throughout South Vietnam.44 This, 

in hopes of demoralizing or co-opting NLF (National Liberation Front) 

resistance in the impoverished countryside, by offering the incentive of 

economic development. Though such recommendations are recogniz-

able as belonging to a “hearts and minds” approach to counterinsur-

gency, the actual techniques they entail tell a more elaborate story. In 

the case of Huntington’s report, it was evidently assumed that acceler-

ated urban migration would continue to be “induced” through “relent-

less bombing, the creation of free-fire zones, and crop destruction.”45 In 

other words, a biopolitics, or a politics enacted not at the level of political 

ideology or of jurisprudence and the law but through the technospatial 

management of a population and its territory. This is a politics for which 

it ultimately did not matter whether the South Vietnamese peasants actu-

ally switched loyalties, only that they were appeased by the promise of a 

better life under capitalist modernization.

It is one of the uncounted ironies (read: feedback loops) of history that 

Huntington had to wait until the cold war was over (only to be replaced 

by a fictive “clash of civilizations”) for his recommendations to be carried 

out. By 1994, the global real estate market had replaced applied social 

science and technowar as an organizing instrument in a reunited Viet-

nam. Instead of sensors and napalm, SOM’s plan offered “a range of com-

petitive economic and development incentives.” This was an improve-

ment, perhaps, but not without a certain compulsive repetition. It was as 

if Tafuri’s announcement were perversely emblazoned on every contex-

tually appropriate facade and well-manicured lawn proposed for Saigon 

South: “The war is over.”

Which war? By the 1970s, the mechanized shock tactics of modern-

ist “languages of battle” had not exactly run aground in the absence of 

overall societal transformation, as Tafuri would have it. They had instead 

been assimilated, during the misnamed “postwar” period, into organi-

cist architectural systems developed by firms like SOM and built into 
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corporate curtain walls and other technologies of organization. Simul-

taneously, the ontological dislocations amplified by the technologies of 

war (cold or hot) were being managed in cybernetic games of environ-

mental and geopolitical risk like Fuller’s World Game.

These two projects eventually came together in the architectural post-

modernism exemplified by SOM’s proposal for Saigon South. They did so 

in the form of a homecoming, in which the aesthetic dislocations asso-

ciated with mixtures of linguistic codes (Charles Jencks called this “radi-

cal eclecticism”) found, in their very repetition within a globalized mon-

oculture, a perverse capacity to appear—in Ho Chi Minh City and practi-

cally anywhere else—as rooted, “local,” by virtue of their compensatory 

appeals to cultural continuity. While at the same time, the very specter of 

intensified geopolitical and environmental risk confronted head-on (with 

modernist swagger) by Fuller was increasingly domesticated through the 

production of lifestyle amenities assembled under the sign of “sustain-

ability,” a word that performs its own risk-managed naturalizations by 

referring at once to the ecosphere and to the global markets.

Though they were there at the outset, these reflexive regroundings 

were overshadowed by the sense of world-historical synchronicity that 

often accompanies battles in the “last war.” And so a theorist like Jame-

son could see “postmodernism” as primarily a process of disembedding, 

rather than as the asynchronic reterritorialization that it has also turned 

out to be. In that sense, architecture comes both early and late to post-

modernism. Early, in that it was able to offer raw material with which to 

chart the initial deterritorializations. And late, in the sense that it now 

offers signal evidence of how the very specters that were let loose in the 

echo chambers of corporate space have returned not so much to haunt 

us—and therefore to threaten our stabilities at some other level—but to 

soothe us. By the mid-1990s, postmodernist disorientation had thus come 

full circle, having been cognitively remapped, regrounded, and domesti-

cated in Vietnam itself. This is how feedback loops work. Likewise, hallu-

cinatory collaborations between technology and aesthetics originating in 

the 1960s have been recycled and resold, in the form of a mass-mediated, 

thoroughly postmodern “sense of place” in any number of plans that, like 

SOM’s, now serve as the biopolitical instruments of a neoliberal economic 

order. And between the lines of these “adaptable frameworks” offered in 

support of phantasms like a “dynamic Ho Chi Minh City market” is writ-

ten, perhaps, another phrase even more ominous than that which marked 

Tafuri’s melancholy. The war, it seems, has only just begun.
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3 L A N G U A G E

Environment, c. 1973

one condition for the emergence  of architectural postmodern-

ism was the transformation of “environment” as an epistemological cat-

egory during the late 1960s and 1970s. Architecture was thought during 

this period either to belong to “environment,” understood as a mixture 

of natural and cultural effects, or to be ontologically excluded from it, 

and therefore from the instrumentalities of environmentalist theory and 

practice. In and of itself, this was not new. But these two positions shared 

a largely implicit understanding that the scope and nature of “environ-

ment” had become so vast, so encompassing, and so abstract, and had 

gathered such independent momentum, as to escape (or threaten) ar-

chitecture’s capacity to model it, whether through metonymy or as an 

imago mundi.

Environment as a type of postmodern sublime, then, was either 

defended against in the name of autonomous aesthetic practice or 

subjected to the domesticating imperatives that guided much ecologi-

cal research and activism. The basis for both options, however, was 

what Michel Foucault had tentatively and somewhat awkwardly iden-

tified, in notes to himself written in the late 1970s, as an expansive 

“environmentality”—a set of technical procedures and protocols that the 

philosopher-historian saw appearing on the horizon of his own histori-

cal experience.1 In architecture, this somewhat unexpectedly included a 

whole range of comparisons to language, of which we will only deal here 

with those that most explicitly sought an architectural grammar and syn-

tax thought capable of defining an autonomous realm of practice.

To recognize the consequent implications, we must examine the chal-

lenges posed by a new, risk-based notion of environment as they were 

addressed in architectural discourse as well as in public policy. We must 
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also be prepared to discard any absolute distinction between what lies 

“inside” a discipline and what lies “outside” it, without discarding the 

notion of disciplinarity as such. As with the problems of space and terri-

tory we have already encountered, I propose instead that we regard the 

question of disciplinary autonomy as fundamentally topological in char-

acter. In this light, what formalist analysis in architecture, painting, or lit-

erature might take to be a move inward, toward the grammars and syntax 

of the aesthetic object qua object or text, also constitutes a movement 

outward, toward “environment” and all that it implies: autonomy as a 

condition for immanence then, rather than an alternative to it.

We begin outside. On 1 January 1970, U.S. president Richard M. Nixon 

signed the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), declaring that “the 

nineteen-seventies absolutely must be the years when America pays its 

debt to the past by reclaiming the purity of its air, its waters and our liv-

ing environment. It is literally now or never.”2 On 10 February of the 

same year Nixon outlined a thirty-seven-point antipollution program, 

noting further that “as we deepen our understanding of complex eco-

logical processes . . . much more will be possible.”3 On signing NEPA and 

in announcing the antipollution measures, Nixon implicitly called forth 

a series of constructions that were simultaneously being tended to by 

architects and theorists of architecture, among others. Primary among 

such constructions was an implied human subject, the inhabitant of 

“environment.” For Nixon, as for much of environmental and ecological 

discourse, this subject was an instrument of integration into a sociopolit-

ical totality, albeit to different ends. But what I hope to clarify here is the 

degree to which architectural discourse has also called forth this same 

subject in an attempt to isolate architecture-as-such from the socio-

technical and sociopolitical forces at work in the discourse on “environ-

ment.” I emphasize this, because architecture’s immanence with respect 

to these forces turns out to be most active and most visible at precisely 

the moment that it seems to withdraw into a protectionist, disciplinary 

autonomy.

For Nixon, the signing of NEPA, with its “now or never” injunction fol-

lowed up by his thirty-seven points, pointed toward what he called “an 

urgent common goal of all Americans: the rescue of our natural habitat 

as a place both habitable and hospitable to man.”4 In invoking environ-

ment as an object of governmental regulation, Nixon thereby repeatedly 
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invoked a people—“our” environment, “our” natural habitat. But his 

words also acted to force this people together as a unified subject, while 

collapsing two territories to which this subject and its environment 

implicitly corresponded, the national and the supranational, when he 

identified the “common goal” of environmental “purification” both with 

“all Americans” and with “man” as such. With this collapse also comes 

the peremptory collapse of the habitability and hospitality Nixon pre-

sumably sought in “environment,” because during the era of the Vietnam 

War and napalm it was hardly self-evident that the goals of all Ameri-

cans, including their environmental goals, coincided. Nor was it clear 

that these coincided with the interests of so-called man. This conflict is 

obscured in Nixon’s language, which merely borrows from that of main-

stream environmentalism during the period in calling forth a universal 

human as the inhabitant of environment. In the details of the legislation 

that environment is converted into an object of technoscientific knowl-

edge associated with the logico-mathematical regime of risk. Thus Nix-

on’s language, the language of ecology, also reconstitutes the human (one 

can also read: “nation”) as a subject at and of risk, an only apparently 

stable subject, who in practice occupies the position of a variable or a 

parameter in a complex ecological and economic calculation.

At this point we find environment disengaged from its nineteenth-

century origins in the form of the more proximate sociobiological 

“milieu,” because as a rule environmental risk does not present itself to 

direct observation or experience but rather, as Ulrich Beck observes, is 

“localized in the sphere of physical and chemical formulas.”5 At work 

here is what Foucault had already described in 1966 as “the principle of a 

primary decipherment” that promised to overturn “man” as both a pre-

constituted object and implicit addressee of scientific knowledge. It is 

a principle given in its historical specificity by what Foucault calls the 

“counter-science” of linguistics, through the apparatus of a logical, ratio-

nalized “structure” also found in mathematical description—in which, as 

Foucault puts it, “things attain to existence only in so far as they are able 

to form the elements of a signifying system.”6 So too for environment, 

because it is also through a signifying system, or a system of signs—an 

ecosystem as described by physical and chemical formulas—that what 

Beck calls “risk society” perceives connections between environmen-

tal modulations and their geographically and/or zoologically remote 

effects. On the basis of such a system both environmental risk and eco-

logical solidarity (or what Beck calls “the solidarity of living things”) are 
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articulated.7 But these same signs can also be refunctioned economically 

(as, for example, in the case of both oil consumption and exploration) 

by translating probabilistic environmental projections into probabilistic 

financial projections through such techniques as cost-benefit analyses 

and risk-reward calculations.

Among the provisions in the act signed by Nixon (which resulted in 

the formation of the Environmental Protection Agency later that year) 

was one that authorized and directed all federal agencies to “utilize a sys-

tematic, interdisciplinary approach which will insure the integrated use 

of the natural and social sciences and the environmental design arts in 

planning and in decisionmaking which may have an impact on man’s 

environment.”8 On this matter, the “environmental design arts” were well 

prepared. For example, in 1972 there appeared the seventh volume in 

the Vision + Value series edited by the artist and visual theorist (and MIT 

professor) Gyorgy Kepes, called Arts of the Environment. This book, like 

the other volumes that preceded it in the series, took the interdisciplin-

ary requirement quite literally, not by responding to it directly (Kepes was 

no Nixonite) but rather in employing what the legislation called a “sys-

tematic, interdisciplinary approach” integrating the “natural and social 

sciences” with the “environmental design arts,” a framework that had for 

some time been typical of ecological discourse. Indeed, Kepes saw both 

art and humanity poised on the cusp of a second order of evolutionary 

adaptation, a “self-conscious evolution” regulated by social communi-

cation, in which the art-into-life aspirations of the early-twentieth-cen-

tury avant-gardes (where Kepes had his roots) had mutated into a man-

and-environment symbiosis regulated by a complex of interdisciplinary 

knowledge.9

Nixon’s environmental initiative left its own traces on this discourse 

when, for example, the historian Leo Marx, author of The Machine in the 

Garden (1964), mentioned it in his contribution to the Kepes volume in 

the context of a suspicion that the focus on environmental policy might 

have also represented an attempt to distract attention from the war in 

Vietnam and to neutralize the increasingly frustrated civil rights and 

antiwar movements with the palliative of environmental activism con-

verted into government policy.10 Marx also wondered aloud whether the 

initiative was in fact designed “to provide the cohesive force necessary for 

national unity behind the Republican administration.” But in pointing 

out the failure of crusading politicians and ecologists alike to acknowl-

edge the origins of imminent ecological crisis in expansionist consumer 
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capitalism (in other words, to recognize the links between ecologies and 

economies), Marx still posited what he called “national unity” as the basis 

for effective action, designating the pastoral tradition in American litera-

ture as a guide for thinking “an organic conception of man’s relation to 

his environment.” For a sensibility informed by this aesthetic tradition, 

according to Marx, “Nature as a transmitter of signals and a dictator of 

choices is now present to us in the quite literal sense that an imbalance 

of an ecosystem, when scientifically understood, defines certain precise 

limits to human behavior.”11 What he is alluding to here is what ties the 

ecosystem to systems theory: the notion of a natural environment, which 

he calls a “transmitter of signals,” as a communicative organism or (eco)

system with which human beings interact. Marx borrows this idea from 

ecological discourse in his attempt to unify the technological with the 

social at the level of the nation, guided by a national literature.12 The 

result, in Marx’s discourse, is that the human subject of “environment,” 

split by the incommensurable interests of a divided nation willing to 

destroy remotely while conserving locally, is welded back together by the 

signals, or what we can call the “language,” emitted by an environment 

construed as a signifying system.

Nixon’s environmental initiative also made a brief appearance at the 

time in Tomás Maldonado’s Design, Nature, and Revolution: Toward a 

Critical Ecology, which was the English translation and revision, pub-

lished in 1972, of his La speranza progettuale of 1970.13 Maldonado, who 

directed the Technische Hochschule für Gestaltung at Ulm from 1954 to 

1967 with an emphasis on a rationalized design science, noted the ori-

gins of the term ecology in the Greek oikos, meaning “household” or 

“home,” which also forms the root of economy, with the two terms trans-

lating etymologically as the “study” and the “management” of the house-

hold, respectively. Though Maldonado noted the etymological sense of 

ecology, he did not note the connection to economy, preferring instead to 

take up the systems approach of Ludwig von Bertalanffy via an analytics 

of the “social system” constructed around an opposition between open 

and closed systems, derived from the post-Weberian school of Ameri-

can sociology formed in the 1950s around Talcott Parsons. This frame-

work compels Maldonado to read the failed rebellions of the late 1960s 

through the notion of a system’s tendency toward “dynamic equilibrium” 

that absorbs and neutralizes conflict. And so we find him referring sar-

castically to Nixon’s environmental campaign as evidence of a neutraliz-

ing, authoritarian closure imposed on the social system, reflected in its 
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appropriation of ecological protocols, or what Maldonado calls the “fash-

ion of ecology.”14 As he puts it in one of the book’s many extended foot-

notes: “In fact, from one day to the next, as though they were respond-

ing to a Diktat, the most important organs of the American press—Time, 

Newsweek, Life, Fortune, Business Week, and even Playboy—all became 

very concerned with the subject.” Hence for Maldonado the travesty 

was simple: “The scandal of society is now culminating in the scandal of 

nature.”15 But the real scandal, to which Maldonado remains insensitive 

despite his critical insight, lies in the naturalization of “environment” as 

a signifying system.

This scandal becomes evident in Maldonado’s indictment of what he 

calls the “semiological abuse” perpetrated by Tom Wolfe and by Robert 

Venturi and Denise Scott Brown in their presentations of Las Vegas as 

a model for environmental richness. He sees the closure of these “exer-

cises in conformist gymnastics” (as he calls them) exemplified by Ven-

turi and Scott Brown’s work in particular, when they present Las Vegas 

as a communicative environment, or what Maldonado calls a “system 

of signs.”16 For Maldonado, what is objectionable is not communication 

but its absence in Las Vegas, as it is drowned out by the “noise” of urban 

signage. He calls this “fictitious communication, a simulacrum of com-

munication,” which is another way of lamenting that city’s unreality or 

unnaturalness.

Measured against such abuses, for Maldonado “the only truly well-

articulated semiotic set of ideas is the one by Charles W. Morris,” the 

important American semiotician who had been attempting to read works 

of art as systems of signs since the late 1930s.17 Maldonado dismisses the 

well-known association of Morris’s thought, and of semiotics in general, 

with behaviorism, preferring instead to emphasize Morris’s roots in the 

philosophy of C. S. Peirce and his ties to the Vienna Circle of logical positiv-

ism, as well as to American pragmatism, both of which were consolidated 

during his tenure at the University of Chicago. While in Chicago Morris 

had also befriended Kepes and taught courses at the New Bauhaus/Insti-

tute of Design led by Kepes’s friend and colleague László Moholy-Nagy in 

the late 1930s and mid-1940s. Morris’s semiotics were also an important 

source for Kepes’s Language of Vision of 1944, an attempt to reconcile 

questions of formal and spatial organization in modern art and modern 

architecture with the dissemination of visual meaning in modern adver-

tising.18 Indeed, in his critique of Venturi and Scott Brown, Maldonado 

discerns notable parallels between their account of Las Vegas and the 
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visual, urban geographies mapped by Kepes’s MIT colleague Kevin Lynch 

in The Image of the City (1960), a book that relied heavily on notions of 

visual orientation and Gestalt recognition that Kepes had formulated 

earlier through his reading of Gestalt psychology.19

Lynch’s substantial debt to Kepes, who had collaborated closely with 

him on background research for the book, is clear in his opening chap-

ter, “The Image of the Environment,” as well as in the title of the book 

itself, which announces its author’s intention to remap the city as a visual 

field.20 As early as 1946 Kepes had extended the perceptual framework 

guiding Language of Vision into the urban scale in his contribution to a 

major conference at Princeton University, “Planning Man’s Physical Envi-

ronment.” Kepes’s presentation referred to a “second nature,” a “man-

shaped environment” distorted by the marketplace, and sought a human-

istic restoration of visual order and thence meaning through modernist 

visual techniques.21 Among the techniques enumerated in Language of 

Vision was what Kepes referred to in general terms as “transparency,” or 

the effect of interpenetration generated in modern painting through the 

superposition of planes. And so when, in their seminal essay of 1955–56 

(published in 1963), Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky take up this notion, 

quoting Kepes at length to distinguish between “literal” and “phenom-

enal” transparency or between what they called “an inherent quality 

of substance” and “an inherent quality of organization,” they complete 

the inversion: from Kepes’s projection of a visual language as an orga-

nizational system onto the external, urban environment (later taken up 

by Lynch) to the contraction of this visual field into that occupied only 

by the object itself, which they reformulated as a relativized perceptual 

system.22

Rowe and Slutzky acknowledge as much in part II of the same arti-

cle, published in Perspecta 13–14 in 1971, when in comparing Vigno-

la’s Villa Farnese at Caprarola with I. M. Pei’s Mile-High Tower in Den-

ver they declare themselves unconcerned with every aspect of the two 

buildings’ historical, social, and technical context except “the manifesta-

tions which reveal themselves to the eye.”23 This contraction ultimately 

corresponds to a further abstraction of “environment” in the Kepes/

Lynch sense, an abstraction that Rowe and Slutzky indirectly acknowl-

edge in quoting another source they share with Kepes, Rudolph Arn-

heim, who asserts with respect to the Gestalt-psychological premises of 

figure-ground oscillation on which phenomenal transparency is based 

that “the processes of organization active in perception somehow do 



 56 .  L A N G U A G E

justice to the organization outside in the physical world.”24 For Rowe and 

Slutzky, “gestalt supposes that mental activity and organic behavior are 

subject to the same laws,” which they take to be laws of visual perception. 

This connection, this semiabstract internalization of environment, thus 

authorizes their dehistoricizing and decontextualizing readings as more 

than merely arbitrary, because it presupposes a commonality at the level 

of subjective experience, the experience of the ahistorical, acontextual 

subject of Gestalt psychology.25

In a series of articles published between 1970 and 1973, Peter Eisen-

man developed a theory of environment tightly woven into this dis-

course. He did not do this in so many words. Nor did he do this by simple, 

implicit contrast with other, more explicit reformulations of architectural 

or urban theory around environmentalism or around environmental 

technologies, like that attempted by Reyner Banham in The Architecture 

of the Well-Tempered Environment (1969) or Los Angeles: The Architecture 

of Four Ecologies (1971) or by Ian McHarg in Design with Nature (also of 

1969). Nor again did he directly address the cybernetic notion of environ-

mental “fit” formulated in Christopher Alexander’s Cambridge disserta-

tion, which was published as Notes on the Synthesis of Form in 1964, and 

against which Eisenman later acknowledged his own Cambridge thesis 

was written.26 Instead, Eisenman’s theory of environment is discernible 

only within a discursive network for which, in Foucault’s terms, “things 

attain to existence only in so far as they are able to form the elements of 

a signifying system.”

Eisenman’s first notable words on the subject are as follows: “Modern 

architecture demanded of the individual a new attitude toward under-

standing and perceiving his physical environment.”27 This is the open-

ing sentence of “From Object to Relationship: The Casa del Fascio by 

Terragni,” published in Casabella in January 1970. At first glance Eisen-

man’s use of the term environment seems casual or generic, and he 

does not qualify it further in the rest of the article or in subsequent writ-

ings. But already symptoms of a broader discourse are showing through 

when he offers Le Corbusier’s Maison Dom-ino as evidence of a tech-

nological medium in which was embedded a shift “from the conception 

of space as a result of pragmatic limitation to the product of semantic 

intention.”28 This example is followed by Giuseppe Terragni’s Casa del 

Fascio—a choice obviously provocative in its political connotations—as 

evidence of a subsequent turn “from the semantic domain to the syntac-

tic domain” in which form ultimately detaches itself from technological 
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structure, with corresponding semantic connotations likewise bracketed 

out. For Eisenman this detachment demands a new mode of apprehen-

sion because “such an architecture, in addition to being experienced per-

ceptually as an aesthetic object, must also be understood at the concep-

tual level of formal relationships.”29

At this point Eisenman transposes the linguistic hypotheses of Noam 

Chomsky into the architectural realm by correlating Chomsky’s distinc-

tion between contingent “surface structure” and a universal “deep struc-

ture” in language to two attributes of architectural form. The first level is 

that of the object itself, including its elements—floors, walls, columns—

capable of accruing meaning as nonliteral though potentially archetypal 

“signs,” while the second is that of the internal relation between these 

elements that “furnishes the matrix to render the object intelligible.”30 

Significantly, Eisenman further correlates this distinction with that made 

by Rowe and Slutzky between literal and phenomenal transparency, with 

“surface structure” corresponding to the literally perceptible spatial qual-

ities of a building and “deep structure” to their underlying formal logics. 

And so, with this transposition of terms that Eisenman finds in Chomsky 

onto Rowe and Slutzky’s categories (which relied in turn on Kepes), we 

return to the linguistic hypothesis formulated by Kepes in Language of 

Vision with the help of Morris.

For Kepes the “language of vision,” or “optical communication,” is a 

potentially universal medium for the dissemination of a new, modern 

semantic. But this language is first given the task of engaging the viewer’s 

participation in what Kepes describes as “a process of organization . . . a 

discipline of utmost importance in the chaos of our formless world.”31 

Kepes calls this process of subjective reorientation “thinking in terms 

of structure,” a process summarized in its linguistic dimensions in a 

preface to Language of Vision by S. I. Hayakawa, professor of English at 

the Illinois Institute of Technology, author of Language in Action (pub-

lished one year later), and leader in the General Semantics movement. 

In Hayakawa’s terms, “[Kepes] gives us the ‘grammar’ and the ‘syntax’ of 

vision . . . a reorganization of our visual habits so that we perceive not iso-

lated ‘things’ in ‘space,’ but structure, order and relatedness of events in 

space-time,” a distinction that Hayakawa refers to elsewhere in his com-

ments as the difference between an “object-minded” and a “relation-

minded” visual orientation.32

However the point of contact with Eisenman, the author of “From 

Object to Relationship,” is not General Semantics but, rather, Morris’s 
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semiotics. In a footnote to the second, expanded version of “Notes on 

a Conceptual Architecture: Toward a Definition,” published in Casa-

bella in 1971, Eisenman refers to Morris’s distinction between the prag-

matic, semantic, and syntactic dimensions of language.33 But where 

Morris assembles these three branches in order to describe more clearly 

and synthetically what he calls “the unitary process . . . of semiosis as a 

whole,” Eisenman, via Chomsky, refers to them in order to isolate syn-

tax as a privileged object of study.34 Likewise, where Kepes sought a uni-

tary synthesis between the organizational (or syntactical) dimension of 

visual signs—what Morris calls the relations between signs—and the 

iconographic (or semantic) dimension—what Morris calls the relations 

of signs to the objects to which they refer—Eisenman follows Rowe and 

Slutzky in isolating what he takes to be the syntactic, relational level of 

perception.

Here Eisenman introduces a further distinction, between the percep-

tual aspects of an architectural syntax as treated by Rowe and Slutzky and 

what he calls “conceptual structure” or “that aspect of the visible form, 

whether it is [sic] an idea, in a drawing, or in a building, which is inten-

tionally put in the form to provide access to the inner form or universal 

formal relationships.”35 Because for Eisenman architecture, unlike paint-

ing, will always imply both use and semantic meaning in the form of 

walls, doors, bathrooms, and so on, which must therefore also be brack-

eted off from a “conceptual matrix” that he calls “structure.” The argu-

ment thus proceeds as follows:

Most environments, whether they be linguistic, biological, social or phys-

ical have a structure. That is, they have a series of elements which have 

both definable properties and definable relationships between these ele-

ments. These structures can usually be described in terms of their differ-

ences or similarities to other structures. While many attempts have been 

made comparing architecture and language, mainly using linguistic analo-

gies, the semiological classification of pragmatics, semantics and syntactics 

[Morris], can serve as a useful beginning, if only to describe the different 

aspects of architecture.36

With respect to subjective experience, Eisenman goes on to make a fur-

ther distinction, between the individual’s sense impressions, which he 

compares to Chomsky’s notion of surface structure, and the apprehen-

sion of conceptual syntax, Chomsky’s “deep structure” or (for Chomsky) 
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“the underlying abstract structure that determines [a sentence’s] seman-

tic interpretation.”37

Although Eisenman carries out the remainder of his exposition pri-

marily with respect to painting and sculpture, his ultimate aim is to estab-

lish the parameters under which a truly “conceptual” architecture can be 

generated. Indeed, the entire operation is conducted under the sign of 

an implicit critique, in the form of a comment made in passing in the 

text’s opening sentence, of what he calls architecture’s “present commit-

ment to a social and technological polemic.”38 Among the key aspects of 

such a commitment, far-ranging as it was during the late-1960s, was that 

summarized by Maldonado in his reflections on the notion of environ-

ment as a receptacle for architecture’s technological and social project. 

But where Maldonado saw the effacement of social relations in the sub-

limation of environment under a technocratic consensus in Nixon’s rhet-

oric and found in the “semiological abuse” of Venturi and Scott Brown 

an intolerable, populist conformism against which he felt compelled to 

mobilize the totalizing force of an integrated ecological consciousness, 

Eisenman moves in the opposite direction. In a word, Eisenman pursues 

the abstraction of environment discernible in Rowe and Slutzky’s bor-

rowings from Kepes to its logical conclusion.

In “From Object to Relationship II: Giuseppe Terragni Casa Giuliani 

Frigerio,” published in 1971 in the same double issue of Perspecta (13–14) 

as the second Rowe/Slutzky “transparency” article, Eisenman returns to 

the notion of a virtualized, conceptual “structure” lurking within build-

ings analogized, in part, to painting. He repeats: “The structure of a lin-

guistic environment, or more explicitly a language, can be said to exhibit 

similar characteristics to a physical environment—and in this case to an 

architecture.”39 And so, Eisenman’s theory of architecture-as-language 

turns out—again—to be a theory of environment, with linguistic envi-

ronment substituted for physical environment. Again there is syntax and 

again there is an invisible, mentalistic “deep structure,” which he notes 

is “concerned with providing an abstract or conceptual framework for 

the formal regularities common to all languages.”40 In other words, deep 

structure is deep in that it is common, universal, and thus indicative of 

that which is proper to architecture-as-such, independent of semantic or 

pragmatic variation.41

Two years earlier, in 1969, Eisenman had published a celebratory 

review of Perpecta 12, the volume immediately preceding that in which 
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his own article was published. For him, Perspecta 12 was to be distin-

guished from its immediate predecessors by virtue of an implicitly 

polemical focus that imparted to architecture something like an inter-

nal, disciplinary rigor through theoretically informed historical analy-

sis.42 And yet, a closer look at Perspecta 11, which appeared in 1967 and 

was among those Perspecta volumes that Eisenman specifically identi-

fied as unfocused, suggests that the situation might be rather more com-

plex, because as with Kepes’s Vision + Value series of the same period, 

Perspecta 11 sought out what its editors called “a new concern with the 

whole synthetic and natural environment” through a mixture of disci-

plines.43 Thus we are given an interview with the liberal economist Rob-

ert Theobald, a conversation on urbanism with Shadrach Woods, a text 

by Buckminster Fuller, questions posed to John Cage, a text on “World 

Dwelling” by John McHale, and Marshall McLuhan’s “The Invisible Envi-

ronment: The Future of an Erosion,” among other contributions. Fre-

quently invoking a systems model, what this material had in common 

was the challenge it posed to the notion of architecture-as-such—what 

would later come to be called architecture’s autonomy, or for Eisenman, 

its “interiority”—an internal, linguistic universality or commonality that 

Eisenman sought, during these years, in Chomsky’s “deep structure.”

McLuhan’s text is telling in this regard. He, too, sees a virtualization of 

the physical environment through the application of a linguistic hypoth-

esis, though one significantly different from the one Eisenman finds in 

Chomsky. For McLuhan, the theorist of media, language is a medium of 

communication embedded in the material substrate (that is, the com-

munication systems) through which it circulates. Using a combination of 

cybernetics, systems theory, and communications theory, he postulates 

the human subject as an opaque black box communicating with and 

constructed by a multimedia environment through constant feedback. In 

Perspecta McLuhan observes the necessity of what he calls “pattern rec-

ognition” as a new form of environmental awareness. Among its instru-

ments would be language, held together by invisible relational patterns 

(what McLuhan calls in his title the “invisible environment”) that we can 

recognize as akin to Eisenman’s syntax but made available to human 

beings only through interaction with machines. For McLuhan, “The 

future of language, as a complex structure which can be learned with-

out learning the words at all, is a possibility that the computer presents 

increasingly.”44 So whether you are a machine or a human, your access 

to language is conditioned by your ability to recognize hidden patterns. 
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McLuhan, writing here in an architecture journal, underscores the peda-

gogical implications for environmental design, which would be required 

“to program the environment in such a way that we can learn a second 

language as we learned the mother tongue.”45 In other words, for McLu-

han pattern recognition is a process comparable to that of acquiring a 

new mother tongue, a linguistic home that gives shelter to the human 

subject awash in a delirious, multimedia environment, by training him or 

her to “see” the hidden, regulating patterns—the grammar, but also the 

software, if you like—that was running the new machines that were run-

ning the new environments, in a recurrent feedback loop.

In such a light Eisenman’s attempt to retrieve a ground for architecture 

in linguistic “deep structure” becomes recognizable as a defensive mea-

sure undertaken to defer absorption into the media-ecological spectacle 

described by McLuhan, by pointing architecture inward rather than out-

ward. Nevertheless, it too functioned as training in pattern recognition, 

or the recognition of an architectural “mother tongue,” that ultimately 

worked to integrate architecture and its subject—the subject of language 

and the subject of environment—into that very same media ecology.

Thus the materiality of the architectural medium became Eisenman’s 

next target, in what must be seen as an effort (whether conscious or 

unconscious) to remain one step ahead of the communications jugger-

naut led by figures such as McLuhan. In 1973 Eisenman published “Card-

board Architecture” in Casabella, with critical commentary (on “Linguis-

tics in Architecture”) by Mario Gandelsonas. Eisenman defines cardboard 

architecture as “a term which questions the nature of the reality of the 

physical environment,” marking a shift toward a notational understand-

ing of architectural form thereby submitted to direct study.46 Here we are 

offered four projects, two of which (Houses II and IV) are presented with 

the article, that set off what Eisenman calls a “feedback process” between 

theory and practice, in which physical form might be “used as a marking 

to produce, as it were, a new mental image of an environment different 

from that which we are actually seeing,” thereby effecting a final con-

version of the physical, perceptible environment, for architecture, into a 

(pre-)signifying syntactical system.47

In 1976 Manfredo Tafuri thus finds Eisenman, in the houses presented 

as cardboard architecture, as having arrived at a “perfect ‘virtuality’ of 

the object itself.”48 Indeed, he quotes Eisenman on the alienation of the 

subject, specifically with respect to the environment of the house, as 

follows:
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While the architectural system may be complete, the environment “house” 

is almost a void. And quite unintentionally . . . the owner has been alien-

ated from his environment. In this sense, when the owner first enters “his 

house” he is an intruder; he must begin to regain possession—to occupy a 

foreign container.49

In other words, the subject of the linguistic environments projected 

by Eisenman is potentially alienated only to the degree that he or she 

engages them at the now voided pragmatic or semantic level, but he or 

she is perfectly capable of “regaining possession” through the reconsti-

tution of subjective interiority at the syntactic level of pattern recogni-

tion made available by what Eisenman refers to as the completion of 

the “architectural system.” Again recalling that the term ecology refers 

etymologically to the logic of the household, or oikos, we can say that 

to reoccupy a house as though it were a “foreign container” is to sub-

mit the foreign, alien space of the linguistic environment to a specifi-

cally domestic economic policy grounded in the law of an absolute and 

pure environmental grammar, or what Eisenman calls, after Chomsky, a 

set of “transformational rules.”50 The same holds for Nixon’s call to inte-

grate the natural and social sciences with the environmental design arts 

in the interest of purifying “our living environment,” but from the oppo-

site direction. These rules, these policies that project the domestic onto 

the foreign, call forth both a unified oikos and a unified subject no longer 

tied to the physicality of either nation or house but to the grammars in 

which these are constituted as signs.

So while Tafuri accomplishes a certain demystification that reveals 

the closure of the neo-avant-gardist critique as taken up by Eisenman 

and the other members of the New York Five, he bypasses the critical 

question of what is conserved—rather than what is alienated—in Eisen-

man’s encounter with Chomsky. Pursuing noncommunicative linguistic 

closure to its logical conclusion with the Five, Tafuri outlines “the lim-

its of this cell where they are only able to leave graffiti on the underside 

of the walls.”51 But Eisenman’s graffiti, both written and built, must also 

be measured against the otherwise incommensurable standards repre-

sented by Chomsky, who sought a “universal grammar” calibrated to the 

competence of what he calls elsewhere an “ideal speaker-hearer,” and by 

Nixon, who commanded the restoration of environments “habitable and 

hospitable to man,” even as “man” became an abstract variable in the 

calculation of environmental risk.52
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Given Chomsky’s long record of courageous political activism, such 

a conjunction might seem unfair or bizarre. And yet it remains neces-

sary, if only to underline the shift in register required here by discourse 

analysis. Although Chomsky takes care to distinguish between the uni-

versal grammar he outlines and the particularities of speaking subjects, 

he continues to insist on the origins of “deep structure” in what he calls 

“human nature,” precisely to account for the “generative” creativity made 

possible by the unwavering rules of language. This insistence is amplified 

somewhat in the pseudo-oppositional format of a “debate” with Foucault 

that was broadcast on Dutch television in 1971, just as Eisenman was 

quoting Chomsky. Although Chomsky has long been reluctant to draw 

definitive parallels between his linguistics and his politics, it becomes 

clear in the debate that what ultimately connects these two aspects of his 

thought is a certain humanism centered on this notion of linguistic cre-

ativity based in human nature, which gradually becomes “freedom” in his 

conversation with Foucault.53 For Foucault, Chomsky’s “human nature,” 

and thus the “human” to which his universal grammar was addressed, is 

a specifically historical concept that cannot be translated into a universal 

ground for political justice (however self-evident the justification might 

seem), because it remains indifferent to the question of power. Respect-

fully characterizing what he calls Chomsky’s war on the police, Foucault 

observes rather dryly, “One makes war to win, not because it is just.”54

Thus, by grounding the discourse on environment in the universal 

needs of an idealized human subject, Nixon is able to appropriate a just 

cause as an instrument of war. This exertion of power took the form of a 

unifying national and ecological project at precisely that moment when 

the unity of the environment and the nation, a nation at war, was in cri-

sis. So again, when Tafuri announces, in his subsequent requiem for the 

avant-gardes that spirals around the language games conducted by the 

New York Five, that the “war is over,” he could not be more wrong.55 What 

had occurred instead was a confusion of the battle lines at the level of 

the subject of language and the subject of environment. In architecture 

this confusion was to be found most vividly in the supposed inhospi-

tality and uninhabitability of Eisenman’s writings and his houses, both 

of which effectively abstracted the overdetermined ecologies of the city 

and of the visual field posited by others into an architecture of pure 

syntax. Following Chomsky (and despite Tafuri), this was precisely the 

deepest, most secure home any human could have. In that sense, in bor-

rowing Chomsky’s notion of “deep structure,” Eisenman also borrowed 
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his humanism. Likewise, Eisenman’s withdrawal into the house of lan-

guage had the presumably unintended consequence of carrying with it 

the oikos of both ecology and economy, effectively retooling architecture 

as both an instrument and an object of pattern recognition that secured 

rather than resisted its integration into the new media-ecological econ-

omies organized as systems of signs. This withdrawal, this supposed 

abstraction, was therefore only apparently alienating and, if anything, 

neither abstract nor alienating enough, because it also worked covertly 

to preserve the universality of an architecture reconstructed as “linguis-

tic environment.”

On 15 August 1971, Nixon performed another speech act, which he 

reported in a televised address on economic policy: “I have directed 

Secretary [of the Treasury John B.] Connally to suspend temporarily the 

convertibility of the dollar into gold or other reserves.”56 This measure, 

a protectionist attempt to stem rising inflation, became permanent by 

1973. That year also saw a massive increase in the influx of speculative 

petrodollars as a result of the fourfold increase in energy prices during 

the OPEC oil embargo, which effectively undermined the efforts of the 

state to protect its currency. Until Nixon’s executive action, the value of 

the dollar had been fixed to that of gold as a result of the Bretton Woods 

Accord of 1944, which sought a stable U.S. currency as the basis for what 

became known as “world trade.” But in the subsequent decades, through 

successive inflationary cycles, the supply of dollars on the international 

market had come to far exceed that of gold held in trust by the U.S. Trea-

sury. In other words, in the language of semiotics, the sign had become 

detached from its referent, or the signifier from the signified.

In their challenge to the postulates of a Chomskian linguistics circa 

1980, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari found a similar process at work 

in another governmental speech act from an earlier era: on 20 Novem-

ber 1923, the German reichsmark was replaced by the rentenmark, which 

was declared by fiat to be backed up by the state’s physical assets, includ-

ing land, when in fact it was not. Refusing to bracket off pragmatics as 

external to semantics or syntactics, Deleuze and Guattari describe this 

act as a “semiotic transformation” that, although indexed to the land 

and to material assets, acted incorporeally yet pragmatically to refunc-

tion a very real economic regime at the level of signification.57 In other 



 L A N G U A G E  .  65

words, at an economic level changing the rules of signification has very 

pragmatic consequences, even in 1923. Like Foucault, and arguing spe-

cifically against the autonomy of Chomsky’s hierarchically branching 

grammatical trees rooted in deep structure, Deleuze and Guattari elu-

cidate what they call a “politics of language” that presupposes the mate-

rial existence of a collective apparatus, like a state or a socialized subject, 

through which circulate what they call “order-words” that “compel obe-

dience” at the level of language itself. Thus, “a rule of grammar is a power 

marker before it is a syntactical marker.” And so with Deleuze and Guat-

tari we see that “Chomsky’s trees establish constant relations between 

power variables. Forming grammatically correct sentences is for the nor-

mal individual the prerequisite for any submission to social laws. . . . The 

unity of language is fundamentally political. There is no mother tongue, 

only a power takeover by a dominant language.”58

So while Eisenman was enacting his own protectionist policies in the 

form of a semiotic transformation of the architectural object, Nixon was 

performing a semiotic transformation on the status of the dollar, offi-

cially converting it into a floating signifier exchangeable on its own terms, 

delinking it from a stabilizing referent in the form of property (gold), 

and—quite pragmatically—identifying it as an object of financial specu-

lation that ultimately undermined his protectionist intentions. Though 

the gold standard itself had merely grounded currencies in yet another 

signifier (gold), the year 1973, when the delinking became permanent, 

has thus been seen by some as marking the emergence of a new phase in 

a global economy dominated by the speculative exchange of statistical 

risk, fully abstracted from the value of any underlying goods or services, 

in the form of new financial instruments such as derivatives.59

It was in such a context that Nixon also declared, upon signing the 

United Nations Environment Program Act of 1973, that “we hold the 

Earth—its environment and its resources in trust for future generations,” 

an enunciation that again acted specifically to obscure the pragmatic 

function of his environmentalism, at a moment when ever-increasing 

layers of logico-mathematical abstraction separated the virtualized, risk-

based speculations of a global economy from the materialities—whether 

in the form of labor, land, oil, or buildings—from which value had ini-

tially been extracted.60 Nixon’s environmentalism thus assisted in per-

petrating a blind economic and ecological violence that was enabled by 

the very distance of its instruments from what was supposedly held in 
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trust as “environment,” through its instantaneous and pragmatic effect of 

designating “environment” as always already subject to the extraction of 

risk, whether couched in the language of ecology or of economics.

With his borrowings from Chomsky, Eisenman, well versed in the for-

mation of “grammatically correct sentences” imbued with the rigors of a 

properly architectural history, performed a comparable series of speech 

acts called “theory.” “Order-words” like “deep structure” acted pragmati-

cally to preserve the syntactic “unity of language” in which architecture-

as-such could finds its proper home supposedly sealed off, like Chom-

sky’s trees, from external pragmatic and semiotic factors, or what Mal-

donado called the “scandal of society.” And if, as Deleuze and Guattari 

remind us, all such linguistic operations presuppose a social apparatus 

immanent to language, Eisenman found himself provided with such an 

apparatus in the form of a teaching-machine (The Institute for Archi-

tecture and Urban Studies, 1967) and a discourse-machine (Oppositions, 

1973). Thus, also in 1973, elements of this apparatus interacted with those 

of another apparatus speaking its own dialect in the Gray/White debate, 

an in-house power struggle of five against five, for which architecture-as-

language was a foregone conclusion. It made no difference that one side 

spoke of semantics while the other spoke of syntactics, because these 

two levels ultimately converged—again, quite pragmatically—in archi-

tecture’s new home within an ecology and an economy of signs.

Whereas, if the delinking of the dollar sign under the Nixon adminis-

tration can be seen as a last-ditch effort on the part of the nation-state 

preemptively to control its economic sovereignty at a moment of polit-

ico-economic, cultural, and technological deterritorialization that is now 

called globalization, Eisenman’s progressive delinking of the architec-

tural sign from both the physical environment and from meaning can 

itself be seen as a preemptive effort, on the part of what the legislation 

called the “environmental design arts,” to retain sovereignty over an envi-

ronment that attains to existence only as a signifying system. To be sure, 

by attempting to reground architecture in an abstract “deep structure,” 

Eisenman was countering the semantic play advocated by his postmod-

ernist “gray” adversaries (Robert A. M. Stern, Charles Moore, Allan Green-

berg, Romaldo Giurgola, and Jacquelin Robertson), which had already 

begun to prove its worth in the corporate marketplace. But Eisenman’s 

inward turn interfaces with global capital on another level. As Michael 

Hardt and Antonio Negri have pointed out, at precisely that moment 

when the assessed risk of impending ecological crisis points to an outer 
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limit to the exploitation of the physical environment, the self-perpetuat-

ing “ecology of capital” also turns inward, toward the reflexive circulation 

and exchange of signs themselves.61

In the late nineteenth century, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner 

had charted the beginnings of this process in his famous commentary 

on the closing of the American frontier; much later, Fredric Jameson 

updated this to describe postmodernism.62 In short, when there is noth-

ing left to consume, capital consumes itself. There is no contradiction, 

then, between Nixon’s environmentalism and his economic policies. The 

former identifies an outer limit to the exploitation of the external physi-

cal environment, while the latter compensate on the inside, at the semi-

otic level of capital-as-such. So, too, do we find with Eisenman, on the 

interior of the linguistic environment constructed by architecture, a new 

grammaticality that exists not in the mind of an alienated subject con-

demned to inhabit a virtual house of language but, rather, in a very real 

global economy naturalized as a global media-ecology. Indeed, the fur-

ther inside we go, the further outside we get, as we approach that pure 

exteriority in which all signs (including architectural signs in circulation 

since 1973 in which some have read the words world trade) remain sub-

ject to deadly speech acts that elicit further executive action from those 

who—in theory at least—make the rules.63



This page intentionally left blank 



  .  69

4 I M A G E

Have We Ever Been Postmodern?

in his foreword  to the 1984 English translation of Jean-François Lyo-

tard’s The Postmodern Condition, Fredric Jameson goes so far as to say, 

with respect to Jürgen Habermas’s denunciation of postmodernism’s “ex-

plicit repudiation of the [revolutionary or critical] modernist tradition” as 

expressing a “new cultural conservatism,” that “[Habermas’s] diagnosis is 

confirmed by that area in which the question of postmodernism has been 

most acutely posed, namely in architecture.”1 However, while regretting 

postmodern architecture’s abandonment of both political and aesthetic 

utopias, Jameson defends its playfulness, its self-conscious superficiality, 

as well as its populist willingness to “learn from Las Vegas,” against Haber-

mas’s recalcitrant modernism. He also defends postmodern architecture 

against what he sees as a master narrative lurking within Lyotard’s attack 

on master narratives: a neomodernist promise of the “new,” now in the 

form of scientific rather than aesthetic innovation, sneaking in through 

the back door of postmodernist allusion and historical quotation.

But if Jameson can describe this moment in Lyotard’s argument as 

a productive contradiction, his own references to architecture tend to 

overlook narratives that architecture draws from science, including the 

peculiar afterlife of a systems model that we have already encountered. 

Considered together with the architecture of science itself, which was 

also to “learn from Las Vegas,” these lesser-known narratives approach 

a kind of science fiction, a literary genre about which Jameson has had 

much to say.2 This becomes most evident when the architecture of the 

scientific laboratory extrapolates a systems model into the image-sphere. 

In doing so, a nominally postmodern architecture modifies the stakes of 

the “science wars” as they appear, for example, in the political ecology 

developed at around the same time by Bruno Latour. All of which pivots 
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around the many problems that arise when architectural discourse tries 

to distinguish between what is true and what is false, as well as between 

what is real and what is not, in a manner that inverts what we can call 

modern architecture’s “jargon of authenticity.”

In 1964, Theodor W. Adorno used this phrase, the “jargon of authen-

ticity,” to frame dialectically his critique of Heideggerian existentialism, 

on the argument that a certain set of philosophical colloquialisms circu-

lating in academic and popular discourse (including “the elevated dic-

tion of the representatives of business and administration”) mystified 

the historical processes by which an ultimately fascist absolutism and 

essentialism, masked in theology that had been masked in philosophy, 

had finally taken refuge in language.3 Authenticity is among these terms, 

which Adorno associates, again dialectically, with Walter Benjamin’s cel-

ebrated reflections on the decline of the “aura”: “As words that are sacred 

without sacred content, as frozen emanations, the terms of the jargon of 

authenticity are products of the disintegration of the aura.”4 For Adorno, 

this is evidence not so much of language converted into ideology but 

rather of “ideology as language,” a certain standardized “tone of voice” 

that inveighs against soulless standardization even as it reproduces its 

formats.5 Something similar can be said about the postwar critique of 

modern architecture that sought a poetics of authentic experience or of 

situatedness that eventually found its own jargon in Heidegger. But its 

tone was set, during the same years that Adorno was writing, in a cryp-

totheological quest for occulted meaning that is discernible, for example, 

in such works as Sigfried Giedion’s The Eternal Present.6

What is commonly called postmodernism in architecture is usually 

thought to have rejected these earlier metaphysical efforts in favor of 

the playful, more or less arbitrary exchange of signifying elements. But 

this exchange spoke a jargon of its own. Its most salient terms were for-

mulated in 1972 by Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown in Learning 

from Las Vegas. There, Venturi and Scott Brown assert the dramatic pos-

sibility of classifying the whole of architecture into two categories: the 

“duck” and the “decorated shed.” The “duck” is named, drolly, after “The 

Long Island Duckling”—a duck-shaped store that sells ducks. As a cat-

egory, it refers to a building in which architectural particulars such as 

space, structure, and function are synthesized into an “overall symbolic 

form” or image from which they are inseparable, as in many modernist 

monuments. In contrast, a “decorated shed” is, like the casinos that lined 

the Las Vegas strip in the late 1960s, a building to which symbolism, in 
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the form of signage and ornamental imagery, is distinctly applied like a 

marquee.7 

Translated into the rudiments of an aesthetic theory, in a “duck,” form 

and content are inseparable; while in a “decorated shed” their relation is 

contingent, and thus a (sometimes literal) gap opens up between them. 

Or again, in the language of semiotics, in a “duck” the building is the sign, 

to the degree that signifier and signified are inseparable, while we might 

risk calling the sign stranded in the parking lot of a “decorated shed” a 

“floating” signifier. But most significantly for the polemics that Venturi 

and Scott Brown inherited from modern architecture, in a “duck,” struc-

ture and ornament are indistinguishable, whereas in a “decorated shed,” 

ornamental imagery and signage are disengaged from the structure sup-

porting the building itself and are at liberty to proliferate across its sur-

faces, appearing to suffocate the epistemological lucidity of structure-as-

such that was so dear to modern architecture.

To illustrate this, Venturi and Scott Brown provide a number of exam-

ples, including one that contrasts two mid-rise buildings designed for 

elderly occupants: Paul Rudolph’s Crawford Manor in New Haven, which 

they describe as a “heroic and original” late-modernist duck, and Venturi’s 

own Guild House in Philadelphia, which they describe as an “ugly and 

ordinary” decorated shed. But this is not simply a matter of one building 

(Crawford Manor) expressing its spatial structure visibly on its surfaces, 

and thus partaking of modernist narratives of foundational truths and 

attendant technoscientific myths of historical progress, which the other 

(Guild House) sacrifices to the ironic play of exchangeable signs. In fact, 

it is nearly the opposite, since Venturi and Scott Brown effectively accuse 

Rudolph’s building, with its monolithic, rough-hewn concrete exterior, of 

occluding its internal truths (including its rather conventional structural 

frame, invisible on the surface), in favor of a mythic spatial plasticity. In 

contrast, they describe the articulation of Guild House, where windows 

are “frankly windows” rather than abstract spatial elements, in prosaic 

terms that reproduce the building’s artful claim to a sort of truthfulness 

by virtue of its avowedly Pop use of culturally communicative—not to say 

stereotypical—elements in a kind of architectural common sense.8

Such a characterization might seem like a reversal, since the reader 

of Learning from Las Vegas understands throughout that, on the whole, 

Venturi and Scott Brown clearly prefer decorated sheds over ducks. 

And yet they seem to defend Guild House as if it were a duck—a build-

ing in which “[t]he windows look familiar; they look like, as well as are, 
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windows. . . .”9 But this is not merely a case of visually oriented architects 

writing ambiguous prose. It is indicative of a foundational displacement. 

Characterizing their own building as a “decorated shed” in contrast to 

Rudolph’s “duck,” Venturi and Scott Brown effectively transpose mod-

ern architecture’s search for irreducible truths into the realm of orna-

ment and signage. In other words, according to its architect(s), what is 

authentic rather than contrived at Guild House is its decoration, which 

includes straightforwardly communicative graphics, appropriate mate-

rials used to signify specific meanings, overscaled yet familiar windows, 

and a heraldic (fake) golden television antenna mounted on the roof like 

a billboard, intended as a an “imitation” abstract sculpture as well as a 

“symbol for the elderly.”10

As Venturi and Scott Brown describe them, these are stable, transpar-

ent signs rooted in popular culture and applied to an otherwise unre-

markable, functional shell. And so if Guild House is indeed a decorated 

shed it is only because the cognitive, spatial transparency, celebrated by 

historians like Giedion in Space, Time and Architecture three decades 

Venturi and Rauch, Guild House, Philadelphia, 1963. Photograph by William 
Watkins. Courtesy of Venturi, Scott Brown and Associates, Inc.
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earlier and still sought by architects like Rudolph in a visceral plastic-

ity bursting with the rhetoric of functionality, had been transferred to 

the two-dimensional surface by architects like Venturi and Scott Brown. 

Rather than building spaces that verified the functionalist zeitgeist at the 

symbolic as well as at the practical level and could thus be construed 

as authentic, Venturi and Scott Brown essentially claimed to be building 

authentic images. It is but a short step from here to full-blown metaphys-

ics of the image that turns Benjamin’s notion of the decline of the aura 

on its head. Seen in retrospect, not only has the proliferation of images 

failed to deprive architecture of what Benjamin called “cult value”; it has 

elevated the depthless image to the status of an icon, a quasi-theological 

authority fully capable of emitting an aura of its own.

But did this image-based metaphysics make Venturi and Scott Brown 

postmodern? At least one influential observer at the time did not think so, 

though for slightly different reasons. According to Charles Jencks, Venturi 

and Scott Brown’s communicative, aesthetic populism merely inverted 

orthodox modernism’s noncommunicative, aesthetic elitism, while 

remaining committed to an “argument by taste . . . modernist at its core,” 

rather than to a theory that took advantage of recent developments in 

semiotics readily available in other fields.11 Thus Jencks set out to correct 

this oversight by describing architecture systematically as a “language.” 

But this, too, had its roots in modernism.

As we have already seen, the work of the American semiotician Charles 

Morris was an important source for the notions of visual communication 

articulated by the artist and visual theorist Gyorgy Kepes in his widely 

read Language of Vision of 1944.12 Morris’s work helped bring the visual 

in line with the linguistic in a way that was readily transmitted to archi-

tects and urbanists while also recalling iconographical approaches in art 

history. At MIT, Kepes worked closely with Kevin Lynch on strategies of 

visual organization and “imageability” at the scale of the city that would 

form the basis of Lynch’s book Image of the City, published in 1960. There, 

using Kepes’s Gestalt-psychological notions of visual communication to 

represent the city as a system of legible signs, Lynch elaborated the tech-

niques of what Jameson would later describe, with reference to Lynch, as 

“cognitive mapping.”

So we are led back to Jameson, who called for an “aesthetic of cogni-

tive mapping” by which a bewildered subject might regain orientation 

in the delirium of postmodern space while taking into account its irre-

versible decenterings.13 Learning from Las Vegas serves as an emblem 
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for what Jameson identifies as a postmodernist “effacement . . . of the 

older (essentially high-modernist) frontier between high culture and so-

called mass or commercial culture,” with architecture seen as one among 

many aesthetic practices that no longer merely “quoted” mass culture 

(à la Joyce or Mahler) but rather, thoroughly incorporated “this whole 

degraded landscape of ‘schlock’ and kitsch” into their fabric. This “rise of 

aesthetic populism” was but one feature of the correlation of culture with 

late capitalism, the scope of which was so vast and encompassing (today: 

“global”) that it defied older modes of cognition and therefore required 

new tools of orientation and analysis, while another and perhaps more 

poignant feature of this correlation was a type of spatial (and cognitive) 

disorientation supremely exemplified by the intricate, disorienting “pub-

lic” interior spaces of the Westin Bonaventure Hotel in downtown Los 

Angeles, an assembly of mirrored cylinders designed by the architect 

John Portman and completed in 1977.14

According to Jameson, what makes the hotel’s architecture postmod-

ern is precisely that it is neither mere style nor mere symptom (a mere 

surface expression of economic forces). Rather, it is a world unto itself, 

an enormous perpetual motion machine that effectively models the vast 

decenterings of global capital. In this “new machine,” cause and effect, 

base and superstructure, time and space continually trade places in a 

manner that can be compared with the decenterings of postmodern war-

fare, exemplified by Jameson in a hallucinatory quotation from the jour-

nalist Michael Herr’s account of his experiences in Vietnam:

In the months after I got back the hundreds of helicopters I’d flown in began 

to draw together until they’d formed a collective meta-chopper, and in my 

mind it was the sexiest thing going; saver-destroyer, provider-waster, right 

hand-left hand, nimble, fluent, canny and human; hot steel, grease, jungle-

saturated canvas webbing, sweat cooling and warming up again, cassette 

rock and roll in one ear and door-gun fire in the other, fuel, heat, vitality and 

death, death itself, hardly an intruder.15

For Jameson, Herr’s linguistic efforts here represent an attempt to devise 

a mode of description adequate to a new kind of war, characterized 

by the “breakdown of all previous narrative paradigms, along with the 

breakdown of any shared language.”16 Elsewhere, Jameson describes 

this in psychoanalytic terms as a Lacanian “breakdown of the signifying 

chain.”17 In both cases, the result is a heterogeneous field of nonreferen-

tial signifiers unmoored from their orientation in narrative time and set 
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adrift in a temporal disequilibrium that, in turn, corresponds to a “crisis 

in historicity.” This crisis would eventually be written as the end of his-

tory and its replacement by an eternal present of simultaneous, inter-

changeable signs. All of which is, again, given its most tangible mani-

festation in what Jameson calls the “postmodern space” exemplified by 

Portman’s hotel, since:

. . . something else does tend to emerge in the most energetic postmodern-

ist texts, and this is the sense that beyond all thematics or content the work 

seems somehow to tap the networks of reproductive process and thereby to 

John Portman & Associates, Westin Bonaventure Hotel, Los Angeles, 
1977. Interior. Photograph by Nakashima Tschoegel and Associates.
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afford us some glimpse into a postmodern or technological sublime, whose 

power is documented by the success of such works in evoking a whole new 

postmodern space in emergence around us. Architecture therefore remains 

in this sense the privileged aesthetic language; and the distorting and frag-

menting reflections of one enormous glass surface to the other can be taken 

as paradigmatic of the central role of process and reproduction in post-

modernist culture.18

Taken at face value, this assertion would suggest that we might find 

further evidence of postmodernism’s counterintuitive authenticity—

its powerfully euphoric, schizoid affect—within architectural discourse 

itself. Yet in The Language of Post-Modern Architecture we find Jencks 

condemning Portman’s hotel as an overblown, mirrored “jewel,” the lav-

ishness of which reflects the increasing privatization of large-scale pub-

lic works, in the form of large hotels and other commercial buildings, 

monuments to “private wealth and public squalor.”19 Elsewhere, Jencks 

illustrates more favorably an explicitly “schizo” mixed-use building in 

Rome—so designated by critics for its superimposition of three archi-

tectural styles, one atop the other—as stark evidence of a postmodern 

stylistic “impurity.”20 But he assimilates both Portman’s commercialism 

(a more literal reading of the late-capitalist hotel than Jameson’s met-

aphorically spatial one) and “schizophrenic” stylistic juxtaposition into 

an overall narrative of historical development that also domesticates 

the impurities identified by Venturi and Scott Brown in the promiscuous 

slippages of Las Vegas’s signs.

Jencks does this by reproducing the systems model that had already 

entered architecture, through the discourse of Kepes and others, by way 

of innovations in theoretical biology and communications theory that 

had coalesced into the multidisciplinary science of cybernetics. As we 

have also seen, by the early 1970s this assemblage had been articulated 

as a science of “environment”—visual, technological, and biological—by 

figures as diverse as Lynch, Marshall McLuhan, Buckminster Fuller, and 

others.21 In the second, revised edition of The Language of Post-Modern 

Architecture (1978), Jencks internalizes this external environment in an 

“evolutionary tree” of architectural styles illustrating the emergence of 

distinct strains of postmodernism gradually converging in a Babel of 

architectural languages that he calls “radical eclecticism.” Modeled after 

a linguistic tree, his roots-and-branches version of architectural his-

tory posits a pluralistic future that corresponds with the choice-driven 



 I M A G E  .  77

pluralities of global consumerism. As Jencks puts it, “eclecticism is the 

natural evolution of a culture with choice.”22 And further, in distinction to 

the piously univocal modernist past out of which it evolved, such a future 

finds its architectural expression in the diverse, image-based codes he 

tracks throughout the book, some of which draw from historical styles 

(including modernism) and others from various vernaculars.

In that sense, the “evolution” toward a postmodern future as described 

by Jencks was, oddly enough, natural. With its systems and its trees, it, too, 

belonged to a reorganization of the epistemic field hinted at in Michel 

Charles Jencks, “Evolutionary Tree,” from The Language of 
Post-Modern Architecture, 2d rev. ed. (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1978). Courtesy of Yale University Press.
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Foucault’s notion of environmentality, though in a way that is quite dif-

ferent from that elaborated by the environmental sciences. Consistent 

with Jameson’s characterization of postmodernism’s late-capitalist exu-

berance, one consequence of this was the naturalization of consumer-

ist variety in architectural form. Describing the rapid dissemination of 

diverse visual codes around the world, Jencks observes that “any middle 

class urbanite from Teheran to Tokyo is bound to have a well-stocked, 

indeed overstocked, ‘image-bank’ that is continually restuffed by travel 

and magazines.”23 Jencks attributes to this state of affairs, as the natu-

ral outcome of evolutionary processes traceable linguistically within the 

images themselves, a certain inevitability whereby any effort to trans-

form the situation structurally is absorbed preemptively as just one more 

utterance spoken into the void of radical eclecticism.

Earlier in the book, Jencks offers another, related chart describ-

ing what he calls “three systems of architectural production” intended 

to account for the “crisis in architecture” out of which postmodernism 

emerged.24 The result, in this instance, is a quasi-structuralist—indeed, 

even crypto-Marxist—account of forces of production (“systems”) con-

spiring to disarm an ultimately superstructural modern architecture of 

its transformative potential. Seen as deep background, Jencks’s “three 

systems” represented by three kinds of clients—private individuals, pub-

lic institutions, and developers—constitute a kind of external economic 

environment in which the internal stylistic evolution announced by the 

second evolutionary chart occurs, while linking the two charts brings to 

the surface another linkage that extends far beyond the quasi-populist 

theories expounded by Jencks himself and accounts, in architectural 

terms, for the rhetorical capacity of postmodernism to assert late capital-

ism as its sine qua non. As with the grammatical experiments conducted 

on houses by architects like Peter Eisenman, written into the economies 

represented by Jencks’s three systems is the oikos, or home, that confers 

upon the word economy the sense of something like the law, or nomos, of 

the home. As expressions of this oikos, the home lying within all econo-

mies, Jencks’s three systems can be described as an ecosystem, both in the 

sense of that term’s traditional association with ecologies and in the sense 

of that term’s association with economies. Another name for this ecosys-

tem is consumer capitalism, built on cycles of stylistic innovation that 

upset systemic equilibrium in order that it may be restored at a higher 

level. It is the given, the taken for granted, the new or second nature that 

is not only uncontested but actually sought by Jencks’s book.
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Jencks was by far not the only writer to assimilate the proliferation of 

images into an ecological model during the 1970s. For example, on two 

occasions in his Postmodernism, Jameson cites Susan Sontag’s 1977 clas-

sic, On Photography, to describe the suffocating totality or closure of the 

postmodern system of images. In one case, Jameson cites Sontag’s rec-

ommendation, in her book’s closing lines, of what she calls a “conserva-

tionist remedy” or, as she puts it, “an ecology not only of real things but 

of images as well.”25 For Jameson, this is a “classically liberal” solution to 

the challenges of postmodernism—“nothing in excess!”—that is overde-

termined by more radical alternatives figured negatively for Sontag by 

the suppression of images in Maoist China. The ecological model, then, 

while therapeutic, tends to foreclose any utopian alternative by virtue of 

its emphasis on homeostatic balance, despite the frequent association of 

the two terms ecology and utopia.

Similarly, in his evolutionary chart of languages proliferating in the 

polyphony of “radical eclecticism” Jencks deploys a homeostatic, ecolog-

ical model precisely to avert any radical, unforeseen break in a global 

economy of architectural styles circulating within a global economy 

of architectural production and consumption. In other words, there is 

nothing radical about “radical eclecticism.” Instead, the phrase encodes 

an unspoken anxiety that corresponds quite closely to what Jameson has 

called the “anxiety of Utopia,” but it is a fear in this case not so much of a 

revolutionary event (à la 1968) but of a revolutionary image that negates 

the system itself and that the system therefore cannot simply absorb, an 

authentic innovation within the image ecology that Lyotard might well 

have called “postmodern.”

This anxiety is played out vividly in Jencks’s earlier and most overtly 

prospective book, Architecture 2000: Predictions and Methods, published 

in 1971. There, in an opening chapter on the methodological pitfalls of 

futurology, Jencks links his efforts to predict the future of architecture to 

what he calls “critical evolution,” which is based on recombining the dis-

sected elements of a “system” rather than accepting its totality as inevi-

table.26 At one level, what he means here by “system” is close to what 

structural linguistics had called langue—the organizing structures of lan-

guage, as distinct from their specific manifestations in parole, or every-

day speech. Thus, Architecture 2000 already contains the architecture-

as-language premise of Jencks’s later book on postmodernism. Moreover, 
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in describing linguistic change as evolutionary, it much more explicitly 

attributes to the deep structures of architectural language all the charac-

teristics of a biological system.

Jencks acknowledges as much by comparing, in a footnote, the struc-

turalist langue with the closed system of systems theory (which origi-

nated in theoretical biology).27 Taken to a logical conclusion, according 

to Jencks, this amounts to a fatalistic view of history held by apologists for 

a technocratic future, such as Daniel Bell. In his own effort to steer away 

from such fatalism, Jencks prefers to follow systems theory in describing 

history as an “open system.” Thus the term critical in his notion of “criti-

cal evolution,” which indirectly modifies the arguments of the biologist 

and patron of modern architecture Julian Huxley in Evolution in Action 

(1953), whom Jencks also cites. In this popular work, Huxley develops his 

thesis on the emergence of a second-order evolution, in which human-

ity is able to shape its destiny through intervention in biological evolu-

tion with the instruments of culture, including both science and art. For 

Huxley earlier in his career (in the 1920s) this meant eugenics, while for 

Jencks in 1971 it meant genetic engineering, the future impact of which 

on architecture is the subject of his concluding chapter.

There, Jencks proposes something like a recombinant genetics oper-

ating on multiple subsystems within the bounds of the “general system” 

called architecture, since, as he puts it, borrowing the language of the 

biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy, “In general systems theory the machine, 

nature and culture are all just different levels of organized system work-

ing in opposition to the trend towards entropy or disorganization.”28 In 

that sense, Jencks continues, “We can combine semi-autonomous sys-

tems to direct our evolution in a variety of ways: through piecemeal 

shopping, through ad hoc legislative reform, through political action and 

even through transplant surgery and genetic engineering.”29 Accord-

ing to Jencks, the latter would yield various counter-entropic genetic 

hybrids, mutants, and chimeras, underlying all of which would be the 

homeostatic “general system” itself—for Jameson, late capitalism—that, 

through internal feedback–driven processes of natural selection, would 

reterritorialize or domesticate any mutation. For architecture, this would 

mean that there would be nothing authentically “new” under the sun, 

only slightly modified repetitions of existing archetypes comparable, 

according to Jencks, to Le Corbusier’s objets-types, acting like what he 

calls “evolutionary universals.” Language becomes the primary evidence 

for this hypothesis, when Jencks asks, rhetorically: “What [i]f the linguistic 
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universals that Noam Chomsky postulates underlie all natural languages, 

some of which would have to be built into any information-processing 

automata; or the structural universals which Lévi-Strauss contends can 

be found in every society?”30

Lying between this concluding chapter of Architecture 2000 and the 

book’s opening reflections on futurology is the architecture itself. Again 

utilizing a kind of mild, nondialectical structuralism, Jencks diagrams six 

different architectural traditions—logical, idealist, self-conscious, intui-

tive, activist, unselfconscious—along intersecting X-Y-Z axes. This, in 

turn, gives both the content and the form of another evolutionary tree 

extending to the year 2000. This tree is more like a swamp, a primal soup 

or ecosystem in which a plurality of styles float, compete, and mix, each 

hewing loosely to one or more of the six basic traditions. And in con-

trast to its successor in the later book this evolutionary tree reaches far 

forward in time, acting as what Jencks claims is a “framework for specu-

lation” regarding the future of architecture. Here we find what Jameson 

has called a “colonization of the future” comparable to those frameworks 

for speculation that organize the equally naturalized growth of finance 

capital—diagrams, charts, and projections of future performance, with 

all conceivable variables factored in.31

Though the actual categories developed by Jencks in both evolution-

ary trees are dubious or interchangeable at best, they share a status as 

images, a common denominator that allows the crossbreeding. Indeed 

the point of all the diagramming and all the classifying is, as Jencks puts 

it, “to obtain a complete picture of events that can subsequently be dis-

torted as surprising things start to happen.”32 That is, the point is to sup-

ply architects with images, the raw material—the genetic material, if you 

like—that allows them to produce new mutations in compliance with 

mutations in the general system. Like Le Corbusier’s objets-types, six dif-

ferent types of images are said to exist ahistorically and universally and 

therefore to preclude the appearance of anything totally unexpected. This 

is also Jencks’s answer to futurologist Herman Kahn’s “surprise-free” pro-

jections for the year 2000, which were extensions of paranoid fantasies 

circulating in the Hudson Institute in the late 1960s. In Jencks’s futurol-

ogy as in Kahn’s, surprises are factored into the evolutionary equation but 

now under the guise of an open-ended pluralism where, as Adorno and 

Max Horkheimer once said about capitalist growth in general: “chance 

itself is planned.”33 This, finally, is the deep structure of architectural his-

tory that organizes Jencks’s later characterization of postmodernism just 
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as it does his futurology: six great lineages persisting over time, cross-

breeding along structural axes and yielding uninterrupted stylistic inno-

vation while in effect still maintaining a status quo: evolution, rather 

than revolution.

It is worth noting here that minus the structuralism, this (albeit popu-

larized) systems model, with its emphasis on internal heterogeneity, also 

bears some comparison to the far more rigorous emphasis on dissensus 

and paradox in Niklas Luhmann’s notion of art as an autopoetic “social 

system.” For Luhmann, all such systems maintain “organized complex-

ity” in continual, dynamic evolution through recursive self-referential-

ity. Distinguished by the primacy of “second-order observations” made 

by an observer observing her/himself or others observing the artwork, a 

distinctly “modern” (i.e., post-Enlightenment) art in this instance mul-

tiplies its terms of reference internally, while maintaining its systemic 

coherence or autonomy externally. Second-order observations work to 

increase differentiation through a paradox of observability: one can only 

observe oneself observing if one forgoes rooted “first-order observation” 

in favor of contingent “second-order observation.” But in distinction to 

Lyotard and, in a different sense, Jameson, and in accordance with the 

second-order or autopoetic cybernetics on which Luhmann relies, the 

unity of the system is maintained through its relentless drive to expand 

(for Luhmann: to “evolve,” for Jameson: like capital), through constrained 

innovation rather than through consensus.34 In the place of homeostatic 

balance is an apparently open-ended self-differencing, through which 

(again somewhat paradoxically) the “system” nevertheless consolidates 

itself, an effect read by Lyotard and other critics of Luhmann as a self-

regulating postmodern twist on modernist administrative rationality.35

Taken on their own, however, it would be difficult to say whether the 

traces of a systems model, which carry through into Jencks’s postmod-

ernism book as the architectural gene pool is described in more explic-

itly linguistic terms, makes Jencks himself more modern or more post-

modern. Jameson, for his part, is content to treat him as a spokesman 

for the postmodern in architecture who is nevertheless attuned to the 

persistence of the modern in its various guises. He further commends 

Jencks for emphasizing the manifest populism of postmodern architec-

ture, which Jameson regards more as evidence of a crisscrossing of high 

and low, classical and vernacular, rather than a switchover from one to 

the other. However, as is also typical in architectural discussions of post-

modernism, Jameson makes no mention of the proto- or pseudoscientific 
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pretensions underlying Jencks’s “evolutionary trees.” Given that the sub-

stance of Jencks’s often contradictory and loose argument is not neces-

sarily central to Jameson’s overall thesis regarding architecture’s post-

modern credentials, this may not be an issue. Still, if we are to believe 

that what is called postmodernism in architecture, as represented dis-

cursively by works such as Learning from Las Vegas and The Language of 

Post-Modern Architecture, bears any relation to the “postmodern space” 

of distinctly nondiscursive buildings such as Portman’s hotel, we must 

pursue the question further.

In his 1991 Postmodernism, Jameson also writes architecture into the late-

capitalist equation through different channels, analyzing the early work 

of Frank Gehry as modeling, somewhat involuntarily and in the form of a 

spatial puzzle, the nearly ungraspable totality of the “power networks of 

so-called multinational capitalism itself.”36 But if Jameson’s vocation as a 

literary critic as well as his focus on postmodernism as a “cultural logic” 

may incline him to note the contemporaneous tendency of architectural 

theory toward proto-literary narrative analysis, the foregoing discussion 

suggests that perhaps we should insist on equal representation for archi-

tecture’s encounters with science.

Much of what has passed as postmodernism in science has, from the 

point of view of its detractors at least, come precariously close to deserv-

ing the appellation “science fiction.” When applied to scientific knowl-

edge itself, this would either be an oxymoron, in the sense that science 

can by definition never be fiction, or the opposite, where all science is, 

in a sense, fiction—that is: narrative, text, social construction. One figure 

who has traditionally been associated with the constructionist position 

but who has also attempted to declare a sort of truce in the science wars 

by revising the terms of the debate is Bruno Latour. Unwilling simply to 

transfer the source of scientific authority from a universalized “nature” to 

a relativized “culture,” Latour has systematically explored the multifari-

ous alliances between the two as constitutive of—rather than as devia-

tions from—the truth claims (and the truths) of science. So it may not be 

entirely fortuitous that Jameson reproduces Latour’s 1984 list of sardonic 

synonyms for “the modern world,” all of which exhibit an aversion to the 

impure, networked hybrids that Latour argues constitute the true firma-

ment of scientific knowledge.37

All the while eschewing the label postmodern, in We Have Never Been 
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Modern (1991) Latour designates as “nature-cultures” the hybrid impu-

rities on which a nonreductionist, nonessentialist, “non-modern” sci-

ence works. Their pragmatic, irreducible complexity joins these “quasi-

objects” (Michel Serres) into networks of alliance and/or antagonism. 

These networks seem to reverse the breakdown of the signifying chain 

discerned by Jameson, by making sense of otherwise senseless, schiz-

oid juxtapositions found within such postmodern conditions as con-

troversies over AIDS research as reported in newspapers, where “heads 

of state, chemists, biologists, desperate patients and industrialists find 

themselves caught up in a single uncertain story mixing biology and poli-

tics.”38 In collecting hybrid networks together into what he has elsewhere 

called “assemblies of assemblies,” Latour attempts to put them to work in 

the service of a constructive renovation of the institutions, or the “consti-

tution,” of parliamentary democracy. Hence his proposal for an encom-

passing “parliament of things,” which overcomes the great nature/cul-

ture divide by bringing to the surface the political and scientific networks 

of humans and nonhumans—Donna Haraway’s “cyborgs”—that prolifer-

ate just beneath modernism’s dogmatic absolutes.

Latour intends this model to take the place of a representational one, 

whereby politics is a function of representatives making representations 

in a contractually limited space that pre-sorts or divides materials into 

rigid classes of objects. Among these are nature, society, and discourse, 

which he contends (in 1991), the postmodern condition has

recently sought to juxtapose . . . without even trying to connect them. If they 

are kept distinct, and if all three are separate from the work of hybridization, 

the image of the modern world they give is indeed terrifying: a nature and 

technology that are absolutely sleek; a society made up solely of false con-

sciousness, simulacra, and illusions; a discourse consisting only in mean-

ing effects detached from everything; and this whole world of appearances 

keeps afloat other disconnected elements of networks that can be com-

bined haphazardly by collage from all places and all times. Enough, indeed, 

to make one contemplate jumping off a cliff.39

Under Latour’s alternative model, questions of authenticity become 

questions of authentication in which truth is a function of testimony, 

record keeping, demonstration and counterdemonstration, and so on. 

And though Latour makes no mention of architecture, like Jameson 

he does rely on concrete spatial exemplars to make his case. Principal 

among these is the scientific laboratory, where, since the seventeenth 

century, apparently well-organized, objective experiments are seen to 
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be highly mediated through—in one historical example—the complex 

interplay of vacuum pumps, leaky gaskets, chicken feathers, annotation 

techniques, and the testimony of expert witnesses, among other things. 

Only through such mediation does something emerge that can be called 

a scientific fact.40 By virtue of their practical function within expansive 

philosophical and political debates, scientific facts, the veracity of which 

is authenticated pragmatically through their participation in nature-cul-

ture assemblages, in turn bear witness to the fact that “we live in com-

munities whose social bond comes from objects fabricated in laborato-

ries.”41 Although the emphasis on contingency would seem at least to 

make Latour a relativist if not a postmodernist, he is quick to object that 

the semiotic turn that underwrote most postmodernisms (including, we 

must insist, the architectural ones) ascribed to language an undue degree 

of autonomy and thus overlooked its actual, mediating role in a field made 

up concretely of “quasi-objects” and “quasi-subjects,” or again, networks 

connecting politics, philosophy, vacuum pumps, leaky gaskets, chicken 

feathers, annotation techniques, and the testimony of expert witnesses. 

In other words, for Latour as for so many others, the problem of post-

modernist semiotics is that its signs (and, we must assume, its decorated 

sheds) are insufficiently concrete, in the sense of their capacity to medi-

ate human social relations in practical terms.

And yet architects like Venturi and Scott Brown had already discov-

ered the contrary in designing real scientific laboratories. By Latour’s 

own admission, the output of the late-twentieth-century laboratory con-

sisted mainly of linguistic elements, in the form of tables, charts, notes, 

data sets, reports, grant applications, refereed articles, and the like. In an 

early work devoted to this argument, he and his colleague Steve Wool-

gar documented the ethnographic research that they had undertaken at 

one such laboratory, which also happened to be a major work of late-

modernist architecture designed by Robert Venturi’s mentor, Louis Kahn: 

the Salk Institute for Biological Science in La Jolla, California.42 The Salk 

Institute was representative of Kahn’s quest for an architecture of unme-

diated metaphysical content—what Venturi and Scott Brown would call 

a “duck.” It was among those modern institutions, including other scien-

tific laboratories and a house of parliament, rendered by Kahn throughout 

his career as monuments that dug deep into architecture’s transhistorical 

reservoir of symbolic affect, manifest in the building’s ponderous con-

crete walls and poetically empty courtyard. More generally, Kahn’s archi-

tecture was frequently invoked in neo-Heideggerian attempts to recover 

an authentic “ground” for architectural discourse.



 86 .  I M A G E

Kahn himself described the Salk Institute’s internal, spatial hierarchies 

as separating the realm of the “measurable” (the laboratory rendered as a 

utilitarian shell) from the “unmeasurable” (the offices and social spaces, 

rendered as a symbolic screen).43 Such myths, both written and built, 

formed an important target of the postmodernist revolt personified by 

Venturi and Scott Brown and codified by Jencks, while also representing 

one of its most enduring models, as exemplified by the ongoing sponsor-

ship that Kahn received from Venturi’s supporter, the historian Vincent 

Scully, whereas in their account of what they called “laboratory life” at 

Salk, Latour and Woolgar simply ignored architectural attempts to com-

municate. In their place was the architecture of taking notes, labeling 

samples, compiling data, inputting that data into computers (which only 

output more data), and so on.44

“We shall emphasize image,” wrote Venturi and Scott Brown in Learn-

ing from Las Vegas.45 And so they did. In many ways this process reached 

its apotheosis in a series of scientific laboratories designed by their firm 

in the 1980s and 1990s, which must be seen in relation to those designed 

earlier by Kahn, including both the Salk Institute and the Richards Medi-

cal Center at the University of Pennsylvania. In Venturi, Rauch and Scott 

Brown’s “postmodern” laboratories, images applied to the surfaces of 

sheds were inseparable from the life of the laboratory itself, inside and 

out. This corresponded with the thesis of Signs of Life: Symbols in the 

American City, an exhibition installed by Venturi and Scott Brown at the 

Smithsonian Institution in Washington in 1976. There, the lessons of Las 

Vegas regarding the iconography of a building’s exterior on “The Strip” 

and on “Main Street” were complemented with the interior iconogra-

phy of “The Home,” in which everyday domestic objects and environ-

ments were decoded for their latent semantics. Venturi and Scott Brown 

brought this applied domesticity to their laboratory projects, most visibly 

at the Lewis Thomas Laboratory for Molecular Biology at Princeton Uni-

versity, completed in 1986.

The Princeton laboratory was designed in a collaboration with Pay-

ette Associates, a firm recognized for its technical expertise in the design 

of hospitals in the 1960s and 1970s, with VRSB in charge of the outside 

of the building (its image) and Payette supervising the planning of the 

technically complex interior, in a division of labor that, like the building, 

seemed to follow the logic of the decorated shed. The result was a vari-

ation on Kahn’s separation of the “measurable” space of the laboratory 

from the “unmeasurable” symbolism dedicated to the external, social 



 I M A G E  .  87

collective. Venturi described the laboratory in prosaic terms as a “generic 

loft building” designed for maximum flexibility, with a patterned facade 

adjusted to the visual rhythms of the adjacent campus buildings.46

But at either end of the building’s rectangular volume, Venturi and 

his colleagues had requested an anomaly in the spatial rhythms. Payette 

Associates complied by supplying small, informal lounges, intended to 

encourage social interaction among researchers so that they might better 

share their knowledge in a field that only exists by virtue of its interdisci-

plinary linkages. These, along with many of the other details of the build-

ing’s interior, were executed by VRSB in keeping with the user-friendly 

iconographic accessibility for which the firm had become known. Like 

the windows that are “frankly windows” at Guild House, those portions 

of the building’s interior devoted to socializing—also acknowledged by 

Latour and Woolgar (as well as by Venturi’s clients) as instrumental to 

the linguistic output of “laboratory life”—carried a rhetorical straight-

forwardness that Venturi described as “accommodating a permanent 

Venturi, Rauch, and Scott Brown, Lewis Thomas Laboratory, Princeton, New Jersey, 
1986. Exterior with protruding lounges. Photograph by Matt Wargo for Venturi, Scott 
Brown and Associates, Inc. Courtesy Venturi, Scott Brown and Associates, Inc.
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ambience where one anticipates the comfort of the familiar.” This was 

in contrast to the relative neutrality of the laboratory spaces themselves, 

which were flexible sheds designed to anticipate change in a “clutter 

of creative action, analytical, intuitive, physical” no different from the 

clamor of inscription that Latour had found at Salk.47

Thus at Princeton specialists in higher eukaryotes could socialize in a 

soft, comfortable VRSB-designed window nook with specialists in lower 

eukaryotes, and virologists could share their insights over coffee with 

botanists. And so, the “signs of life” that Venturi and Scott Brown had 

read into suburban domesticity now helped organize the life of the sci-

entific laboratory. To what end? Not only to domesticate science within 

the postmodern oikos, or home, offered by an ecology of codified images 

first mapped out with scientistic earnestness by Jencks, but also to feed 

such imagery back into science itself, as a functional necessity for the 

postmodern scientific innovation on which Lyotard wagered. Aesthetics 

and technoscientific knowledge are inseparable here; the lounges and 

other trimmings, and the “laboratory life” they represent, are more than 

mere ideology. They are real, in the sense that the building deploys the 

communicative functionality of images side by side with the mechanized 

functionality of space. Whether modern or postmodern, Venturi and Scott 

Brown’s laboratory architecture thus also conforms with Jencks’s homeo-

static project by translating a reassuring domesticity into the realm of 

the scientific imaginary: a familiar, fragile image of a home, supporting 

a schizoid, postmodern science presided over by nature-culture hybrids 

with interchangeable names like Genentech and Genzyme—in other 

words, science fiction.

The imaging of science would be carried forward in other laboratory 

commissions that fell to the Venturi, Rauch, and Scott Brown firm in 

the 1980s and 1990s. And if the instrumental feedback of positivist the-

ories of social communication into the laboratory environment would 

also seem to confirm Latour’s early account of the laboratory as a social 

field that is constantly writing and rewriting itself, the difference is that 

by now architecture had entered the picture, making its own contribu-

tion to all the socializing, all the writing, all the “communication.” But 

it had not entered the picture merely as a flexible loft space that accom-

modates these practices. Architecture had entered the agonistic field of 

postmodern science as an image—an image of domesticity, a sign of life, 
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of couches, coffee, and community, the raw materials of the oikos of both 

economics and ecology.

An ecological model is also at the center of Latour’s expanded “par-

liament of things” (or of nature-culture hybrids). But unlike Jencks’s, 

Latour’s ecology is not a naturalizing one. As he elaborates it elsewhere, 

it is a political ecology that refuses the reduction of nature to the terms of 

either of the two “eco” sciences—the “‘warm, green’ nature of the ecolo-

gists” or the “red in tooth and claw” law of the jungle of a fundamentalist 

economics.48 In Latour’s model, the naturalized oikos, or home, of both 

ecology and economy is split into two houses of parliament, in a “new 

bicameralism” that displaces the modernist partition of facts versus val-

ues onto two levels of political activity. The first house is charged with 

“taking into account” and with asking “how many are we?” by staging the 

manifold perplexities of hybridized nature-cultures as practical, always 

politicized questions of enumeration and verification, in which the prag-

matic authentication of data replaces the metaphysics of authenticity. 

Meanwhile the second house is charged with asking the question “can 

we live together?” and with arranging in rank order the priorities associ-

ated with each fact and each constituency.

Latour’s proposition revolves around a new division of labor for pro-

fessionals, a redistribution of “skills for the collective” in which each is 

expected to make an equal if distinct contribution. There are roles for 

scientists, (to “make the world speak”), politicians (to mediate and com-

promise), economists (to model), and moralists (to force the collective to 

see itself from the point of view of those who have been excluded).49 But 

given that Latour follows this list with instructions for what he calls “the 

organization of the construction site” in preparation for erecting the new 

parliamentary edifice, it may surprise that there is no designated role 

for architects. Or rather, architects (including, perhaps, Latour himself) 

seem to perform a kind of metapolitics here by constructing the space in 

which it all happens—again, a doubled-up house of parliament modeled 

on a scientific laboratory. According to its metaphorical architect, this 

new double house actually contains “flowing basins, as multiple as riv-

ers, as dispersed as tributaries, as wild as the brooks on a map of France.” 

Before such multiplicities, camouflaged as houses, “no entity is asked to 

declare, before its propositions are taken seriously, whether it is natural 

or artificial, attached or detached, objective or subjective, rational or irra-

tional” or, we can add, authentic or inauthentic.50 Thus to postmodern-

ist multiculturalism is added what Latour calls “multinaturalism,” and 
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the science wars, far from being concluded, are extended into a “war of 

the worlds” that seeks to replace the transcendentalism of modernist sci-

ence and the relativism of postmodernist multiculturalism with—again 

an architectural metaphor—the “common world to be built,” the oikos of 

both economy and ecology.51

But here is Latour’s subterfuge, his rhetorical sleight of hand. He 

claims, “I have no utopia to propose, no critical denunciation to proffer, 

no revolution to hope for. . . . Far from designing a world to come, I have 

only made up for lost time by putting words to alliances, congregations, 

synergies that already exist everywhere and that only the ancient preju-

dices kept us from seeing.”52 And so he takes architecture for granted. 

That is, in contrast to Jameson, who perhaps overplays architecture’s 

antimetaphysical postmodernity, Latour treats it as a near-metaphysical 

constant, by failing to take architecture’s own discourse and production 

“into account” as an element of the dynamic, nonmodern assemblages 

he enumerates—not only in the sense of the a priori spatial organiza-

tion of politics into two houses but also in the sense of the prolifera-

tion of images that architecture had historically and concretely become, 

including the architecture of the scientific laboratory. And yet, as a politi-

cal ecologist supplying what he calls “the designation of the edifice to be 

built,” Latour assumes the duties of an architect, a custodian of the future 

who nevertheless refuses to name himself as such, who declares that it all 

exists already—in other words, an architect truly deserving of the name 

“postmodern.”

But if Latour’s parliament is modeled on a scientific laboratory, his 

concluding propositions might be different if the architecture in ques-

tion here is seen less metaphorically and more literally. After all, since at 

least the 1970s what was called ecology amounted in political terms not 

to a set of imperatives drawn from direct experience of the ecosphere but 

from calculated assessments of risk generated in the laboratory, includ-

ing the risk of ecological and/or economic catastrophe. Thus the linguis-

tic units coming out of laboratories constitute, among other things, the 

actual, raw materials of a “risk society” and as such are comparable to 

the risk/reward calculations organizing Jameson’s “colonization of the 

future.”53 In this light, the function of Jencks’s evolutionary trees and of 

Venturi and Scott Brown’s domesticated laboratories was to manage both 

the ontological and the practical risks, and both the crises of authenticity 

and of authentication, brought about by the recognition that signs, sym-

bols, and images were real and not merely ideological decoration applied 

to utilitarian sheds. This, then, was and remains architecture’s image 
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problem: the problem of taking into account architecture-as-image. Not 

as some grand illusion or mere surface effect but as a concrete instru-

ment that writes what we might call a science fiction, in this case about 

science itself.

Jameson, for his part, would find a different postmodernity in cer-

tain authors of science fiction. As with his appreciation of Herr’s linguis-

tic innovations in narrating the war in Vietnam in nonlinear anti-narra-

tives, Jameson sees in the writings of J. G. Ballard, for example, a way of 

narrating postmodern space-time. He associates Ballard’s science fiction 

with what he calls a “spatialization of the temporal” imbued with a dis-

aggregating tendency toward entropy, which is precisely the opposite of 

the anti-entropic, homeostatic naturalism of Jencks’s evolutionary trees 

and of Venturi and Scott Brown’s docile laboratories.54 And if, as Jameson 

is at pains to show, his privileging of architectural examples to describe 

this spatialization is not intended to restrict postmodern space-time to a 

leisure-entertainment experience, whether in Los Angeles or Las Vegas, 

Portman’s hotel becomes a kind of science-fiction architecture, a defa-

miliarized world unto itself in which the human subject is metaphori-

cally (if not literally) lost in space.

It is also worth noting that in the mid-1970s, as architects like Ven-

turi and Scott Brown were actively rejecting modernist utopias with their 

slogan “Main Street is almost all right,” while Jencks was drawing up the 

family trees of “radical eclecticism” and Latour was stalking scientists 

at the Salk Institute, Jameson was working through the utopian science 

fiction of Ursula Le Guin, among others. He concluded that Le Guin’s 

ambivalent or even dark projections of utopian socio-ecological experi-

ments, such as the rough-and-ready anarchism of the planet Annares in 

The Dispossessed (1974), are evidence not of “utopia as such, but rather 

our own incapacity to conceive it in the first place.”55

To Le Guin’s novels we can add the science-fiction architecture of 

Venturi and Scott Brown and many others climbing Jencks’s evolution-

ary trees, but in reverse. For what we have here, in the ecology of styles 

of which these laboratories and the discourse surrounding them form a 

part, is a willing concession, a sigh of resignation, that it is almost all right 

not to be able to imagine any alternative. For his part Latour, the politi-

cal ecologist, has attempted from the side of science to denaturalize a 

related system of signs without giving up entirely on their content. Such a 

perspective would identify the trees on which Jencks’s architectural “lan-

guages” hang, as well as the paradoxical teleology they uphold, as still 

belonging to the species “modern” for their uncontested naturalism. The 
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same applies to Venturi and Scott Brown’s attempts to advance a theory 

of authentic architectural language attuned to messages coming from 

below. By contrast, if the scientific laboratory is among the sites in which 

modernity’s legitimation crises are played out and where a real, material 

struggle over signs and their meaning occurs, its architecture, too, must 

be among the variables in the post-postmodern equation.

After all, is it not possible to imagine that the politics of political ecology 

might lie in some small part in the struggle over specifically and irreduc-

ibly architectural images—images of laboratories as images, perhaps—

that actively reimagine and reorganize, rather than domesticate, the rela-

tion between nature and culture? Far from constituting one more set of 

consumables for Jencks’s “radical eclecticism,” and unlike those images 

that make up the oikos, the well-kept if more inclusive house of both 

ecology and economics on which Latour ultimately stakes his claim, such 

images could be called authentic. But their authenticity would lie neither 

in their immediate legibility nor in their free play. Instead, it would lie in 

their very real capacity to stir the imagination toward something differ-

ent, something like what modernists used to call Utopia, which to our 

tired, postmodern eyes might yet again be new. 
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5 M A T E R I A L I T Y

Mirrors

t wo dark, crystalline solids  are poised corner to corner on a di-

agonal and separated by a tense, narrow gap. For twenty-eight stories, 

each of these consists of an extruded trapezoid, in the form of a rectangle 

with one of its corners cut off. From floors twenty-nine through thirty-six, 

each volume has another corner cut off in section at a forty-five-degree 

angle but in opposite directions. Seen frontally (and at some distance), 

the resulting figure resembles an elongated, archaic house form with a 

slit down the middle. Seen from other angles (and closer in), the figure 

breaks up and the two solids vie for dominance, as right angles and diag-

onals bounce off one another in what their tinted, reflective surfaces cap-

ture as an overlay of lines and planes. At the base, these reflections be-

come literal on the exterior and virtual on the interior, as two mirrored-

glass planes stretch up from the sidewalk on opposites sides of the site, 

and into the ten-foot-wide crevice that separates the two volumes. In-

side, this atrium roof is supported by a latticework of triangulated trusses 

that match up with the gridded curtain walls in which the two volumes 

are wrapped.

The object (if, indeed, a composition of two elements can still be 

called an “object”) has many corners. There are inside corners and out-

side corners; there are corners that turn at right angles, at acute angles, 

and at obtuse angles, in both plan and section. At each turn of each cor-

ner, something happens. The figure either asserts itself by aligning cer-

tain corners while setting others in counterpoint, or it disintegrates, its 

contours falling away as corners compete in three dimensions, one turn-

ing this way, the other that—an effect that is particularly evident as one 

looks up from the base at the vertiginous play of one chamfer against 

the other at the top. These competing effects pose a series of difficult 



 94 .  M A T E R I A L I T Y

questions with remarkable efficiency: Is this a symbol, or is it simply a 

form? Is it representational or abstract? Or is it both? Neither? Regardless 

of how such questions are answered, their very posing secures one indis-

putable fact about the object: It is a work of architecture.

Or is it? In 1992, the novelist and cultural critic Amitav Ghosh asked 

why the transnational oil economy, unlike the spice trade in earlier days, 

had yet to produce great literature.1 The same might be asked about its 

architecture, though the oil industry has produced, directly or indirectly, 

Philip Johnson and John Burgee, Pennzoil Place, Houston, 
1976. Photograph by Richard Payne, FAIA.
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a great number of buildings. Among these are several designed and built 

by the firm of Philip Johnson/John Burgee in Houston, Texas, including 

the object described above, Pennzoil Place (1976). These are not neces-

sarily works executed on behalf of oil companies but rather works exe-

cuted in and by a milieu fueled by the petrodollars that flowed freely 

into the U.S. economy during the 1970s. Philip Johnson belonged to this 

milieu and profited from it. But both Johnson’s activities and the com-

missions his firm received were only indirectly linked to the oil industry. 

For example, his long friendship with members of the de Menil family, 

whose wealth derived from the Schlumberger Oil equipment company, 

translated mainly into art institutions such as the Amon Carter Museum 

in Fort Worth (1961).2 All of which poses significant methodological 

problems for any analysis concerned with the interrelation of architec-

ture, materiality, and capital.

If we can imagine such a thing as “oil money,” what role does architec-

ture play in its circulation, if any? Conversely, what role does the circu-

lation of oil as capital play in the production of architecture, if any? To 

avoid reductive equations between architecture and money or, more to 

the point, between the ephemerality of postmodern architectural imag-

ery and the perceived immateriality of finance capital, Fredric Jameson 

suggests that we “elaborate a series of mediations between the economic 

and the aesthetic,” beginning with the mediations effected by “new tech-

nologies.” Thus intermediated, aesthetics and economics operate as two 

among many semi-autonomous yet mutually interpenetrating “levels.”3 

Still, there remains the question of value, in respect to which Jameson 

usefully compares Manfredo Tafuri and Rem Koolhaas shadowboxing 

over questions of “beauty” or “spirituality” in their respective interpre-

tations of Rockefeller Center. Having already hinted that the actualities 

on which Rockefeller Center is built are primarily symbolic rather than 

immediately productive (oil and land speculation, etc.), Jameson assigns 

to each of his boxers an antithetical resolution of the ambiguity inherent 

in the artwork understood as a “symbolic act.” Such an evaluation breaks 

down along its axis of symmetry, indicating either a merely symbolic act 

(Tafuri) or, conversely, a productively symbolic act (Koolhaas).4 Jame-

son provisionally resolves the ambiguity by appealing to David Harvey’s 

extrapolations from Marx on the long-term virtualization of “ground 

rent” as “fictitious capital.” This refers to the extraction of value from land 
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not based on labor but on what Harvey calls “a flow of money capital not 

backed by any commodity transaction,” based solely on the expectation 

of future value, “a claim upon future revenues.”5 Risking (or courting) 

what we might call an aestheticization of economics, Jameson imputes 

to this essentially symbolic economy an analogy with what many crit-

ics have taken to be the “symbolic” (i.e., aesthetic) value of Rockefeller 

Center. Which in turn allows him to name, with the help of vivid imagery 

from Charles Jencks, an isotropic “modernism to the second power” of 

which, we can assume, Rockefeller Center is an avatar.6

The displacement of use value by what is in effect an exchanging of 

exchange values, enabled in the economic sphere by the technosocial 

mediation of global financial networks, leads Jameson to that “aspect of 

late-capitalist abstraction, the way in which it dematerializes without 

signifying in any traditional way spirituality: ‘breaking down the appar-

ent mass, density, weight of a fifty storey building,’ as Jencks puts it. 

The evolution of the curtain wall ‘decreases the mass and weight while 

enhancing the volume and the contour—the difference between a brick 

and a balloon.’”7 Though we might disagree that this process is not spiri-

tual in “any traditional way,” it is only a short distance from here to other 

aesthetic forms, such as “Barthesian connotation . . . or reflection about 

reflection.”8 That Jameson, with Derrida, sees a ghost in this hall of mir-

rors gives some indication that the commodification of the future (Tafu-

ri’s “planification”) brings with it dead bodies but also the possibility of 

returns, disappearances, and reappearances.

Jameson is well aware of the possibility, whether in Rockefeller Center 

or in its spectral postmodern futures, that the question of value can sim-

ply be excluded on principle, in the eventuality that “we have to do with 

a bad, or at best a mediocre, set of buildings.”9 Still, however commer-

cial it may seem, even so-called developer architecture is never entirely 

reducible to the economic interests behind it. It remains, in some sense, 

architecture. As such, its liminality might even serve to illuminate oth-

erwise obscure properties of more canonical works. In that sense, John-

son’s long-standing commitment to architecture as an art form—we can 

call it architecture with a capital A, or Architecture—was both tested and 

affirmed in his collaborations with developers and petrodollars in Hous-

ton and elsewhere. The context for this was the increasingly global mar-

ketplace also invoked by Jameson that, during the 1970s, generated new 

combinations of finance capital, cultural capital, and real estate specula-

tion. But despite his increasing celebrity, Philip Johnson did not exactly 
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become a “brand” during this period. Nor was he reduced to a mere com-

modity (or “whore,” to use his own terminology). Instead, he and his work 

were, in a technical sense, media. That is to say: Johnson was not only a 

media figure, he was also, with his architecture, a medium and a media-

tor, both in Jameson’s sense and in the sense of a figure who channels 

ostensibly spiritual or—more to the point—otherworldly forces. And in 

Houston, he and his architecture specifically channeled the force called 

“oil.”

Circulating as it does in the mass media but also in various semi-

scholarly contexts, “oil” is, strictly speaking, a fetish.10 A fetish is some-

thing that both reveals and conceals at once. That is why Americans could 

be told in 2006 that they were addicted to oil by George W. Bush, the man 

who started an oil company with the comical name Arbusto Energy in 

1977.11 Simply put, “oil” is a thing that is named, desired, and sometimes 

gone to war over whose aura actually works to conceal the complex and 

often violent social and historical processes that make it possible in the 

first place. In that sense, buildings like Johnson/Burgee’s Pennzoil Place, 

designed and built for the developer Gerald Hines between 1973 and 

1976, do not really represent “oil”; rather, they produce it, in the form of a 

fetish—an object with special powers.

In other words, these buildings do not merely symbolize the power of 

oil companies. This is partly because what we call “oil” is really a hybrid 

plurality of actual objects, including the chemical called petroleum in its 

various states of refinement, as well as the various mechanisms via which 

it is extracted, and those via which it is processed, and those via which it 

is transported, and those via which it is sold and burned, and the gases 

thereby emitted, and the human bodies thereby propelled in machines, 

and those (perhaps in Nigeria) whose land is expropriated that these 

machines may receive more fuel, and the various organizations that do 

the expropriating, refining, selling, burning, and so on. All of these actual-

ities are, in a sense, forced together into the phantasm called “oil,” which 

in turn only exists by virtue of its capacity to keep the inherent contra-

dictions and competing interests that it harbors at bay, to say nothing of 

its periodic, outright savagery. In helping to channel these objects and 

the forces flowing from and through them—amplifying some, screening 

out others—architecture helps quite literally to build this phantasm, the 

existence and effects of which are inescapably real.

But, pace Jameson, all of this occurs indirectly, through varying degrees 

of mediation. In fact, despite its name Pennzoil Place was not even built 
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directly for an oil company. It was built for a real estate developer who 

had been approached by an oil company to build an office building in 

downtown Houston. As it turned out, the building involved two oil com-

panies. In 1954 Pennzoil’s chairman and Hines’s client Hugh Liedtke had 

formed a partnership with the elder George Bush in an entity called Zap-

ata Petroleum (named after the film Viva! Zapata). In 1959, Bush sold his 

interests in Zapata Petroleum to Liedtke’s Pennzoil conglomerate, while 

spinning off the Zapata Offshore Oil Company for himself.12 During the 

planning phase of Johnson’s building, Hines and Liedtke brought in Zap-

ata Petroleum as an additional major tenant and with it, the criterion 

that both companies be recognized in the building’s architecture.13 The 

result was a kind of twinned Seagram Building skewed along the diagonal 

that runs from one corner of the site to the other. Each tower has a dis-

tinct, but counterposed, diagonal roof. At the base, the atrium joins the 

two together as it presents another, lower diagonal volume to the street. 

Other major tenants of the complex included the Pennzoil-owned United 

Gas Pipeline Company and the Houston office of Arthur Anderson, which 

later became involved in the collapse of Enron.

But Johnson’s architecture also channeled itself, as Architecture, in 

a kind of feedback loop of mediation. Stylistically, Pennzoil Place was 

among Johnson’s last recognizably “modern” buildings. In 1954 he had 

already theorized the diverse forms of fetishism characteristic of mod-

ern architecture, calling them “crutches,” even as he admitted to relying 

on them himself on occasion. But according to Johnson, architects who 

rely too heavily on these crutches obscure the aesthetic essence of archi-

tecture—its true, unfettered status as an art object.14 Crutch-free archi-

tecture is autonomous architecture, architecture standing on its own, a 

position with which Johnson’s name has long been associated. And so we 

can test out his theory by applying it to his building.

First crutch: The crutch of history. Though in 1954 Johnson could 

declare this crutch relatively inoperative, by 1973 it was certainly an issue 

and included, in this case, the history of modernism itself. That history is 

captured here in the form of a mannered quotation of Seagram’s 4'-7 ½" 

module, squashed into 2'-6"-wide units and spread in what Johnson 

called an “all over pattern” that stretches over Pennzoil’s canted “roofs.”15

Second crutch: The crutch of pretty drawing, or the “pretty plan.” 

Johnson once compared the plan of Pennzoil to the then-new NBC logo, 

inverted with a gap in the middle. Still, it is true that presentation draw-

ings were not very important at Pennzoil. In their place was a twelve-
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foot-square model of Houston, a five-foot-tall model of the building, two 

interior models of the atrium, and a fifteen-screen slide show starring 

Johnson himself, in which he explained to potential tenants the oceanic 

swell of emotion they would experience upon entering the building each 

morning.16

Third crutch: The crutch of utility. Here is Johnson in 1954: “They say a 

building is good architecture if it works. Of course, this is poppycock. All 

buildings work.”17 Pennzoil certainly works, and by most accounts works 

well. What does it do? Among other things, it helps to produce the phan-

tasm called “oil.”

Fourth crutch: The crutch of comfort, in which “environmental con-

trol starts to replace architecture.” In an echo of Johnson/Burgee’s earlier, 

environmentally controlled atrium space in the aptly named Investors 

Diversified Services (IDS) Center that defended against cold winters in 

Minneapolis, the air-conditioned atrium at Pennzoil is among its most 

distinct architectural features. Given the cost pressures of a speculative 

office building, it would probably not exist but for its capacity to defend 

oil industry workers against the extreme heat of a Houston summer.

Fifth crutch: The crutch of cheapness, or what Johnson called the 

“economic motive.” As speculative office buildings go, Pennzoil was rel-

atively expensive. Still, its economics were never far from the surface, 

and as Gerald Hines suggested at the time, its high level of design—its 

proximity to Architecture (and we must assume, to the name of Philip 

Johnson)—made it attractive to tenants willing to pay a dollar or so more 

per square foot.18

Sixth crutch: The crutch of serving the client. As Johnson put it, “[S]erv-

ing the client is one thing and the art of architecture another.”19 True. But 

at Pennzoil, among the services offered by Johnson’s firm to their client 

Hines was to produce a work of Architecture, an artwork. Why? Because 

it would fetch higher rents.20

Finally there is the seventh crutch: The crutch of structure, of which 

Johnson happily admitted, “I use it all the time myself.”21 And indeed it is 

there at Pennzoil, in the regular column grid and in the trusses carrying 

the atrium roof, one precedent for which is the atrium-like roof cover-

ing the multilevel space of the sculpture galley at Johnson’s New Canaan 

estate, completed in 1970. But in a perfect reversal, the actual structure at 

Pennzoil was built by “oil” itself: in this case, by Zapata Petroleum’s affili-

ate, Zapata Warrior Constructors.22

Does this mean that architecture, having become dependent on, or 
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addicted to, these seven crutches, is unable to stand on its own at Pen-

nzoil? Yes and no, because Architecture also helps to prop up all the 

crutches. To demonstrate, I would like to add an eighth crutch—or really, 

a counter-crutch—to Johnson’s list. Call it the “crutch of the corner,” 

since it is often said that the real test of any Architect (capital A) is how 

she turns the corner (consider, for example, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 

at the Illinois Institute of Technology). Johnson himself was fond of this 

criterion, as when he suggested that Mies had achieved at the Seagram 

Building a corner of sufficient nuance to merit comparison with the 

pilastered turn executed by Karl Friedrich Schinkel at the Altes Museum 

in Berlin. According to Johnson, such a comparison offered a salutary 

demonstration of the degree to which “architecture can be judged by cor-

ner treatment.”23

As I have already suggested Pennzoil is, in a sense, all corners, inside 

and out. It is therefore potentially all Architecture, inside and out, at least 

to the degree that the turning of its corners is aesthetically pleasing, if 

not at times sublime. But the building’s evident reliance on crutches one 

through seven seems to contradict this possibility, or at least to reduce 

it to an honorable compromise between the architect and a developer-

patron who knew good architecture when he saw it. Since Pennzoil’s cor-

ners also sublimely serve the client with some of the most dramatic cor-

ner offices around, to say nothing of the relative ease with which they 

accommodated Hines’s budget, or the relative comfort of the multicor-

nered atrium, or the elegance of the plan, or the structural resonance of 

the module, or the economy with which program is accommodated or, 

subliminally, history is invoked.

Johnson’s former mentor-collaborator Mies rather notoriously used to 

say that God (read here: Architecture) is in the details. Bearing in mind 

that the theories of commodity fetishism to which I have been alluding 

with respect to “oil” begin with a definition of the fetish as a religious 

object most often found in so-called pagan religions, and given the pos-

sibility that for the quasi-Miesian Johnson Architecture was one such 

religion, it is only logical that we seek out its gods in Pennzoil’s details. 

Among these, one stands out. This is the turning of the corner at the peak 

of each tower, as the curtain wall folds diagonally across the building’s 

volume to produce the double-canted profile that gives the building its 

distinctive identity. Johnson called the resulting effect “pure shape” and 

celebrated the economy of means by which it was achieved. Apparently, 
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this architectural bonus added only eighty cents per square foot to the 

building’s bottom line.24 In return, Hines got what some (including John-

son) saw as the ghost of Minimal art or, again in Johnson’s words, “basic 

prismatic shape.”25

The detail by which this was achieved is not particularly elegant. In 

fact, one member of the Houston firm that actually worked it out, S. I. 

Morris Associates, called it “a real dude.”26 Still, the corner detail did what 

it had to do. It even contributed a little crypto-classicism to Johnson’s 

still-evolving aesthetic grab bag, in the form of the barely perceptible 

split pediment at the scale of the entire building that Frank Gehry later 

(and rather perceptively) identified as a possible predecessor to the Chip-

pendale roof atop Johnson/Burgee’s AT&T building of 1984.27 So, as Pen-

nzoil’s temple form comes into view and with it the god called Architec-

ture, it seems difficult to say that it also worships the god called “oil.” But 

again, this is not necessarily a question of representation per se; nor is it 

merely a question of a so-called iconic building paying symbolic homage 

to the powers that be. It is a question of what you do not see as much as 

what you do see, when you watch Architecture appear and disappear on 

the skyline of history.

Juan Pablo Pérez Alfonzo, the former Venezuelan oil minister and 

founder of OPEC, once called oil “the devil’s excrement.”28 Its corrupting 

promise of instantaneous wealth, in the form of a “black gold” worthy of 

El Dorado, operates on a mythic level. It works in a way that is compara-

ble to the holy grail that currency traders call arbitrage, which is in effect 

a nearly risk-free exploitation of a momentary imbalance in the finan-

cial markets. Perhaps no place in the world exemplifies this better than 

Nigeria, where the brutalities of what Michael Watts has called “petro-

violence” have included a civil war, a succession of military coups, and 

other internecine conflicts that are in large part wars over the control of 

oil sold to major transnational corporations. Watts has shown how this 

economy finds its phantasmagoric expression in Lagos, where periodic 

mob violence erupts over rumors of the organized theft of male genita-

lia, the spoils of which are thought (like oil) magically to produce instant 

wealth.29 That Nigeria is sometimes called the Texas of Africa should give 

pause in this respect. Since, though there may not yet have been any 

cases of genital theft reported in Houston, that city too harbors a dream-

like, specular economy in which fetishes like “oil” circulate with their 

promises of magical powers.
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Referring to the financial interests that it served, one critic favorably 

described Pennzoil Place as a “monument to liquidity.”30 It was designed 

for the purpose of making money and was 60 percent leased by the time 

of groundbreaking and 97 percent leased—at about 5 percent higher 

than market rates—by the time of occupancy. The risk-reduction strategy 

of “pre-leasing,” common today, unleashed what the same critic called 

a “river of revenue” that in turn made possible a $60 million mortgage 

based on 75 percent of the building’s presumed value, backed up by the 

leases that were in turn made possible, as Hines himself claimed, by the 

building’s distinguished architecture.31

In Houston in the mid-1970s, the liquid called “oil” was at the base of 

all of this liquidity. Rather uncannily, the basement level of Pennzoil Place 

feeds a series of air-conditioned subterranean tunnels that crisscross the 

city. Distant relatives of the nineteenth-century Parisian arcades in which 

Walter Benjamin discerned a dreamworld of wish images, these cool, 

dark interiors connect Pennzoil’s street-level lobby (which was first occu-

pied by a bank) and its below-grade shopping arcade with its Houston 

neighbors. Among the latter is Number One Shell Plaza, the office build-

ing designed for Hines by Bruce Graham of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 

and leased to Shell Oil (a principal actor in Nigeria) that set a precedent 

for Hines’s hiring of well-known architects like Johnson. In the years that 

followed, Johnson/Burgee would add a number of nodes to this network. 

It is a network that is both virtual (in the sense of a space through which 

the fetish called “oil” circulates) and real, in the sense of the financial, 

technological, political, and cultural infrastructures linking oil compa-

nies, banks, and governments in Houston and across the world. These 

infrastructures are visible, we can say, in the circuitry of the tunnels but 

also in the buildings above.

Among other nodes in this network are Johnson/Burgee’s stand-alone 

Transco Tower of 1983, located ten miles to the west, and, just next door 

to Pennzoil (and linked to that building by a tunnel), their RepublicBank 

Center of 1984. When seen in series with Pennzoil, these buildings tell 

a story about liquidity and about circulation. It is a story about the air-

conditioned air that fills these buildings and the oil money that flows 

through them. But most important for any reconsideration of architec-

ture’s transition from the modern to the postmodern, this story is about 

the irresistible fetish called Architecture that both reveals and conceals 

such flows and the violence they frequently entail, as it helps literally to 

produce that magical, dangerous thing called “oil.”
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In 1990, borrowing a quote from the 1988 U.S. presidential campaign, 

David Harvey described the underpinnings of postmodernity as “eco-

nomics with mirrors.” In the campaign, this characterization referred to 

what had become known as Reaganomics. For Harvey, it captured the 

speculative nature of finance capital more generally. Together with the 

economic policies that supported it, what George H. W. Bush had also 

called “voodoo economics” summarized what Harvey and many others 

took to be a postmodernist dematerialization of cultural production into 

a specular play of images. Following Neil Smith and others, Harvey took 

this apparent dematerialization to signal a “crisis of historical material-

ism.” That the empirical evidence suggested something less than a full-

scale replacement of “Fordist modernity” with “Flexible postmodernity,” 

and more like a coexistence or juxtaposition of the two regimes, he took 

as confirmation that these two were in fact poles in the historical dialec-

tic of capitalist development itself, in both a synchronic and a diachronic 

sense. Within this dialectic, as Harvey put it, “wherever capitalism goes 

its illusory apparatus, its fetishisms, and its system of mirrors comes not 

far behind.”32

In appending to this analysis Marx’s famous dictum that “we erect our 

structure in imagination before we erect it in reality,” Harvey seemed to 

assign to culture a premonitory function, one of signaling in aesthetic 

terms the economic juggernaut that underlay it, while covering up its 

real effects.33 He thereby also assigned to postmodernist cultural produc-

tion an ideological function that Marxism has traditionally assigned to 

the fetish: that of concealing economic violence, which in this case was 

aided and abetted by a cultural turn in which “ethics is . . . submerged by 

aesthetics.”34

Mirrors, which have been used as construction materials at least since 

the seventeenth century, have often been thought to possess unique char-

acteristics. At times they seem to reveal hidden secrets, while at others 

they appear to deceive or distort.35 So the fact that many of the buildings 

constructed in cities like Houston and in their outlying suburbs in the 

1970s and 1980s were clad in mirrored, reflective, or tinted glass could 

potentially confirm Harvey’s hypothesis. What, after all, could be more 

illusory than an edifice erected for an energy company that dissimulated 

its function in a thin, uniform surface that repelled optically (but also 

metaphorically) all efforts to disclose its contents?



 104 .  M A T E R I A L I T Y

But these buildings were also real things, clad with real glass that 

had been coated or infused with real metals. There is nothing particu-

larly illusory about such postmodern monuments, unless the mod-

ernist equation between optical and cognitive transparency is carried 

along, together with a counterintuitive distinction between authentic 

and inauthentic materiality. In that sense, reversing the perspective in 

which we discerned a phantasmagorical material—“oil”—in the archi-

tectonic materiality of Pennzoil Place, we should be able to look at these 

mirrors—and not at their images—and thereby glimpse a different sort of 

relation between culture and capitalism, or art and politics.

Look at a mirror. Not in it, at it. This is our task with respect to post-

modern architecture’s preoccupation with mirrored or (as at Pennzoil) 

tinted glass. Though it can hardly be said that the material was every-

where during the 1970s and 1980s, it is plausible to suggest that that was 

its function—to be “everywhere” and thereby to stage a kind of ubiquity, a 

kind of placelessness that, in effect, took the place formerly occupied by 

modernist universality (in architectural terms: transparency) in the capi-

talist imaginary. Thus certain tricks with mirrors were favored. Among 

these was the technique of rereflection. Based on the turning of corners, 

rereflection can be defined as a mise en abyme produced by placing mir-

rors at specific angles to one another. Johnson/Burgee utilized this tech-

nique at the IDS Center in Minneapolis, completed in 1974. The fifty-one-

story office tower is an elongated octagon in plan, the four diagonal sides 

of which are serrated with seven right-angled notches, extruded to the 

top. The entire volume is clad in reflective glass, on a half-size (i.e., 2'-6") 

planning module. As a result, four of the building’s eight sides are broken 

down into rows of seven inside-out corners that reflect themselves even 

as they reflect strips of the surrounding city and sky. The effect is com-

pounded at the base, where a cubic, glazed latticework atrium known as 

the Crystal Court is attached to two of the sides. Inside this atrium, the 

gridded repetition of the roof structure is broken down and repeated in 

the cladding of the mirrored serrations on the building skin to which it is 

attached but which it also seems to pass through.

At IDS, the interior junction of gridded atrium roof and gridded, reflec-

tive curtain wall reminds us that the content of the reflections is not the 

point. What counts is their modular structure, the repetition of reflection 

upon reflection. But the Crystal Court, like the tower that rises above it, 

is not a house of cards, or even a hall of mirrors in the Baroque sense.36 

Rather than produce an illusion of spatial extension that disguises what 
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lies behind it—the regime of flexible accumulation superimposed on 

an outsourced Fordism, perhaps—it reveals its basic principles. In this 

respect, the building might even be called axiomatic, since at an archi-

tectural level it plays out the principle of the reflective, inside-out corner 

with relentless consistency. Look at these mirrored corners and you are 

looking at the materiality of flexible accumulation. Yes, it is an “imma-

terial materiality,” to borrow (and to invert) a neologism from another 

architect (El Lissitzky) from another, more utopian time. Its function is 

Philip Johnson and John Burgee, Investors Diversified Services 
Center, Minneapolis, 1974. Photograph by Richard Payne, FAIA.
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not to hide but to reveal, to make visible the actual abstraction of finance 

capital, its spectral capacity to be here and here and here at the same 

time.

This kind of ubiquity is different from what Harvey calls “time-space 

compression.”37 For Harvey the expression, extended out of modernism, 

means accelerated rates of production, consumption, and information 

flow. In contrast, I use “ubiquity” here to refer to a quasi-stasis, a running 

in place, a circularity capable of taking everything into its feedback loops. 

That is what a mirror is; it is a feedback loop. We see this when we look 

at Johnson/Burgee’s mirrors: input output input output input output. Or, 

referring to the two sides of an inside-out corner: right left right left right 

left. Or again, to the unsyncopated modularity of the atrium roof, which 

echoes the curtain wall’s corners as it steps down in section: horizon-

tal vertical horizontal vertical horizontal vertical. These mirror images 

are less oppositional or complementary than they are redundant, a dou-

bling back of the surface onto itself, in which the screening function of 

the glazed architectural enclosure—the building as a giant “iron cage” or 

system of windows—is exchanged for sheer iteration. There is nothing 

behind the curtain. Not even more curtain. This is it.

But what is it? What, in the end, is a mirror? Despite the traditional 

equation between mirrors and mimesis, an architecture of mirrors does 

not merely reflect, whether directly or through a sort of disciplinary 

transliteration, the protocols of new socioeconomic arrangements. It 

helps to produce those arrangements, in space and in time. Architecture 

therefore does not (or does not only) represent or “mirror” late capital-

ism as its cultural equivalent. It belongs to late capitalism. Asserting this 

might seem like attributing or conceding to architecture a near absolute 

immanence. But seen from another direction, it also extends the dialec-

tical model that both Harvey and Jameson deploy, perhaps to a point of 

no return, a point at which what is culture and what is capital cannot be 

distinguished in any useful way. One name for this point could very well 

be “Philip Johnson,” who, together with his architecture and despite his 

high bourgeois credentials, stands as an instance of something like abso-

lute immanence. But this does not mean that, even with Johnson, archi-

tecture devolves into pure service, a standard bearer for capitalist devel-

opment. It means that with postmodernism, architecture’s immanence is 

secured by its status as an artwork: as Architecture, that is.

Jameson intimated as much when he compared the mirrored cylin-

ders of the Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles with the alienating power 
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play of hiding behind mirrored sunglasses.38 Indeed, in a different but 

compatible reading, he goes so far as to suggest that for postmodernism, 

“[a]rchitecture therefore remains the privileged aesthetic language; and 

the distorting and fragmenting reflections of one enormous glass surface 

to the other can be taken as paradigmatic of the central role of process 

and reproduction in postmodernist culture.”39 For him, the privileging 

of the reproduction over the putative original, of Warhol’s diamond-dust 

shoes over van Gogh’s peasant boots, corresponds to a “waning of affect” 

that, dialectically, verges on something like a postmodern sublime which, 

like the monolithic surfaces of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill’s prismatic 

John Portman & Associates, Westin Bonaventure Hotel, Los Angeles, 
1977. Photograph courtesy of Westin Bonaventure Hotel.
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Wells Fargo Court (also in Los Angeles), “renders our older systems of 

perception of the city somehow archaic and aimless, without offering 

another in their place.”40 Again, and in support, Jameson cites Jacques 

Lacan’s account of a paradigmatically schizophrenic moment of dereal-

ization that turns on the “breakdown of the signifying chain” and the iso-

lation of the signifier as a vividly material presence, “bearing a mysteri-

ous charge of affect, here described in the negative terms of anxiety and 

loss of reality, but which one could just as well imagine in the positive 

terms of euphoria, a high, an intoxicating or hallucinogenic intensity.”41

This, however, suggests that self-isolating mirrored surfaces like those 

wrapping Portman’s cylinders reflect something other than the “other” 

of the city. And yet, with Lacanian overtones, Jameson seems content 

with the thought that they register the urban “other,” which for him is 

not exactly the hotel but rather “the distorted images of everything that 

surrounds it.”42 But he is not really looking at the mirror itself. Rather, he 

seems to be looking into it, at its contents, which have been reduplicated 

and distorted by the curved surfaces to the point of unrecognizability.

As the topological obverse of the cylinder, Johnson/Burgee’s inside-out 

mirrored corners at IDS encourage a different reading. In them, the mir-

ror itself is what appears in the mirror; its contents are secondary, or at 

least held in suspension—delinked, as Jameson suggests, from the signi-

fying chain. So too with the doubled-up towers of Pennzoil Place, which, 

by virtue of the gap between them and the offset, mirrored N-shaped site 

plan, generate an enormous, acute-angled inside corner that is itself mir-

rored on two sides of the site. As with the offset towers of Minoru Yamasa-

ki’s World Trade Center (1964–73), the doubling is not exactly that of the 

classically modern doppelgänger, an instance of mechanical reproduc-

ibility that for Freud and his followers captured the uncanniness of the 

self/other dyad, which Friedrich Kittler has already watched disintegrate 

into the matter-of-fact, frame-by-frame trickery of film, circa 1900.43 It is 

more like a series with no beginning and no end, of the type explored by 

Minimal artists like Donald Judd and Sol Lewitt but also by Warhol. It is 

a seriality on the cusp of the transition from an industrialized imaginary 

organized around mechanical reproducibility to one—post- but also neo-

industrial—organized around feedback. That is, like Portman’s building, it 

is a circular and tautological seriality, a seriality turned in on itself. In that 

sense, each of the Bonaventure’s cylinders can be understood as a single, 

gradual turn of a single, continuous corner that engulfs the entire volume 

while expelling its contents. While in revealing contrast, the volumetrics 
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of Pennzoil Place make each of its two “fronts” into a single, sharp turn of 

a single (inside) corner that makes no reference to the exterior in the first 

place. Like a diagram of a recursive feedback loop, Pennzoil reflects itself 

and only itself in its doubled-up volumes, producing a time-space that is 

neither interior nor exterior, neither here nor there, neither this nor that, 

neither now nor then.

This is the ubiquity that I am arguing offers a more accurate diagram 

of postmodern spatio-temporality than Harvey’s all-too-modern “time-

space compression.” Further, in place of Harvey’s implication that aes-

thetic experience mirrors the techno-economic accelerations of post-

Fordism, I suggest again that what we have been witnessing is more like 

running in place, wherein aesthetics and economics are not linked verti-

cally, as image to substance, but horizontally, as node to node. This sug-

gestion finds substantial backup in Jameson’s version of the crisis of his-

torical materialism, which he associates with “end of history” narratives 

in literature and in political discourse. But the fact is—and this is the 

point of even naming “postmodernity” in epochal terms—that this sense 

of inescapable ubiquity and recursivity is itself historically materialized. 

Still, Jameson is very specific about what he believes is behind the mirror, 

simultaneously concealed and revealed in its dissimulating, disorienting 

glare: “a network of power and control even more difficult for our minds 

to grasp [than digitalization]: the whole new decentered global network 

of the third stage of capital itself.”44

Which raises the question: When we look at the mirror play on Hous-

ton’s skyline, what are we looking at? The “global network of the third 

stage of capital” or just mirrors—or both? Ten miles from Pennzoil Place 

and marking another, more suburban node in the network of power, 

knowledge, and desire that takes physical form in the tunnels linking 

the city’s downtown to itself is the aforementioned Transco Tower, com-

pleted by Johnson/Burgee in 1983. At Transco, another Hines develop-

ment project for another energy company, the stepped-back tower of 

Bertrand Goodhue’s Nebraska state capitol is blasted forward from the 

1920s and stretched to about double the height (thirty-four stories, nine 

hundred feet) of the “original,” without a corresponding increase in width 

or breadth. The sense of vertical extrusion is heightened by the all-glass 

skin, most of which is mirrored. At intervals, however, triangular crenella-

tions of gray tinted glass are cut into the monolith, introducing a rhythm 

of dark vertical bands into the reflective sheen. According to the archi-

tects, the point was to achieve in glass the solidity normally associated 
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with stone, by way of the contrast between the two types of glass, which 

reproduced the contrast of light stone cladding and dark strips of vertical 

glazing on many towers designed in the 1920s by architects from Good-

hue to Raymond Hood. At Transco, the effect was further enhanced by 

reducing the mirrored glass module to a scale normally associated with 

stone, while allowing the vertical gray crenellations to revert to a module 

subliminally recognizable as normal for glass.

The building’s stepped profile is complemented by a stepped plan 

where, again, outside corners are turned into inside corners, causing the 

mirrored glass to reflect itself, though this time more locally than globally. 

The gray-glazed crenellations perform a similar inversion: protruding yet 

Philip Johnson and John Burgee, Transco Headquarters, 
Houston, 1983. Photograph by Richard Payne, FAIA.
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reading optically as cuts. The elementary, almost parodic inside-outside 

game going on here with glass has little to do with that material’s pur-

ported transparency as celebrated by a previous generation of architects, 

including Johnson himself in an earlier incarnation. But neither is it 

merely evidence of the dematerialized “precession of simulacra,” as Jean 

Baudrillard might have said. It is a material thing that manages in crude 

and unsophisticated ways to seem spectral, both there and not there 

at once. To the extent that in looking at it we are also looking at Jame-

son’s “global network,” the same can be said about what supposedly lies 

behind the mirror. What we are looking at—or more properly, what we 

are watching—is not the network hiding behind a mirror, but a network 

of mirrors, unfolding.

This is the “space” of techno-economic globalization. Anything but 

flat, its folded surfaces perform topological transformations of the high-

est order: from in to out to back in again. There are many other objects 

designed by many other architects in which we could follow such folds 

in our pursuit of the mirror’s materiality. There is I. M. Pei’s faceted Foun-

tain Place development in Dallas (1982–86), or the two massive, mirrored 

ciphers that Roche Dinkeloo designed for Hines in Denver in 1981, which 

went unrealized due to a declining local real estate market. Back in Hous-

ton, there is the Allied Bank Plaza designed by Richard Keating of Skid-

more, Owings & Merrill and completed in 1983. But perhaps the most 

revealing clues are to be found in Pittsburgh, at the base (or, depend-

ing on orientation, the top) of that city’s Golden Triangle commercial 

development, which lies at the point where the Allegheny and Mononga-

hela Rivers meet to form the Ohio River. There, in 1984, Johnson/Burgee 

erected what is surely among postmodernism’s most complete mirror 

worlds, known as PPG Industries Plaza and Tower, or PPG Place.

Unlike Houston, a city whose postindustrial pedigree is uncontested, 

the buildings of downtown Pittsburgh bear names such as U.S. Steel, 

Alcoa, and PPG. These are buildings designed both symbolically and prag-

matically to house the entities that produced the materials of which the 

age of mechanical reproducibility was made: steel, aluminum, and glass. 

And at first glance, Johnson/Burgee’s PPG complex is no different. Like 

the aluminum Alcoa Building by Wallace K. Harrison and Max Abramo-

vitz and the steel U.S. Steel Building (by Abramovitz and Charles Abbe), 

it consists of a series of all-glass buildings designed for a glass manufac-

turer. Signifier and signified seem happily, almost comically united here. 

Though a deadpan, almost Warholian irony is discernible in the sheer 
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quantity of glass used at PPG Place (as if to render the association as obvi-

ous and as meaningless as possible, in Warhol’s hometown, no less), the 

most important fact is that the glass is, again, mirrored.

Again there is reference to stone, this time in the pared-down Gothic 

Revival forms from which the buildings are assembled. Johnson reports 

that Charles Barry’s Victoria Tower at the Houses of Parliament in London 

(1835–67) supplied the source material for the PPG Tower, while others 

have seen the afterimage of the University of Pittsburgh’s Gothic Revival 

Cathedral of Learning, though again it hardly matters whether these arbi-

Philip Johnson and John Burgee, PPG Place, Pittsburgh, 
1984. Photograph by Richard Payne, FAIA.
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trary references are legible in Johnson’s overscaled mirrored-glass ver-

sion. Another copy without original, the PPG Tower stands to one side of 

PPG Place, which is the official name given by Pittsburgh’s practitioners 

of “urban revitalization” to the rectangular plaza centered on an obelisk 

that is at the core of the complex. PPG Place is an urban enclave con-

figured as a mirrored interior. It is as if the Bonaventure Hotel, whose 

Piranesian interiors so troubled (and excited) Jameson, has been turned 

inside out, its smoothly reflective exterior skin now folded into pseudo-

Gothic encrustations, the absolute stillness of which approaches that of 

the crystalline, petrified forest that gives J. G. Ballard’s 1966 novel The 

Crystal World its title.

Petrifaction, turning to stone; this is the postmodernist endgame. 

Not acceleration but deceleration. But again we risk drifting toward the 

realm of metaphor, of looking into the mirror at its images rather than at 

it, to comprehend its materiality. Almost one million square feet of vac-

uum-coated PPG Solarban 500 clear reflective glass cover the building’s 

surfaces. Solarban is a low-emissivity (“low-e”) glass that significantly 

reduces heat gain through solar radiation. According to the architects, 

Philip Johnson and John Burgee, PPG Place, Pittsburgh. Curtain 
wall detail. From Darl Rastorfer, “Reflections on a Curtain Wall: 
PPG Place,” Architectural Record 172, no. 12 (October 1984): 196.
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increased energy prices recommended this choice.45 However, the urban 

context in which the complex was situated contained little in the way of 

buildings thought suitable by the architects to be reflected in PPG’s mir-

rors. Their response was to devise a hermetic self-referentiality. As John-

son/Burgee’s monograph puts it, “[I]n an area awaiting the effect of PPG 

as a catalyst, the mirror could be expected to have little beyond itself to 

display. The complex makes the most of this situation by exploring the 

possibilities inherent in the material, through the use of a jagged façade 

that offers limitless reflections and rereflections.”46

Thus the mirror returns us to the domain of commodity fetishism. 

Not because it seems to conceal the inner workings of the late-capitalist 

machine but because it renders the outer world—the city—invisible at 

its moment of crisis. That is how what Jameson calls the “global network 

of the third stage of capital” works. Not by concealing the inside but by 

concealing the outside. As legatees of modernism, we look into the mir-

ror, expecting to see through the looking glass. As interpreters of a post-

modernism that comes before that projective moment (in the sense of 

appearing before a judge), we must learn first to look at the mirror and 

not at the distorted images of our selves (or our “others”) projected on its 

screens. Doing so gives us a better chance of looking beyond the screen 

or, really, behind it, into possible futures and possible pasts that may yet 

escape the entropy of reflection and rereflection that is approached by 

postmodernity’s self-reflexive feedback loops.

Writing about Pittsburgh’s Golden Triangle before the PPG complex was 

built, Tafuri observed that “[i]f Rockefeller Center represented the most 

complete ‘disenchanted mountain’ of the 1930s, renovated Pittsburgh 

was the maximum example of the ‘disenchanted city’ of the 1960s.”47 The 

Golden Triangle’s showpiece was Gateway Center, a multi-architect, mid-

dle-class housing development that included a building by Harrison and 

Abramovitz. But shortly after Tafuri wrote, more than five acres of urban 

fabric within the Golden Triangle were declared “blighted” so that, under 

the same legislation that made Gateway Center possible, the city’s Urban 

Redevelopment Authority (URA) could acquire them for resale to PPG 

in preparation for PPG Place, under an agreement it had made with the 

company in 1979.48 In the context of the narrative of enchantment and 

disenchantment that Tafuri constructs around the American skyscraper, 
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from Eliel Saarinen’s Chicago Tribune Tower competition entry in 1922 to 

the SOM’s John Hancock Center in 1968, it is important to recognize PPG 

Place as a project of reenchantment, or in the language of biopolitics, of 

“revitalization.” As Tafuri said of the Golden Triangle, which also included 

the Alcoa and U.S. Steel buildings, “The capitalist city no longer hid its 

face beneath a romantic mask; no Mendelsohn would ever again photo-

graph Pittsburgh as a mysterious forest; no Saarinen or Ferriss would be 

moved to ‘sing’ its force. The ‘city without quality’ created itself in Pitts-

burgh as the direct expression of the forces that actually manage it.”49 

Maybe, or maybe not; but either way, there would be a Johnson to build 

a crystal cathedral in its heart.

Pittsburgh’s public policy makers and their civil society counterparts 

had taken to calling the development of the Golden Triangle, which was 

underwritten by a new politico-economic model based on public/private 

partnerships, a “Renaissance.” So when, as the city emerged from the fis-

cal crisis of the mid-1970s, the office occupancy rate approached 99 per-

cent in the Central Business District (CBD), a new set of political and civic 

actors led by the city’s mayor, Richard Caligiuri, decided to redevelop the 

CBD in a new “urban revitalization” project that they called “Renaissance 

II.” Rebirth, followed by re-rebirth; like the reflections and rereflections 

in which they are materialized, these are the feedback loops of develop-

ment in late capitalism. By the mid-1990s, Pittsburgh’s public agencies, 

which during the 1980s had adopted a managerial approach to urban 

redevelopment that restricted the state’s role to that of an initiator and 

facilitator of the partnerships with corporate capital, actively resolved to 

take a “customer-first approach” to the application of its instruments.50

This thinking, in turn, had been made possible by the perceived suc-

cess of Renaissance II, in which, according to one historian,

The eruption of new downtown office towers generated by the restored 

public-private partnership (and favorable market conditions), the rapid 

transit projects, the cultural initiatives of the 1980s supported by the Cali-

giuri administration all provided tax revenues and employment. More 

important, they provided the office space, infrastructure, and quality of 

life improvements that Caligiuri hoped would facilitate Pittsburgh’s transi-

tion from a paleotechnic nineteenth-century economy of coal and steel to 

a post-steel economy rooted in advanced technology, information process-

ing, professional services, and cultural vitality.51
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Such was the city’s apparent dematerialization into “post-steel” that by 

1989, the New York Times Magazine was calling Pittsburgh “America’s 

most promising postindustrial experiment.”52

Among the conditions set down in the “public/private partnership” 

between PPG and the city was that the City Planning Agency would 

redevelop the adjacent Market Square shopping district. Describing the 

changes undergone by the city’s downtown shopping district during the 

1970s, another historian came closer to naming the game: 

The department stores had begun to struggle in their competition with 

suburban malls as white flight accelerated, especially after the 1968 Mar-

tin Luther King riot in the [predominantly black] Hill District. The once 

vital retail corridor between the Horne’s and Kaufmann’s department stores 

began to look shabby and increasingly catered to lower-income African 

American shoppers, who had lost their neighborhood business district in 

the adjacent lower Hill District to urban renewal [i.e., Renaissance I].53

But an observer for Architecture magazine, the official organ of the Amer-

ican Institute of Architects, was most explicit. The firm of Hardy Holzman 

Pfeiffer (HHP) had been commissioned to renovate Market Square, a pro-

ject that was never completed. In 1989, referring to what his title called 

“PPG’s Unpopulated Places” at street level, Lawrence Houstoun Jr. wrote: 

“[T]he dormant [HHP] plan addresses the fear of ‘undesirables’ by creat-

ing outdoor spaces that attract more middle-class people, thus diluting 

the perceived impact of unwanted people.”54 Houstoun surmises that the 

HHP plan was conceived in the tradition of William H. Whyte’s “Street 

Life Project,” as documented in The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces 

(1980). Equally important, however, are the terms in which the reshaping 

of urban space according to the behaviorist precepts advocated by Whyte 

are recast here. As Michel Foucault once put it with reference to the (ear-

lier) emergence of biopower in modernity, “It is at this moment that rac-

ism is inscribed as the basic mechanism of power, as it is exercised in 

modern states.”55 And now by capital, as well.

Foucault’s argument is that a type of racism that is more practical than 

ideological, more a matter of the “technology of power” than of the “men-

talities, ideologies, or the lies of power,” took hold as a defining charac-

teristic of modern sovereignty in the nineteenth century.56 The old sover-

eign right to decide who dies was hence permeated with a new possibil-

ity: “the right to make live and to let die.”57 And racism “justifies the death 

function in the economy of biopower” by making the “health” or “purity” 
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of one (normalized) race depend on the often violent elimination of the 

“threat” represented by another, the ultimate example of which is geno-

cide.58 But Foucault is not only speaking about limit cases, “[not] sim-

ply murder as such, but also every form of indirect murder: the fact of 

exposing someone to death, increasing the risk of death for some peo-

ple, or, quite simply, political death, expulsion, rejection, and so on.”59 

The “public/private partnerships” of “urban revitalization,” dedicated as 

they are, and in such practical ways, to values like “quality of life” brought 

about through the injection of “cultural vitality,” represent a migration 

of these processes of normalization into the sphere of capital. In “post-

steel” Pittsburgh, as in so many de- and reindustrializing cities, suburbs, 

and ex-urbs around the world, capital, enabled by state policy, assumes 

previously important aspects of the state’s biopolitical function.

If petrifaction, the turning of stone into glass, at PPG was one among 

many techniques of power that—indirectly but decisively—helped to 

divide the urban population into “desirables” and “undesirables” (i.e., 

inhabitants of “unpopulated” places), thereby condemning the latter 

to a sort of passive death, what of life? Four years earlier Johnson/Bur-

gee had completed the Garden Grove Community Church (known as the 

“Crystal Cathedral”) in Garden Grove, California. Of their client, the tel-

evangelist Dr. Robert H. Schuller, the architects report that the purpose 

of his project was “to help transmit his message through architecture.” 

The sharp-cornered, star-shaped building for three thousand people was 

therefore required “to be inspiring, soothing, and was to bond the expe-

rience of religion with the experience of nature.” The firm’s monograph 

makes no mention of the surrounding city. Instead, it emphasizes the 

energy efficiency of the building’s all-mirrored exterior, which “screens 

out 8 percent of the sunlight, creating a hushed, underwater atmosphere 

within.”60

In this statement we can hear an echo of the 1973 oil crisis, in the 

aftermath of which it mattered far more, both economically and symboli-

cally, to reduce energy consumption. But such echoes, too, reverberated 

between the mirrored glass surfaces that proliferated on the architecture 

of the multinational corporations during the late 1970s and early 1980s 

like so many rereflections. Johnson/Burgee’s Crystal Cathedral confirmed 

the new mystique of the mirror, its new aura, even. The rigid, mechani-

cal iterability of long-span trusses and glass visible in Mies’s earlier, dis-

enchanted project for a convention center in Chicago, a shed for the 

“mass ornament,” had now turned its gaze back to nature. Not through 
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mimetic doubling but by materializing the discourse on “environment” 

that we have already encountered. In Johnson’s own account of his build-

ing, glass is magically turned into water—and by extension at PPG, stone 

into reenchanted, “revitalized” glass. Such alchemical feats manage the 

risks that are posed by “the global network of capitalism” by screening 

them, and it, out.

In that sense, the Crystal Cathedral is the ultimate fetish: a religious 

artifact thought to possess special powers, marshaled in the name of—

but also against—the invisible. Looked at directly, its glass makes the 

new, officially sanctioned environmentalism visible, while simultane-

Philip Johnson and John Burgee, Garden Grove Community Church, 
Garden Grove, California, 1980. Photograph by Richard Payne, FAIA.
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ously blocking out the presence of the economic arrangement that had 

brought it into existence in the first place. Like its technological and aes-

thetic cousin, PPG Place, it performs a very particular magic trick: the 

restoration of meaning to the suburban strip and the inner city, respec-

tively; not through figuration, though both are clearly figural, but through 

materialization.

Materialization and not dematerialization, in the complex sense of 

an immaterial materiality, or the illusion of an illusion. In a table sum-

marizing the characteristics of “Fordist modernity” versus “Flexible post-

modernity” David Harvey gave the distinction a peculiarly Christian 

cast, when he assigned to the paternalism of the former the attributes of 

“God the Father/materiality” and to the latter, “The Holy Ghost/ imma-

teriality.”61 But Johnson/Burgee’s Crystal Cathedral, as well as PPG Place, 

Transco, and in its own way, Pennzoil, were material evidence to the con-

trary; evidence less of a dialectical oscillation than of a strange simulta-

neity. For what these and so many other postmodern mirrors teach us is 

that it takes a real “global network” to support the illusion that there is 

nothing there.

Responding to questions from the historian Francesco Dal Co, Kevin 

Roche pointed out in 1985, “The interesting thing about mirror is that it 

is very inexpensive, almost as inexpensive as paint.”62 Elsewhere in the 

same interview he added: “Recent developments in the stone industry 

have made it possible to cut granite very thin, 3 centimeters thick, in 

large sheets. Also, the methods for making attachments and gluing stone 

together have made much progress, so it is now possible to consider 

granite as an economic alternative to glass.”63

Here again, stone approaches glass as glass approaches stone. And not 

by chance, perhaps, mirrored glazing figures prominently in the work of 

Roche Dinkeloo Associates. In the city-within-the-city-within-the-world 

called United Nations Plaza, begun in 1966 (just as Roche Dinkeloo were 

completing the late Eero Saarinen’s mirrored Bell Laboratories building in 

suburban New Jersey) but not completed until 1983, two faceted towers 

are set at right angles and clad entirely in reflective blue-green glass on 

a uniform, horizontally oriented module. The complex occupies the full 

length of two adjacent Manhattan blocks, its sides running east–west and 

north–south respectively, and its two volumes form a corner at a scale 

one notch larger than Pennzoil Place. The massing of each tower builds 

up toward a climactic street corner, where in plan the chamfered volume 

of one tower stands juxtaposed sharply against the square corner of the 
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other. Like Pennzoil Place (and like PPG’s facades), these two buildings 

reflect one another as, to borrow again from Walter Benjamin, “reproduc-

tion without original.”

It is not surprising, then, to find Roche Dinkeloo designing two sets of 

twinned towers for Gerald Hines in 1981, one for Houston and the afore-

mentioned one for Denver. Though neither project was realized, together 

they anticipate the technical—but also aesthetic—facts later reported to 

Dal Co: that as mirror approached paint, stone approached mirror. In the 

pair of towers designed to occupy a downtown Houston block, the effect 

of Pennzoil is visible, as a crevice is opened up between two offset shafts, 

each of which is topped with a shed roof. Between them is an atrium. 

Pennzoil’s tinted glazing has been replaced here by mirror, now overlaid 

with a striped fabric of dark metal panels. In the second pair, for Denver, 

two identical towers are turned diagonally on a city block, their corners 

overlapping slightly. Like another unbuilt project done for another Hous-

ton developer the same year, they take up the problem of the skyscraper 

as overscaled architectural element, as it was first posed by Adolf Loos 

in his Chicago Tribune Tower competition entry of 1922 in the form of a 

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Project for Two Office Towers, 
Denver, 1981. Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.
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single Doric column that is recognizable now as proto-Pop. In this other 

Houston project, Roche Dinkeloo treat the skyscraper as a single, mir-

rored column split into four enormous pilasters running up the corners 

in support of a phallic top. While in Denver, in the project for Hines, the 

reflective glass shaft rises out of a granite-clad base to support an enor-

mous four-sided gable above.

This basic diagram, in which mirrored glazing gives up its claim on 

uniformity to become incorporated into variegated patterns of glass 

and granite, is consummated in Roche Dinkeloo’s Morgan Bank Head-

quarters on Wall Street in lower Manhattan, completed in 1989. There, a 

granite base (with atrium) transitions into a mirrored glass-and-granite 

shaft, topped off by a copper-clad mansard roof. Massive pilasters turn 

the corners, as glass and stone combine to materialize yet another node 

in the “global network.” But as before, these materials do not simply 

represent the network; in combination with many others, they are the 

network, both as representations and as things. Like the processes that 

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, J. P. Morgan Headquarters, New 
York, 1989. Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.
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produce them, the exchanges that consume them, and the arrangements 

that organize them, they are concrete, tangible. The tricks with mirrors 

and other real materials performed by corporate globalization produce 

the illusion that there is an illusion; the illusion that their materiality is 

illusory, unreal, derealized. The illusion that there is an illusion—neither 

a double negative nor a tautology—also describes what a new stage in 

commodity fetishism might actually look like: the inability simply to look 

at something directly, rather than attempt to see through it. This mode of 

distraction draws us in even as it keeps us out.

The historical specificity of such buildings and the materials that 

they assemble is therefore not limited to their architectural style or to 

the politico-economic world order that they serve. It has to do with their 

particular relationship to what Jameson repeatedly refers to as the “total-

ity” of that system. But to follow him here and to link Deleuzian deter-

ritorialization, analogized to the fluid dynamics of finance capital, with 

the “ultimate dematerialization” of the territory of the city into specula-

tive real estate, is to risk conflating materiality with locality.64 In architec-

ture, this ultimately correlates with a mysticism in which materials like 

“local stone” work another kind of magic, in the form of another, com-

plementary (and compensatory) fetish to the fetishism of “oil” as pure 

liquidity, pure circulation. Such effects notwithstanding, the hardened 

materiality of architecture is not henceforth irretrievably condemned to 

absolute exchangeability in the echo chambers of global capital and its 

cultural adjuncts. On the contrary, the “logic” of late capitalism is relent-

lessly and irreducibly material. It is a product of the very objects that it 

seems to condemn to a shadow play of economic speculation. Or, to put 

it another way, what seems like a hall of mirrors is actually a highly orga-

nized shell game but one in which the shells themselves are all there is 

to the game. Now you see it, now you don’t; now it’s glass, now it’s stone. 

This particular “world game” (to recall Buckminster Fuller) is not just a 

language game played with signifiers that float in thin air like balloons 

trailing their strings. It cannot be played without material assemblages 

like “oil,” “stone,” and “glass.” It is a game of transubstantiation rather 

than of derealization. And its rules are eminently visible on the very sur-

faces of the very shells to which its architecture has only apparently been 

reduced.
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6 S U B J E C T S

Mass Customization

if the mirror is its par adigm atic object,  who is the subject of 

postmodern architecture? Processes of subject formation at both the 

individual and the group level have been widely treated by theorists as 

central to comprehending postmodernity’s scope and effects. Still, as we 

have seen, architecture proper has been taken up in this context largely 

as a set of symptomatic objects to which only vaguely do specific subject 

formations attach. Among the latter would be the catch-all category of 

“consumer society,” to which postmodern architecture’s imagistic char-

acter is often assumed to correlate. But such correlations, while plausi-

ble enough, are insufficient if we are to take a fuller measure of archi-

tecture’s presumed function as a cipher for an emergent world-historical 

conjuncture. One important way—and in a theoretically rigorous sense, 

the only way—to do so is indirectly, by sorting through the mediating 

instruments whereby subjects and objects are arranged on the stage of 

history. That this stage itself is not objectively “given,” and is in its own 

way a function of those same instruments (which are in their own way 

a function of the stage, and so on), introduces a certain reflexivity into 

the interpretative equation. It might help here to take as one of our coor-

dinates Jacques Rancière’s notion of a “distribution of the sensible” that 

includes, excludes, and arranges objects and phenomena as elements of 

aesthetic and historical experience; still, even then we find architecture 

oscillating between object and frame.1 For in the particular distribution 

of the sensible that is postmodernism (a category that, we must note, 

Rancière finds unhelpful), architecture is arranged, or brought into view, 

in a particular way, even as it helps to do the arranging, the framing, and 

the occluding.
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Taking a cue from cinema studies, architectural theory has periodically 

found it useful to refer to Jacques Lacan’s notion of the “mirror stage” to 

describe this ambiguous state of affairs. In the mirror stage, the infant, 

recognizing her or his reflection in the mirror as a gestalt before having 

gained full motor control, is put in the paradoxical position of appre-

hending her or himself as an integrated body or “self” but only from 

the outside, and therefore as an object or body alienated from itself and 

subject to the controlling gaze of another.2 For Lacan, this foundational 

méconnaissance and its corresponding psychic alienation anticipates 

modernity’s constitutive social alienation. But I will not dwell here on 

Lacanian psychoanalysis as it may or may not bear directly on an analy-

sis of postmodern architecture.3 I will only suggest that, as we did above 

in our reflections on materiality, we keep our eye on the mirror itself, in 

order to discern its way of dividing up the world. This means confront-

ing architecture as both an object and as a frame or a mediating instru-

ment—in other words, as both an aesthetic medium and a component 

in a media apparatus.

The basic problem for postmodernism at this level is the constitutive 

possibility that there is nothing in the mirror. That is, as objects dissolve 

into imagistic play, so do subjects. This can be construed as a mimesis to 

the second degree, in which the aesthetic object does not merely reflect, 

in some mediated way, the “real” world of empirical objects but rather 

gestures toward the unrepresentable sublime or Real (in the Lacanian 

sense) of late-capitalist dissolution.4 But with what techniques and with 

what material assemblages is this dissolution accomplished? And who, in 

the end, is this subject who disappears?

Surveying the architectural panorama of the 1980s, David Harvey con-

demns the fetishism of the surface that he finds characteristic of populist 

efforts to extend architecture’s symbolic capital to many “taste cultures” 

at once. Behind the postmodern mirror reflecting consumerist strategies 

of product differentiation, Harvey finds a sharper divide: “Free-market 

populism, for example, puts the middle class into the enclosed and pro-

tected spaces of shopping malls and atria, but it does nothing for the 

poor except to eject them into a new and quite nightmarish landscape 

of homelessness.”5 Thus, the veil of commodity fetishism is stripped 

away to reveal the actualities of structural poverty, hidden from view by 

the urban spectacle. But this expulsion of the poor from the defensible, 

populist enclaves of the middle class is not only a matter of economic 
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access. It also entails—indeed, it requires—a retraining of perception, a 

process of technical mediation in which architecture also participates, 

in an equally structural and perhaps reciprocal way. As with the illusion 

of an illusion we have watched circulate through architecture’s hall of 

mirrors, this retraining yields the perceptual paradox of a certain visible 

invisibility.

Like other surveyors of the postmodern scene, Harvey is able to arrive 

at his conclusions regarding urban spectacle with the help of Charles 

Jencks, whom, together with Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, 

he takes as exemplary of postmodernism’s cynical, stylistic eclecticism. 

Whereas his reference to “taste cultures” can be read here as a desubli-

mation, from within the rhetorical surfaces of Las Vegas, of the sociologi-

cal analytic developed by Herbert Gans in relation to Levittown on which 

Venturi and Scott Brown rely for their “populist” appreciation. This, 

however, is hardly an adequate point of departure for aesthetic analy-

sis, which is only marginally better served by Jencks. In the 1984 (fourth, 

revised) edition of The Language of Post-Modern Architecture that Harvey 

cites, he finds Jencks attributing to newly developed techniques in “com-

puter modelling” and automated production a degree of instrumental-

ity that makes it possible for architects to design “almost personalized 

products” for clients possessed of heterogeneous tastes and stylistic pro-

clivities collected together into the “world village” of global communi-

cations.6 According to Harvey, the public sphere is effectively squeezed 

out of the resulting “emporium of styles,” and with it public amenity and 

the common good. But this is more than mere aesthetic privatization, a 

turning inward that favors those in possession of the means of produc-

tion and reproduction. It is a matter of production, reproduction, and 

re-reproduction in and of itself, in which the technical reproducibility 

of the modern masses, who also constitute the well-counted population 

of Foucault’s biopolitics, is further abjected by the glare and sparkle of a 

new category of technically produced humans, a new kind of mass sub-

ject who must now be called a “person.”

Much has been said in recent years about the role of computers in the 

production of architectural objects while relatively little has been said, 

in architecture, about their role in the production of subjects. Exhibiting 

an inherited stake in disciplinary autonomy, the vanguard that coalesced 

around computers during the 1990s in the American academy positioned 

itself as an Oedipalized heir to the neo-avant-gardes of the 1970s and 

1980s, frequently claiming to have replaced the collage-like, fragmented 

objects associated with that period with a formal language of seamless 
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integration. In an even more revised version of his original book, The 

New Paradigm in Architecture: The Language of Post-Modernism (2002), 

Jencks has joined many other commentators in assigning paradigmatic 

qualities to the new, computer-generated biomorphism that has emerged 

out of this assemblage.7 Reproducing a version of Ernst Haeckel’s “ontog-

eny recapitulates phylogeny” axiom, this biomorphism often explicitly 

mimics evolutionary development as individual units reproduce and 

combine. The “species being” of a mass-produced object and its corre-

spondence with extra-individual needs and desires is thereby tempered, 

though not entirely superceded, by a technical and aesthetic emphasis 

on the uniqueness of each unit within an overall system. Unlike in the 

antimodernist humanism of a Ruskin or a Geoffrey Scott, both of whom 

were recovered for postmodernist discourse, this aesthetic uniqueness 

does not spring from the hand of the artist-creator but rather from the 

machine. While initially experimental, so-called parametric or nonstan-

dard digital design and production techniques have now made their 

way into the professional mainstream.8 And in nearly all cases they have 

sought—sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly—to replace the 

mechanical, fragmented, and repetitive mass ornament that Siegfried 

Kracauer saw embodied in the coordinated gyrations of the Tiller Girls 

with the rudiments of variable yet unified product line.9

Far from representing the latest innovation, however, this proposi-

tion was dreamed in advance by experimental architecture’s corporate 

unconscious. As a result, and Jencks notwithstanding, with respect to the 

corporate architecture of the 1970s and 1980s, the newer digital architec-

ture appears more symptomatic than innovative. While conversely, that 

same corporate architecture, in failing fully to domesticate its own aes-

thetic surplus, ultimately fails—despite itself—to confirm the absolute 

closure of a techno-economic system that seems increasingly to co-opt 

alterity and differentiation in advance. The complex architectural geom-

etries made possible by the new softwares and hardwares produced and 

administered by transnational corporations may be of only secondary 

importance here, since these new technologies have also borne an old 

aesthetic promise that architecture has, by definition, long defied: the 

promise of a one-to-one match between representation and constructed 

reality. That is, computers promise to collapse the various stages in the 

production of buildings, which have heretofore run from exploratory 

sketch to presentation drawings to physical models to construction 

drawings to technical (or “shop”) drawings executed by the fabricator to 
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assembly in the field. If architecture has in that sense traditionally been a 

multimedia practice, not only is it now possible to model an object digi-

tally and to “print” a three-dimensional version of it; it is also possible to 

fabricate the pieces of a building directly from computer files, with no 

intermediary representations. Carried to a logical conclusion, the new 

media thus promise an end to mediation itself—a condition where, in the 

language of computer interface designers, What-You-See-Is-What-You-

Get (WYSIWYG).

A more concrete accompaniment to this dream of technical trans-

parency has been enhanced flexibility in fabrication, since adjustments 

made in the computer can be transferred to production on demand with 

a minimum of intermediary steps and with minimal retooling, in a pro-

cess known as mass customization. Though to date mainly implemented 

at the level of assembly in manufacturing, and at the level of informa-

tion extraction in nonmanufacturing industries such as data mining and 

profiling (i.e., surveillance, for both marketing and “homeland security” 

purposes), such techniques are gradually entering the international con-

struction industry. In principle, mass customization makes available to 

the consumer a rainbow of aesthetic and/or technical choices within 

parametrically variable tolerances. These parameters can be adjusted 

in a digital model to suit ever more personal preferences in a cascade 

of what Theodor Adorno long ago called pseudo-personalization, thus 

making each version of each product distinct from every other version 

produced and sold.

Contemporary architectural experimentation diagrams this new stage 

in consumer capitalism with such propositions as Greg Lynn’s no-two-

are-the-same “Embryologic Houses” of 2000, a mass-customized remake 

of Buckminster Fuller’s utopian, mass-reproducible Dymaxion house. In 

an uncanny repetition of Jencks’s ideological association of new forms 

of production with global consumerism aided and abetted by a trans-

national culture industry, Lynn has described his project (with no hint 

of irony) as “engag[ing] the need for any globally marketed product to 

have brand identity and variation within the same graphic and spatial 

system allowing both the possibility for recognition and novelty,” since, 

as he puts it, “with the progressive saturations of our imaginations by an 

advanced media culture . . . a more advanced generic identity is . . . nec-

essary for advanced domestic space.”10 In other words, a consumer who 

now imagines herself as different from (yet identified with) every other 

consumer must have objects to match. Thus we are also given Lynn’s 
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Alessi tea service (2003), prototyped for some fifty thousand uniquely 

similar variations, as well as the something-for-everyone family of seri-

ally differentiated skyscrapers dancing around the memorial campfire of 

the global village that was proposed for Ground Zero in New York by the 

team that called itself the United Architects, of which Lynn and other 

proponents of a market-theological approach to mass customization 

were key members. If Kracauer saw the mechanical movements of the 

Tiller Girls and of the mass ornament as “demonstrations of mathemat-

ics,” the parametric variation celebrated in these recent designs can be 

summarized as what Lynn has aptly called sketching with calculus.11

Further, the new forms of digitally aided heimlichkeit comprising 

integrated families of teapots, houses, and skyscrapers correspond not 

so much with a depoliticization of vanguardist architectural discourse 

as with a repoliticization on the order of Francis Fukuyama’s neolib-

eral “end of history” thesis. In architecture, this was for a time given the 

embarrassingly frank name of “post-critical.” Simply put, the “post-crit-

ical” posture (of which the United Architects group was exemplary) has 

sought to disengage architecture from any form of emancipatory politics 

implicit even in Manfredo Tafuri’s critical melancholy, but not in order to 

secure architecture’s silent, defeated autonomy, as Tafuri once suggested 

of a previous generation of architectural formalists led by Lynn’s early 

sponsor, Peter Eisenman.12 Rather, the new, metaphysical “post-critical-

ity” has promised—in the manner of a politician—an unmediated inti-

macy, a millenarian transparency of production to consumption and, at 

the aesthetic level, of object to subject. In that sense, under the regime 

of the postcritical’s technical correlate, mass customization, the personal 

is apparently postpolitical, since, in the seamlessly pliable network of 

personal choices thus called forth, conflict and dissent are assimilated 

into a pluralistic, managerial utopia of the sort that Rancière has dryly 

characterized as nurturing a “type of individual who lives in a permanent 

universe of freedom, of choice and of relaxed and lighthearted attitudes 

toward choice itself,” in other words, “a world of self-pacified multiplic-

ity” that announces, in the specifically political form of a promise, an 

“end” to politics itself.13 

Similarly, the technical effort to do away with technical mediation 

ultimately promises to do away with architecture, in the historical sense 

of an aesthetic practice that actively mediates social relations, includ-

ing relations of production and consumption. In contrast, to posit archi-

tecture as a mass medium here is to insist on a paradoxical, internally 



 S U B J E C T S  .  129

differentiated specificity, an obdurate historicity that is reducible nei-

ther to the posthistorical and postpolitical promises of technological 

processes nor to the late-modernist autonomy of architecture-as-such, 

remaining instead the basis for its own socioeconomic immanence. 

This immanence, however, is secured by virtue of aesthetic and techni-

cal developments specific to the discipline and manifest in its objects, 

where architecture’s mirror reflects itself even as it reflects the work of 

history on the socioeconomic and political registers. On either side of 

this double mirror, we can see both in and out at once. In the interest of 

activating such a vision, a brief prehistory of the turn outlined above can 

be sketched in the form of a single, architectural case study involving two 

corporate headquarters designed about twenty years apart for the same 

company, the Union Carbide Corporation, by different architects in rela-

tion to changing social, economic, and technological conditions.

In August 1955, the Union Carbide Corporation announced that it would 

build its new executive headquarters in midtown Manhattan, at Park Ave-

nue between Forty-seventh and Forty-eighth streets. The architect was to 

be the firm of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM), with Gordon Bunshaft 

(who had recently completed Lever House, a few blocks north) as chief 

designer. The decision was noteworthy not only because of its archi-

tectural implications but because Union Carbide had been considering 

moving its headquarters to a suburban site north of the city. To remain 

in Manhattan was to remain visible, a function amply satisfied by SOM’s 

new building, which was described in the architectural press as first and 

foremost a “striking ‘corporate image.’”14

Completed in 1960, the Union Carbide headquarters was a fifty-three-

story skyscraper comprising 1.5 million gross square feet of sheer office 

building. Its presence on Park Avenue is announced by an attenuated 

plaza that sets the building’s facade off from the street line, while a lower 

extension fills out the block and presents a secondary street facade on 

Madison Avenue. On the face of it, the tower’s looming height thus mon-

umentalizes the pinnacles of power—America’s multinational corpora-

tions—that were gradually transforming this part of the city during the 

1950s.

Like Lever House and the Seagram Building nearby, the architecture 

of the Union Carbide Headquarters might also seem the apotheosis of 

massification—an “enormous file” filled with robotlike workers, as the 
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sociologist C. Wright Mills described the new, modern office buildings 

being built during the period.15 To be sure, it has all the telltale signs: 

a gridded, modular curtain wall, an empty plaza adjacent to an equally 

empty lobby, rows and rows of desks, a gridded luminous ceiling, and 

interchangeable, standardized office partitions. In other words, the 

Union Carbide Building was a fully integrated and apparently seamless 

system, the very image of the administrative rationality which Kracauer 

Gordon Bunshaft of 
Skidmore, Owings & 
Merrill, Union Carbide 
Headquarters, New York, 
1960. Photograph by Ezra 
Stoller. Copyright Esto.
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had already discerned in the mass ornament. Mesmerized by the prom-

ise of a “total architecture” underwritten by the corporations, Bunshaft 

and SOM extended the building’s systematicity into its most intimate 

details, including its desks, its filing cabinets, its drinking fountains, and 

its light switches.

And yet, the imagined subject of corporate capitalism under construc-

tion here was already changing from the masslike, robotic automatons 

projected by Mills into a new kind of human, the prototypical subject of 

what managers had called, since the 1930s, “human relations.” At Union 

Carbide, the primary indicator for this was the building’s overdetermined 

flexibility, registered visually in the grids and technically in the move-

able, standardized units. This flexibility was correlated both to the unpre-

dictable needs of a changing market as reflected in ongoing changes in 

Union Carbide’s internal organization, as well as to the functional adapt-

ability demanded of the human module out of which this organization 

was assembled, the so-called organization man. Despite his standard-

ization, the organization man was no mere cog in a machine. He was, 

instead, a stereotypically sentient, emotional being who identified with 

the corporation as though it were his family, while adapting himself to 

the changes undergone by both with the postwar expansion of corpo-

rate capitalism. As such, the organization man was also in a sense made 

visible—mirrored even—by the architecture of buildings like the Union 

Carbide headquarters, with its stilted “flexibility.”16 

Likewise, though the postwar suburbanization of the United States 

appeared to maintain rigidly separate spheres for work and for living (the 

city and the suburb), the distance between these too was already col-

lapsing. Thus, in 1978, in the wake of New York City’s fiscal crisis, Union 

Carbide announced that it would abandon its Park Avenue building and 

relocate its headquarters to a new suburban facility in Danbury, Con-

necticut. By this point, the company had grown into a massive multina-

tional conducting approximately 33 percent of its business outside the 

United States, with over 130 subsidiaries and five hundred manufactur-

ing facilities in thirty-six countries worldwide. In addition to reflecting 

heightened anxieties about urban life among the managerial classes, the 

move out of New York reflected a complex tendency toward invisibility 

that accompanied global growth. As Fortune magazine put it that same 

year, despite its Park Avenue presence Union Carbide had been “a cor-

porate giant that has somehow managed to project the public profile of 

a midget.”17 At the time of the move, however, it was (again according 
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to Fortune) “striving to raise its profile to something like true size.” But 

this did not necessarily mean brazen swagger. Instead, it meant stealth, 

or what Fortune called “advocacy in a low key,” in an effort to establish 

Union Carbide as a “responsible corporate citizen” in the eyes of govern-

ment regulators, legislators, and others whose actions directly affected 

the company’s bottom line. Union Carbide’s new public relations strategy 

was, therefore, “to try to discern the popular will and then see how it can 

tailor its own interests to that sentiment.”18

The design of its new headquarters coincided with this strategy. The 

site, located about an hour’s drive from New York but only about twenty 

minutes’ drive from the suburban domiciles of many managers, con-

sisted of 645 acres of thick, gently rolling woodlands. And in stark con-

trast to the Park Avenue original, this new headquarters was to be visible 

in its entirety only from the air, with its architecture and entry sequence 

actively preventing full apprehension from the ground. Often described 

as a skyscraper turned on its side, the new complex for thirty-five hun-

dred Union Carbide employees, designed by Kevin Roche of Kevin Roche 

John Dinkeloo and Associates and completed in 1982, can be more accu-

rately described as a skyscraper turned inside out.

The selection of Roche was the first sign of a cultural shift, to the 

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide Headquarters, Danbury, 
Connecticut, 1982. Aerial view. Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.
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extent that Union Carbide’s management had, according to Roche, been 

taken by his assertion that “office design should come from the people.”19 

In turn, Roche’s design for the new headquarters was a self-conscious 

response to the earlier SOM building—an attempt to further “human-

ize” what, despite the inroads made by the human relations counselors 

into the organization man’s soul, would still have appeared as a modu-

lar abstraction, its curtain-walled facade folded onto every surface and 

into every detail of its gridded interiors. Thus Roche began the design 

with an exhaustive analysis of the existing headquarters, including exten-

sive employee interviews. One finding was that employees objected to 

the spatial hierarchies still allowed by the existing building. Despite its 

egalitarian pretensions, the flexible partition system had in fact enabled 

offices of different sizes to be distributed to workers of different rank, 

while the building’s urban location and monolithic configuration yielded 

select corner offices with double views that could be likewise rationed.20

Roche’s response was to develop a set of technical parameters based 

on the variable iterability of a single unit of space: an individual office. 

Regardless of rank, each worker would receive 180 square feet of private 

office space, with each unit possessing an equivalent but different view of 

the surrounding forest. Environmental control was likewise personalized, 

with each office for each employee equipped with separate lighting and 

temperature controls, so that each could surround him- or (significantly 

for the corporate imagination of the late 1970s) herself with the climate 

of choice. Thus the design problem became fundamentally topological: 

thirty-three hundred units of space had to be organized in relation to one 

another and to the outdoors to achieve a new, architectural parity.

Due to its incipient capacity to model with quantitative exactitude 

multiple variations of a given problem, the computer was called in as a 

design tool (a practice still relatively uncommon at the time).21 A number 

of diagrams were tested and rejected, beginning with a 2.6-mile-long tube 

of continuously varying dimension, from minimum to maximum, which 

allowed proportional as well as dimensional variation in the individual 

offices and other (larger) program spaces arrayed along its length, while 

affording the requisite equality of view. Other rejected schemes included 

a spine with bristles in which offices would wind up facing each other 

instead of the trees, as well as a multiple courtyard scheme with a similar 

problem. The organization that was ultimately selected (and realized in 

modified form) had the fractal-like, crenellated perimeter of a snowflake. 

The units themselves were oriented at forty-five-degree angles to one 
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another in clusters strung along the edge of the snowflake, thus affording 

the desired view without compromising privacy.

Dropped onto the site and surrounded by the requisite parking, how-

ever, the snowflake became a kind of alien spacecraft that would have 

exposed Union Carbide’s new home to full public view. Alternative mass-

ing studies were thus undertaken, resulting in a gently curved bar that 

could be inserted surgically into a contoured open field with minimum 

disruption. The inside-out design of the building that had begun by equil-

ibrating the views from within each office was completed with the inter-

nalization of the parking into a series of multilevel garages with access 

bridges matched to the office clusters, thus enabling workers to drive in 

and park adjacent to their offices. The office building was now effectively 

one terminal in a continuous interior, in which these knowledge workers 

could move almost seamlessly from their house to their garage to their 

car to their garage to their office, and back again, day after day. There was 

no need to go outside.

It should not be surprising, then, that the extent to which this design 

also redesigned—indeed customized—the subject of corporate capital-

ism is measured most accurately on the interiors of the offices them-

selves. Roche Dinkeloo developed thirty different office styles ranging 

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide Headquarters, 
Danbury, Connecticut, 1982. Preliminary layout of office cluster. 
Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.



Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide 
Headquarters, Danbury, Connecticut, 1982. Preliminary site plan. 
Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide 
Headquarters, Danbury, Connecticut, 1982. Preliminary plan. 
Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide 
Headquarters, Danbury, Connecticut, 1982. Axonometric. 
Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.



 136 .  S U B J E C T S

from what they called “very modern to traditional,” with each set of fur-

niture and accessories costing exactly the same, again to avoid any insin-

uation of class (whether on the basis of rank or of aspiration). Full-scale 

mock-ups of each office style were built, complete with simulated for-

est view (again: an apparently unmediated transparency, or WYSIWYG). 

These were displayed to three thousand employees, who were then inter-

viewed for their choice of carpet, desk, counter, light fixture, plants, pens 

and pencils, and ashtrays. Each choice was input into a computerized 

purchasing database. A design was output. Thus also, fourteen catego-

ries of art were offered to decorate these thirty offices, from figurative 

to abstract. The final purchases were made on the basis of percentages 

drawn from the employee surveys. Roche himself asserted that “I felt, 

very strongly, that we should not impose our design aesthetic on people; 

let them choose as they wished,” a strategy that was, as he put it, a “radi-

cal idea at the time.”22 As it turned out, no imposition was necessary. The 

furniture set designed in-house by the Roche office was reportedly the 

most popular selection, with second place going to an office with what 

Roche called a “very conservative desk,” while least popular of all was the 

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide 
Headquarters, Danbury, Connecticut, 1982. Office interior, mock-up. 
Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.
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“contemporary” office with glass tabletop and chrome legs (too flashy, it 

seems).23

This level of detail is relevant here only to insist on the systematic, 

inside-out nature of this reinvention of Union Carbide’s corporate iden-

tity, since not only does the new personalization reach into every detail 

of corporate life but it involves at every step a biopolitical refashioning 

of employees themselves into “persons” equipped with variable tastes, 

individual lifestyles, and eventually, personal computers. Thus did Union 

Carbide announce, in its annual report of 1981 as the building was near-

ing completion at the height of an economic recession, its new “empha-

sis on people,” otherwise known as “human resources” or, in the terms 

in which Foucault reads American neoliberalism, “human capital.”24 As 

the company’s chairman and CEO Warren M. Anderson put it in his let-

ter to stockholders: “Union Carbide is a good place to work, and we are 

determined to make it an even better one, with opportunity and incen-

tive for every employee to become personally involved in our objectives 

and our progress.”25

But it is equally clear that Union Carbide did not regard all of its con-

stituents as “persons,” and perhaps not even as humans. On the night 

of 2 December 1984, two years after Roche’s building was completed, 

forty-five tons of the lethal gas methyl isocyanate (MIC) leaked from a 

poorly maintained storage tank at the Union Carbide battery and pes-

ticide manufacturing plant in Bhopal, India. The body count remains 

indeterminate. Though the Indian authorities stopped counting at 1,754, 

official government estimates put the immediate death toll at approxi-

mately thirty-eight hundred (roughly equivalent to the number of well-

maintained persons housed in Union Carbide’s Danbury headquarters).26 

Unofficial estimates of the death toll run to more than three times that 

much, and the consensus among activists and survivors groups hovers 

between seven thousand and ten thousand in the immediate aftermath 

and twenty thousand in the years that followed.27 An estimated half a 

million people were injured, many severely and permanently. Most of 

the victims, including an unknown number of Union Carbide employees 

(so-called human resources), lived in the shadow of the plant and were 

overcome by the gas as they slept. Many were from the poorest classes of 

Indian society and lacked identification documents such as citizenship 
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papers, marriage certificates, or land deeds, and were often omitted from 

official census counts.28 Mass burials and mass cremations left fewer 

bodies accessible to officials, which meant that such records were often 

the only available evidence that someone had existed in the first place.

Union Carbide and its affiliates never stood trial in India. Anderson, 

the CEO who had announced Union Carbide’s new “emphasis on peo-

ple,” was arrested upon his arrival in Bhopal but released on bail. In 1986 

he retired, and he has never returned to India to face the criminal charges 

against him, despite a formal extradition request from the Indian govern-

ment. Unsuccessful efforts in the United States to sue on behalf of the 

victims for a sum of U.S. $15 billion were met by the argument from the 

company’s lawyers that, as one observer put it, “an American court was 

not competent to assess the value of a human life in the third world. ‘How 

can one determine the damage inflicted on people who live in shacks?’ 

asked one member of the legal team. ‘An American life is worth approxi-

mately five hundred thousand dollars,’ wrote the Wall Street Journal, ‘tak-

ing into account the fact that India’s gross national product is 1.7 percent 

of that of the United States, the court should compensate for the decease 

of each Indian victim proportionately, that is to say with eight thousand 

five hundred dollars.’”29

In 1985, the government of India passed the Bhopal Act, which con-

solidated all claims against Union Carbide and authorized the state to 

represent the interests of the victims, who were declared incompetent 

by virtue of their suffering and whose voices were thereby disallowed. 

In 1989, the government, which harbored its own conflicts of interest 

regarding the risks and rewards of multinational “development,” settled 

out of court with Union Carbide for U.S. $470 million. The first round 

of compensation occurred in the early 1990s, and by late 2004, on the 

twentieth anniversary of the catastrophe, each affected family expected 

to receive between one hundred thousand and two hundred thousand 

rupees—about U.S. $2,150–$5,300 (including fifteen years of interest) or 

roughly 5 percent of the American “standard.”30 According to activists, by 

2006 compensation had been made for only about six hundred deaths, 

while approximately half a million disability claims had been filed, with 

an average compensation of U.S. five hundred dollars each.31 But beyond 

the grossly diminished numerical value placed on the lives of the vic-

tims, the larger point here has to do with the extraordinary fragility of 

this elementary form of representation—counting—as a dimension of 
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the epistemic violence that we have seen reproduced in the apparently 

humane architecture at Danbury.

Evidence suggests that the “persons” in Danbury were aware in 

advance of the risks to the rather more abstract corporate subjects in 

Bhopal, where Union Carbide had minimized its own economic expo-

sure through cost-cutting in the event the plant was nationalized under 

Indian legislation.32 The global outrage, however, did not reach the fever 

pitch that became familiar in the United States in the wake of 11 Sep-

tember 2001, demanding instant, total, and personalized commemora-

tion of each and every victim. The company erected no memorials, listed 

no names, published no pictures. Instead, it circulated sabotage theo-

ries while divesting itself of its assets to protect against litigation. Thus, 

in 1987 the company sold its already invisible Danbury headquarters 

and adjacent development rights to the Related Companies, a real estate 

group, becoming a leaseholding tenant in its own building.33 In 1999, 

Union Carbide itself disappeared, though not because it was bankrupted 

by the relatively scant settlement but because it too was assimilated into 

an even larger network operating in 168 countries and employing forty-

nine thousand people, having been bought by Dow Chemical.

What, then, of architecture here? Back in Danbury circa 1990, a Union 

Carbide executive noted that the company’s response to what he called 

the “shock” of Bhopal was to reemphasize its social responsibilities, while 

also noting that the move to Danbury had itself succeeded in converting 

Union Carbide managers from alienated commuters to active members 

of the local community, for whom “diversity is the new name that’s creep-

ing into everybody’s language.”34 Roche had already accommodated this 

diversified corporate community in, for example, a cafeteria divided into 

six unique sections dedicated to six different lifestyles, including a back 

room modeled on a men’s club and a singles bar. But in commenting 

on his firm’s design practices Roche seems to see a ghost in the ubiqui-

tous mirrored surfaces adorning these pseudo-public interiors, or “living 

rooms,” as he called them. For him, these mirrors were “constantly alive” 

as they reflected both the “sparkle” and “dark spots” of the “real world.”35 

Designed by an architect who, as an associate of Eero Saarinen, had pro-

duced the first mirrored-glass curtain wall at Bell Laboratories in Holm-

del, New Jersey, in 1962, the mirrors thereby distill architecture’s paradox-

ical, noncommunicative specificity as mass medium, as they move from 

exterior (at Bell Labs) to interior (at Union Carbide).
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Initially, the mirrors may be interpreted as a response to Roche’s 

teacher Mies, whose Federal Center in Chicago had been described by 

Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co as a mirror “reflecting images of the urban 

chaos that surrounds the timeless Miesian purity.”36 But in contrast to 

Mies, the mirrors at Union Carbide promise—again, in the manner of a 

politician—to make visible (indeed, to reflect) the new corporate subject, 

a person at home in the domestic interior of the office. Here is Roche: 

“[W]e tried to deinstitutionalize the building so that it seemed lively or 

more domestic, in a character appropriate to a corporate family.”37 But as 

in the curtain wall at Bell Laboratories, in these interiors there remains—

rather literally, as Roche implies—nothing in the mirror, only agitated 

blurs and glancing highlights that refuse to coalesce. Thus, where Kra-

cauer had found in the unconscious “surface-level” expressions of the 

mass ornament what he took to be “unmediated access to the funda-

mental substance of the state of things,” we might discover something 

like the reverse at work in Union Carbide’s mirrored halls: a barely dis-

cernible gap or hole in the surface giving access to otherwise invisible 

mediations and to an actively produced exclusion on the supposedly 

unmediated interior of a diversified corporate self.38

Here too we might also glimpse an inadvertent perceptual denatural-

ization, a momentary yet persistent estrangement that is also an internal 

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates, Union Carbide Headquarters, Danbury, 
Connecticut, 1982. Cafeteria. Courtesy of Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates.
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multiplication. To see such a depersonalization is indirectly to see those 

in Bhopal whose “bare life” was not opposed to but constitutive of the 

well-adorned personhood cultivated in Danbury. And I again use Gior-

gio Agamben’s terminology advisedly here, recalling that we have already 

explored the topologies that it implies. Homo sacer, the ambiguous fig-

ure from ancient Roman jurisprudence who may be killed with impu-

nity but not sacrificed, is Agamben’s name for all those who live without 

the protections of the law, a state of affairs for which the death camp 

is the defining instance.39 And while Union Carbide’s plant and its sur-

roundings were not a camp, and the catastrophe was widely publicized, 

the all too visible invisibility of the Bhopal victims and the partial sus-

pension of what might be termed their political right to be counted as 

dead, dying, or permanently impaired locates them—in only a slightly 

less literal sense—tendentiously in the space of Homo sacer, the subject 

of “bare” or “naked” life.

Under such conditions, unseen/uncounted also describes a subjec-

tivity that is not unmediated but rather inaccessible to the spectacular 

mediation that is scaled down to the personal level under mass customi-

zation. And though their own lives are thereby constrained (again ten-

dentiously) by relative exteriority, the labor of those who are quite visibly 

invisible to the spectacle remains necessary for the consumer-masses of 

mass customization to come into view—indeed, to enter the field of vis-

ibility as “persons.” In “incidents” such as the Bhopal catastrophe, the 

act of counting thus approaches the limit case of deaths that are counted 

abstractly (as calculated risk) while remaining uncounted in actual-

ity; as such, they are inextricably linked to the predatory expansion of 

multinational capital. These deaths cruelly rehearse the logic of the “life 

that does not deserve to live” uncovered by Agamben, a cruelty that is 

underpinned by a structural, technologically enabled blindness (a con-

sequence of Rancière’s “distribution of the sensible”) that must itself be 

brought into view.40

Conversely, the architectural trajectory followed by the two Union 

Carbide headquarters actively consolidates what Gilles Deleuze called 

the “dividuation” (or infinitely divisible, distinguishable coding) that 

increasingly characterizes a mode of subjectivity immanent to global 

capital.41 To this we can add that the “dividual” further appears as a sub-

ject converted into a numerical variable in a new form of mass—or now, 

mass-customized—ornament. This visibility imposes itself in a manner 

comparable to that of universal computation (or universal computabil-

ity, as Alan Turing would have it). Like the mass ornament before it, the 
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parametrically regulated technical means by which this is achieved in 

architecture and other domains begins and ends with numbers. The his-

torical difference with respect to modernism is that, rather than marking 

an optimized standard to which design and production must conform, 

the new postmodern numbers enumerate and serialize difference itself. 

But in its new figuration as an instrument of choice under mass customi-

zation, the computer’s supposed universality, translated into a capacity 

to register near-infinite differentiation, already contains within it some-

thing like a built-in limit case in the form of a constantly shifting horizon 

of visibility and of counting.

What cannot be seen or heard cannot be counted, except as a calcu-

lated risk. Whereas, at the other pole, what can be seen reveals a threshold 

also built into Kracauer’s notion of the mass ornament. As an organized 

figure “composed of elements that are mere building blocks and nothing 

more,” Kracauer attributed to the mass ornament a rationality closed off 

from reason that reflects the calculability demanded by capitalist pro-

duction. This leads, among other things, to a “blurring of national char-

acteristics and to the production of worker masses that can be employed 

equally well at any point on the globe.”42 Its precondition (as well as its 

endpoint) is the socioeconomic and technological process of massifica-

tion, whereby “only as parts of a mass, not as individuals who believe 

themselves to be formed from within, do people become fractions of 

a figure.”43 Under mass customization, massification has been scaled 

down to the level of the “person.” But this person is no longer under-

stood in classically humanist terms as a bounded individual in posses-

sion of a unique and unassailable soul, a figure that Kracauer had already 

judged anachronistic with respect to the earlier phase of modernity he 

was describing. A person, now, is a techno-economic figure composed of 

numbers inside and out.

In biopolitical terms, such a figure is theoretically customizable under 

a computationally intensive human genomics as well as under a com-

putationally enabled, expansionist corporate consumerism and the sub-

jectivities it proliferates. Similarly, outward industrial expansion, exem-

plified in this case by India’s chemically enhanced “green revolution,” of 

which the Union Carbide pesticide plant was a part, is now accompa-

nied by an expansion inward, into the interiority of the self. So even as 

the “mass ornament” might still be useful to describe the homogenizing 

reach of industrial capital into new global frontiers, it reaches its limit 
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case internally as those frontiers begin to turn inward. For this, a com-

plementary figure—the “person,” a modified incarnation of homo œco-

nomicus whom Foucault calls an “entrepreneur of himself”—must be 

articulated alongside the mass ornament. Such an articulation makes 

visible the spectacle of (in)dividuation inside the corporate self made 

possible by numerical abstraction, as well as that spectacle’s dependence 

on its blind spots, the plainly visible invisibility of others whose deaths 

remain effectively uncounted, even as those same deaths are incorpo-

rated as a variable in the spreadsheets of global capital.44

Thus we arrive at a somewhat counterintuitive formulation. At one 

level, the subjective by-product of the cybernetic revolution is not a face-

less, digital automaton, but a hyper-individuated, spectacularized quasi-

singularity, composed of ever finer (and potentially incommensurable) 

data sets that profile personal taste, personal habits, personal opinion, 

and so on. While at another level, a complementary by-product of infor-

matization is ultimately the heterogeneous subject of “bare life” whose 

death is not counted and therefore does not count. This is the horror of 

Bhopal and of so many other such catastrophes. In these, the biopolitical 

machinery of computational equivalence—enumeration, that is, and 

with it, interpolation into Deleuze’s control society as a mathematical 

variable otherwise known as a “person”—functions increasingly via a 

symmetrical exclusion from counting and indeed from visibility, as an 

exception that has become internalized or rather incorporated as a norm. 

The relative invisibility of the deindividuated Bhopal victims (stripped 

of even the mass ornament of enumeration) has thus helped foreclose 

their access to jurisprudence while also helping, along with the compa-

ny’s own invisibility at the level of the cultural imaginary, to ensure Union 

Carbide’s survival under the sign of Dow Chemical.

Still, as a biopolitical machine designed to make the personalized sub-

ject of global capital visible to itself, and thereby to rehearse the process 

of narcissistic self-identification, architecture here cannot help but reg-

ister a kind of splitting open that releases a depersonalized remainder. 

This comes in the form of an outside marked on the inside by a shimmer-

ing blind spot, whose spectral presence organizes the deepest interiors 

of corporate domesticity. In that sense, the Union Carbide headquarters 

in Danbury was from the beginning haunted by the ghosts of Bhopal, on 

behalf of whom, as an act of counter-memory, we may now claim it as a 

kind of inverted memorial—a memorialization in advance. This haunting, 
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this commemoration in the future anterior tense, takes the form of an 

irreducible abstraction that, in effect, transcends the numerical abstrac-

tion of the mass ornament that is sublimated into mass customization. 

This other, postmodern abstraction is most directly visible in the mir-

rored surfaces that line the building’s interior. But it is also discernible 

elsewhere: in the mechanical emptiness of the parking garages, for exam-

ple (which offer a kind of final resting place for the mass ornament in 

their rows of empty machines), as well as in the less obvious emptiness 

of the office itself, to say nothing of the view out the window and today 

into the windows of the personal computer. As seen in these surfaces, the 

“person” called forth by mass customization is him/herself doubly spec-

tral: first, in the Derridean sense read out of Shakespeare via Marx, of a 

fetishized commodity in which the social relations among things associ-

ated with industrial capital have been transformed into social relations 

among images; and second, in the sense of a having incorporated an oth-

erwise invisible, and only apparently silent, counterpart.

To see or to hallucinate a ghost in the empty halls of the transnational 

corporate edifice is hardly to excuse the blind and systematic enthusiasm 

with which architecture continues to service a hegemonic world order. 

On the contrary, it is to locate strategically its internal aporias, the holes 

in the screen of mass-customized bliss. We cannot claim, with paternal-

istic sanctimony, to speak directly through these holes on behalf of a sub-

altern, or even to offer an equivocal opening onto visibility per se. “Please 

come here and count us.” How, then, might we hear this appeal made 

by a Bhopal survivor to the judges of the Supreme Court of India who 

upheld the state’s authority to represent those whom, like this woman, it 

deemed incapable of representing themselves.45 As the muffled cry of a 

distant “other”? Or as an echo reverberating through the very headquar-

ters of empire that marks the blind spots necessary for the apparatus to 

reproduce itself with ever-greater efficiency? 

Today, this reproduction occurs most perversely in the name of a post-

political multiplicity, a pseudopersonalization embraced by corporate 

global villagers and computer-aided architects alike. Yet what we see in 

these mirrored interiors, which perhaps mark the end of corporate archi-

tecture’s mirror stage, is not our selves projected outward—customized 

masses converted into persons—but the names and faces of unrecogniz-

able strangers within, for whom the personal remains political, both out 

there and in here.
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The bourgeois interior was for Kracauer, as for Walter Benjamin, at once 

a last refuge for authentic individuality and a warehouse of empty mem-

ories cut out of lived time, most vividly in the photographs that lined 

its shelves. One branch of the historical arc followed by this spatial type 

has taken it into the suburban American living room, decoded in the 

mid-1970s by Venturi and Scott Brown for its “signs of life,” and simul-

taneously back out into the ex-urban corporate office complex, where 

it has functioned less as a shell than as a screen. An inside-out mirror: 

that is how we can describe such a space—but also as Leibniz’s “window-

less monad,” reflecting, in Adorno’s trenchant analysis, the unremitting 

chaos of capitalist disharmonies, now inverted to reflect nothing at all. 

That this “nothing” is also very much something, a life, a population of 

humans under erasure, is what I have tried to show in the brief history 

that runs through two office buildings within one hundred miles of each 

other and a factory that, for the organizational complex to which it was 

nevertheless hardwired, might just as well have been on another planet.

This is also a way of touching something of the sublime that Fredric 

Jameson, with Lyotard audible in the distance, has identified as central to 

the aesthetic experience of postmodern space. But just as postmodern-

ist pastiche mocks whatever might qualify as “beautiful” in architectural 

form, so too does the postmodern sublime invert the natural threat that 

both Burke and Kant posited as its origin. In Bhopal, as in Don Delil-

lo’s “airborne toxic event” in White Noise, as well as in the gas chambers 

that both distantly recall, the ominous cloud, unrepresentable as it is, is 

in the first instance a product of human calculation, and in Bhopal in 

particular of calculated environmental risk. It is a metonymic product of 

the difficult (but not impossible) to visualize “networks of multi-national 

capitalism” that are the ultimate target of Jameson’s analysis. And among 

this new sovereign’s (perhaps unwilling) subjects are those who, it must 

be said, are subjected to its threats without a choice. This subjection is 

founded on a certain Existenzminimum not only at the level of biologi-

cal needs but also at the level of representation. That this form of unfree-

dom is both a consequence of and a precondition for the technologically 

mediated “freedom” to choose from among a surplus of mass-custom-

ized lifestyles prototyped on the supermarket shelves of culture is among 

the cruelest ironies of the current conjuncture.
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7 A R C H I T E C T U R E

Utopia’s Ghost

w h at is to be done?  Start from the beginning and reopen the “hous-

ing question.”1 Recall the example of public housing as emblematic of 

the allegedly failed modernist utopia par excellence. Recall also that this 

corresponds with a boundary problem that summarizes the discursive 

economy of postmodernism—the ostensible problem of distinguishing 

what is real from what is not. Historical attempts to confront real irratio-

nalities such as the failure of the state adequately to house its population 

are, time and again, converted discursively into phantasms, such as the 

straw figure called “Pruitt-Igoe.” These, in turn, are summoned as “realis-

tic” cautions against too-ambitious plans to address the ongoing failures. 

In this way, cultural postmodernism has continued to serve as a training 

manual for the systematic abjection of human life accomplished in other 

spheres. A plausible response might therefore be to derealize the real. De-

realization, however, must be accomplished at two levels. First, by inter-

rogating critically the “givens” assumed by anticritical realisms. And sec-

ond, by restoring the “unreal”—i.e., Utopia—to its proper status as a kind 

of performative. In other words, derealization means learning to think at 

the intersection of representation and production. And it means doing so 

through the mediation of cultural forms, including architecture.

Not in order to build utopias but to live with their ghosts. As discur-

sive figures, ghosts embody a host of boundary problems of their own. 

Corollary to the postmimetic mirror, the ghost poses the question of pro-

jection, which can be defined as crossing the line that separates what 

exists from what does not. At first, projection may seem a simple enough 

matter of making projects, that is, of inventing still-unrealized (and per-

haps unrealizable) alternatives to what exists, and thrusting them for-

ward into the future as a kind of ideal target or negatively, as a dystopian 
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or apocalyptic warning. In practice, however, projection of any sort 

entails far more complex rearrangements of past, present, and future. An 

architectural project is therefore any work in which what may once have 

been threatens, in the present, to return transfigured at some unspeci-

fied future time. Utopia is a special type of project, since it threatens to 

replace what exists in its entirety. Thus the messianic overtones of many 

utopianisms, as well as the barely disguised nostalgia for some long-

lost wholeness or state of nature that they often exhibit. But in the same 

sense that spectrality is also a functional property of finance capital ori-

ented toward the management of the future, there is no guarantee that 

projection entails systemic transformation. For just on the other side of 

the line, in the realm of everyday practice, lies the professionalization of 

projection, and its consequent setting aside as an instrument of critical 

thought.

Utopian projection has been part of the architect’s tool kit since the 

European eighteenth century, having theretofore largely been the domain 

of literature and, to some extent, painting.2 In the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, it was amplified with the assimilation of a Roman-

tic melancholy, a process that reached symbolic maturity in the United 

States in the figure and work of Frank Lloyd Wright and, in Europe, in that 

of Le Corbusier. During the first half of the twentieth century, the archi-

tect as professional melancholic was diversely characterized by compen-

satory meditations on the loss and reconstitution of nature under mod-

ernization (Wright), or by the choice—forced by Le Corbusier—between 

the reform of everyday life (“architecture”) and the overthrow of its struc-

tures (“revolution”). Either way, these were all-or-nothing propositions, 

the totality of which was figured less in the intricate detail with which 

so many of the resulting utopian “solutions” were endowed than in the 

panoramic dimensions of their original, binary configuration: nature or 

culture, architecture or revolution.

In the West (but also, for example, in Japan), the latter part of the 

twentieth century saw the gradual and uneven replacement of this pro-

fessional melancholy with an almost manic playfulness. Whether in the 

neofuturism embodied in the 1960s megastructures, in the helpless sar-

casm of the Italian architettura radicale, or in Pop attempts to reground 

architectural “communication,” this playfulness would seem already to 

correspond with the agonistic play of one language game off of another 

and thereby to exhibit a key symptom of the “postmodern condition” 

more generally.3 The search for a ludic authenticity found its complement 
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in the archaism of an eternal present, from the organic gemeinschaft 

sought in various “vernacular” and non-Western milieux (by Team X and 

others) to symbolic expeditions into the standing reserve of history itself. 

The past (or, for the environmental movement, nature) was no longer 

irretrievably lost to aesthetic re-presentation; rather, history was made 

newly available as a simulacrum, in the form of recombined citational 

elements, just as nature reappeared indexically through compilations of 

data, whereas futurology and its many popular and technical variants, 

which as we have seen were encapsulated in the epistemologies of risk 

analysis, systematically recast the future as merely one (albeit, potentially 

catastrophic) scenario among others, rather than as a unifying ideal.

In this respect, if there was something like an epistemological crisis 

associated with the emergence of the postmodern in and around archi-

tecture, it entailed a transformation of the (modernist) crisis of represen-

tation into a crisis of projection. This is somewhat different than suggest-

ing, with Manfredo Tafuri, that architectural postmodernism played out 

a crisis of the project.4 To put it as succinctly as possible, a project is an 

ideological phantasm, while projection is a concrete historical and dis-

cursive practice, with utopian thought as one of its by-products. And 

so my analysis shifts attention away from the ideological claims and 

counterclaims made by architects and their apologists vis à vis the duty 

(or the capacity) of architecture to make yet another “knight’s move” on 

the chessboard of modernity.5 Instead, I focus on the rules admitted by 

that chessboard itself, which evolved to prohibit certain acts of imagina-

tive projection while permitting other, new ones. All of which produced 

new problems for architecture and for architectural knowledge, though 

often in the form of ideological pseudosolutions to old ones.

Among these rules are those of projection itself, which, as Erwin 

Panofsky showed as early as 1927, are eminently historical and therefore 

subject to revision.6 Without really setting out to do so, Panofsky’s essay 

on perspective demonstrates the technical contingencies by which any 

attempt to construct a “picture” of a possible future is necessarily con-

strained. For it should not be forgotten that those melancholic futurisms 

that were later subject to the postmodern totality/totalitarian elision, 

metonymically captured in Le Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine (1922) or 

in Wright’s Broadacre City (1932), were most compellingly represented in 

panoramic, perspectival visualizations. Nor should it be forgotten that 

underlying these representations was the Cartesian grid, which became 

the very emblem of modernist “rationality” as the latter came under 
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postmodern attack. In short, the grid as a unifying and coordinating 

device, whether of pictorial or planimetric space (and allowing for the 

differences between the two), was simultaneously reified and displaced 

in a series of discursive moves that reconfigured the postmodern play-

ing field into something that could now only be grasped as an unstable 

matrix composed of a thousand plateaus.

Under these conditions, the projection of radical alternatives to the 

status quo was not merely ideologically tainted. It was technically impos-

sible. Utopia was made impossible by the new configuration of the play-

ing field, the new instrumentation, and the new rules of engagement. But 

what I hope to show here is something like the survival of the old rules 

and the old techniques in the shell or skin of the new, which combine 

with this skin in surprising and possibly underdeveloped ways. This is 

the first dimension of a spectrality with which the apparent arbitrariness 

and abruptness of an epistemic modulation is infused. Given my (and 

our) relative embeddedness within this discursive formation, I have been 

willing to accept for the moment the overall proposition that it entails a 

shift from one (modern) regime to another (postmodern) one. But for no 

reason other than historical accuracy I am also compelled to note the 

incompleteness of this supposed shift, and the persistence or afterim-

age of a specific form of modernist vision—the act of projection—within 

postmodernism’s games, whether they are semantic, technological, or 

formal.

On the order of discourse, the possibility of a still-utopian imagination, 

half alive (or at least, to speak in the terminology of the ghost, undead) 

within the postmodern edifice, suggests a very peculiar set of options. 

Any attempt at revival, whether historiographical or actual, would seem 

as “unrealistic” (or really, as “postmodern”) as any attempt at exorcism, 

since what is specifically real about a ghost is its constitutive unreality. 

Instead, the one positive option before us would seem to be, to para-

phrase Jacques Derrida, to learn to live with modernism’s ghosts, pre-

eminent among which I count the ghost of Utopia itself.7 That particular 

ghost occupies the site of projection in which past, present, and future 

meet at a single threshold. Also at this site, power, knowledge, and art mix 

to form new compounds with new possible outcomes. In that sense, Uto-

pia is one among many ghosts that appear here like so many uninvited 

visitors to the postmodern scene.8 Such visitations suggest that, with 

architecture’s help, we might yet discover postmodernism’s paradoxi-

cal modernity. Today, at a moment when there also seems increasingly 
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less likelihood of an exit from the cul-de-sac that we call globalization 

and its crises, as managed by transnational corporations, empire-build-

ing nations, and even well-meaning NGOs, there can indeed be no more 

urgent task than to learn to live with—and to think—Utopia once again. 

This is another way of saying: to begin the hard work of learning to imag-

ine again that, in a favorite slogan of the new social movements, “another 

world is possible.”

“Learning to live with ghosts” also defines a limit case, in the form of 

the horizon of (in)visibility within which the implied constituents or sub-

jects of any project are confined, and from which those without access to 

its promises are excluded. This dynamic of inclusion and exclusion maps 

a topology of projection with which any effort to rethink the postmodern 

impasse must also grapple. But even the term horizon, with its perspec-

tival overtones, is inadequate to describe the reconfiguration of inside 

and outside that is at stake here. More than mere trespassers, ghosts are 

poised on what we must recognize as the biopolitical threshold of life 

and death. Hence, they haunt the premises of any self-satisfied inte-

rior, including some of the actual spaces we have already encountered—

domestic interiors, corporate offices, gated communities, and so on. But 

even more, Utopia’s ghost haunts the presumed interior of a discourse in 

which, as Tafuri notoriously said of his contemporaries and their histori-

cal revivals, architects have been content to “gather round the hearth and 

listen to the fables of the new grannies.”9

And so we begin again with a short trip backward in time, to Venice circa 

1980: “A spectre is roaming through Europe: The Postmodern.”10 This is 

how the Italian architect and critic Paolo Portoghesi introduced his book 

on postmodernism in architecture, which was subtitled The Architec-

ture of the Postindustrial Society and published in Italian in 1982 and in 

English in 1983. Portoghesi’s introductory sentence was a double quota-

tion. It was the title of an article published in the French newspaper Le 

Monde on the occasion of the traveling exhibition known as La Strada 

Novissima (The New Street). Unlike Disneyland’s Main Street, which 

leads to Fantasyland and to a mythical, stereotyped future, the Strada 

Novissima appears to lead nowhere in particular; but more precisely, as 

we shall see, it leads inward and outward at once. Still, it was an impor-

tant document in the production of the postmodernist imaginary: a full-

scale, multi-architect “street” replete with historical quotations. It served 
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as the centerpiece of the first official architecture biennale in Venice, 

which was curated by Portoghesi in 1980 and later traveled to both Paris 

and San Francisco. While the Le Monde headline, of course, was itself a 

historical quotation, or really, a paraphrase, of the oft-cited opening line 

of The Communist Manifesto, which was translated into English (with the 

approval of Engels) as follows: “A specter is haunting Europe—the specter 

of Communism.”11

The stated theme of the 1980 Biennale, “The Presence of the Past,” 

was intended to evoke a burgeoning interest in historical citation on the 

part of architects on both sides of the Atlantic as well as in Japan. By the 

early 1950s, a hegemonic international modernism, expressed by such 

enigmas as “functionalism,” was thought to have relegated architectural 

styles like Beaux Arts classicism to the dustbin of history. But by 1980, fol-

lowing the political, economic, and technological cataclysms of the 1960s 

and the early 1970s, modernism itself was thought by many to belong to 

that same dustbin, with its utopian aspects reduced to historical curi-

osities if not Faustian nightmares. And so in Venice “The Presence of the 

Past” referred to the proclivity among architects to scavenge history’s 

dustbin for obsolescent languages and styles, sometimes earnestly and 

sometimes irreverently but always against the prohibitions enforced by 

modernist dogma.

Needless to say, neither the Strada Novissima nor any other manifes-

tation of such tendencies succeeded in restoring the historical “past” to 

full presence in architectural terms. Arguably, this was never the inten-

tion in the first place, though certainly many claims were made on behalf 

of a return to past architectures for their restorative moral capacity, espe-

cially in the face of traumas visited upon both urban form and civic rep-

resentation by the rigors of functionalism and associated doctrines. Still, 

the 1980 Biennale’s “historicism” emphatically did not result in a simple 

resurrection of historical styles. Instead, visitors were presented with a 

cacophony of pseudoevents, pseudorestorations, and pseudorevivals—

in a word, pastiche.

But to describe these as pastiche does not exhaust their meaning. 

More recently, Marx and Engels’s famous line provided a subtext for 

Derrida’s conjurations of the undead spirits of German idealism that 

haunt Marx’s historical materialism, while at the same time conjuring 

the spirits of Marx and Marxism that neoliberalism, especially after 1989, 

claimed finally to have exorcised. Derrida calls this logic of haunting a 

“hauntology” (as distinct from an ontology), which he means us to take 
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fairly literally. To illustrate, he begins with a reading of Hamlet, concen-

trating not on the characters but on the stage props, in this case the 

suit of armor in which the father’s ghost appears (or seems to appear) 

onstage, his face concealed by the helmet’s visor. Derrida calls this the 

“visor effect,” in which a specter appears indirectly, through its conceal-

ment under a visor—as a stage prop, that is—and looks at us. With the 

scenographic, stage-set qualities of the Strada Novissima in view (and 

noting that its facades were actually constructed in the Italian cinematic 

dream factory Cinecittà), I hope therefore to make visible, indirectly, the 

specters of Utopia as they stare us in the face through the visor of archi-

tectural postmodernism.

The great majority of modern and protomodern utopian architec-

tural propositions from Ledoux to Le Corbusier have entailed making a 

Venice Biennale, La Strada Novissima, 1980. From Paolo Portoghesi, Postmodern: The 
Architecture of the Postindustrial Society, trans. Ellen Shapiro (New York: Rizzoli, 1983).
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picture of an idealized world—a project, that is—and then launching it 

like a projectile into the future. Oddly enough, the entry of this utopian 

image into the real, its moment of impact as it were, necessarily marks 

the millennial—or apocalyptic—end of history, in the sense of an ongo-

ing historical dialectic: when and if Utopia actually arrives, it’s all over. 

Postmodernism and modernism thus share aspects of the “end of his-

tory” endgame, though they approach this end from opposite directions: 

modernism through the messianic realization of redemptive metanarra-

tives (whether utopian or otherwise), and postmodernism through the 

exhaustion of all such narratives, which now seem to have broken up into 

a thousand little stories.12 These are no longer represented in panoramic 

perspectives and all-or-nothing master plans but rather in two recipro-

cal forms of incompleteness: narrative fragments and statistical, proba-

bilistic tendencies.

Consider again the faux-historical “timeline” of postmodernism 

included by Charles Jencks in The Language of Post-Modern Architecture. 

The teleological, from–to narratives of the modernist avant-gardes, con-

ditioned by a Hegelian zeitgeist, have been replaced here with an image 

of architectural history going nowhere in particular. This “evolution-

ary tree,” branching out into a pointless ecology of architectural styles, 

is organized around a series of image-based feedback loops tending 

toward the entropy of “radical eclecticism,” a kind of pluralistic equilib-

rium in which everything is different from everything else, and is there-

fore the same.13 To this day, Jencks continues to insist on the emergence 

of discernible patterns out of this media-ecological soup, in the form of 

secondary formations or groupings. But these too are going nowhere in 

particular, emerging from the soup only to disappear back into it, to be 

replaced by new and equally meaningless groupings, ad infinitum, in 

a kind of dynamic, swirling stasis.14 Where could the utopian spirit of 

decisive historical change possibly be found here, except as one irrele-

vant little story among many? To explore this question, I want to begin 

by tracking this sense of going nowhere, of a kind of exhausted dyna-

mism, in its most explicit form possible: what the Congrès International 

d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) simply called “circulation.”

Recall the figural role played by the promenade architecturale in the 

work of an architect like Le Corbusier. In the Villa Savoie at Poissy, for 

example, the passage through the building was no mere functionalist 

means to get from bottom to top. Instead, the cinematic ramp material-

izes the very sense of historical progress to which I have been alluding, 
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as it weaves upward through the building’s various functional zones and 

lands dramatically on the roof, where the user is presented with a framed 

view of the pastoral landscape in which the Corbusian machine à habiter 

has decisively landed. The ramp thus succinctly summarizes what we 

can call a Corbusian teleology, in the form of a space-time vector lead-

ing inexorably toward the mechanico-arcadian future captured in great 

detail by the Swiss architect’s utopian master plans of the same period.

Compare this sense of purpose, allegorized in a linear circulation sys-

tem, with the equally classical—and, we can say, still Corbusian—prom-

enade architecturale passing through the Neue Staatsgalerie in Stutt-

gart designed by the British architect James Stirling, completed in 1983. 

Widely considered a key monument of postmodernism, this architectural 

icon was added to a deindustrializing city in part to generate tourism, 

and so must also be considered a precursor to Frank Gehry’s Guggen-

heim Museum in Bilbao. But in Stuttgart, in what was then West Ger-

many, entrants to the architectural design competition won by Stirling’s 

office had to contend with the geopolitical requirement to include a 

James Stirling, Neue Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart, 1983. Approach. Photograph by John Donat. 
Courtesy of Royal Institute of British Architects, Library Photographs Collection.



James Stirling, Neue Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart, 1983. Sketch of main 
circulation. James Stirling / Michael Wilford Fonds, Collection Centre 
Canadien d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.

James Stirling, Neue Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart, 1983. Plan, entry level. 
James Stirling / Michael Wilford Fonds, Collection Centre Canadien 
d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
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“democratic” path, or a public passage that was commonly required 

through the site of major West German civic institutions.15 In these wan-

ing days of the cold war, this path was not required to lead the pedestrian 

anywhere in particular, except to the degree that it led toward all that was 

ambiguously “western” and democratic about West Germany. Thus its 

presence, and with it, the sense of accessibility and approachability gen-

erously accommodated by Stirling’s scheme, declared between its lines 

that, whatever could be said of West German public institutions, they 

were emphatically not of the East—as in East Germany and East Berlin 

and the authoritarian overtones carried in the West by those locales.

Follow the path through Stirling’s building. Where does it lead? Zigzag-

ging through a series of layers, it reaches no climax. Instead, it stages a 

narrative of passage with no end, sliding across the forecourt, establish-

ing an axis only to displace it, skirting the “metaphysical” voided central 

court and leaking out the back, with a tangential escape into the museum 

itself near the front. In contrast to the informality of this entry sequence 

(and this is one of Stirling’s many playful juxtapositions in the building), 

the galleries consist of discrete rooms arranged enfilade in the nine-

teenth-century manner, rather than the drifting, loftlike expanses char-

acteristic of many other twentieth-century museum interiors.

The ambiguous anticlimax of Stirling’s promenade architecturale in 

Stuttgart can be compared to that of another museum designed (but not 

built) in 1975, for another West German city. This is the entry submit-

ted by the German architect Oswald Mathias Ungers to a competition 

in which Stirling also participated, for the Wallraf-Richartz Museum in 

Cologne.16 The Ungers project, situated on the riverbank adjacent to the 

Cologne cathedral and flanked by the train station, attempts to recon-

cile these disparate urban elements by inserting a comprehensive, grid-

ded matrix of infrastructure, out of which emerge the individual compo-

nents of the museum. An apparently direct entry sequence is cut into this 

matrix, in the form of a linear axis that begins at the plaza surrounding 

the cathedral, extends onto an above-grade terrace, and then descends to 

a dock on the river. The axis is another instance of the “democratic” path, 

passing from public plaza to public waterfront. But at another, more alle-

gorical, level it is also something else entirely. Three architectural epi-

sodes, or scenes, are arranged sequentially along this axis, each as incon-

clusive as the one before it.

As is made clear by Ungers’s three-part perspective drawing of the 

sequence, the aesthetic references are to surrealism and its precursors, 

from De Chirico to Magritte. The first scene presents an empty forecourt 
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populated, in the drawings, by a De Chirico mannequin and spherical 

trees; the second presents a ramp leading from an empty “street” with 

diagrammatic facades through a series of squared-off archways, off of 

which are arranged gridded antechambers that serve the galleries; and 

the third, a sculpture garden with cubic trees arranged in a grid and 

large-scale sculptures posed abjectly in niches on either side. An other-

wise minor detail in the plan, which is emphasized in the perspectives, is 

instructive. Where the central axis, marked in the drawings by a hovering 

Oswald Mathias Ungers, Wallraf-Richartz Museum, 
Cologne, 1975. Competition entry, axonometric. 
Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.



Oswald Mathias Ungers, Wallraf-Richartz Museum, Cologne, 1975. Competition 
entry, perspectives. Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.
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blimp, expands into a space of passage in the first two scenes, in the 

third it contracts into the thinness of a line, marked by the central row 

of trees in the floating grid. And so the Magritte-like “scale figure,” who 

had first entered from the side and climbed the central ramp, has now 

been shuffled off to the side again by the rather unaccommodating tree 

grid and condemned to a degree of abjection equivalent to that afforded 

the reclining protosurrealist figure opposite. I emphasize this because 

Ungers could have accommodated the passage all the way through, by 

utilizing a grid consisting of four rows of trees rather than three. But he 

did not, and he made a point of it in every detail of the drawing.

Though Ungers’s stated intentions emphasize place-making, the end 

result is that we are presented here with an enigmatic, allegorical subject 

of history (in the form of the Magritte figure—who in another Ungers 

drawing is turned into a self-portrait of the architect), a human whose 

centrality has been displaced, in this architectural dream, by an anach-

ronistic, highly schematized dialectic of nature and culture: trees, grids, 

and a blimp. So, in sharp contrast to whatever classical precedent on 

which Ungers’s symmetries may have drawn, the humanist human who 

started out as the central character in the narrative of the “democratic” 

path has, by the inconclusive “end,” been relegated to a supporting role. 

In this way, Ungers effectively extended rather than interrupted the post-

humanist tendencies of functionalism à la Mies, Gropius, and Hilber-

seimer, with their serialities and their grids. He has not, in other words, 

deployed a more “humane,” well-proportioned, axial classicism against 

the indeterminate geometries of modernism but with them, by extend-

ing their logic into the standing reserve of classicism itself, just as this 

pseudoclassical anti-axis emerges out of the gridded infrastructures of 

the museum, adjacent and below.

To give some indication of the refractory nature of such displace-

ments, I want to pay a brief visit to a house designed by an architect 

whose humanity, as well as that of his architecture, has gone largely 

unquestioned. That architect is Charles Moore, the self-appointed maker 

of “places” in opposition to the non-places of modernism—a maker, 

in other words, of destinations, safe havens, or even homes, antidotes 

to what Georg Lukàcs long ago called, with reference to modernity’s 

upheavals, a “transcendental homelessness.”17 The building that I want 

to visit is a condominium complex that Moore designed in Los Ange-

les in 1978 for himself and two of his friends. Linguistically it leans sol-

idly toward the eclectic, another supposed hallmark of postmodernism, 
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with its awkward combination of vernacular, regional, and even modern-

ist references. While on the interior, the three units are simultaneously 

woven together and separated by a sequence of irregular stairways, along 

which fragments of space are distributed to the left and to the right but 

also above and below.

Where do these stairways lead? Again, they lead nowhere in particu-

lar, but with great precision. As such, they exemplify Moore’s predilection 

for what he calls “leaky” space, interior space that breaks open in unsys-

tematic ways, often to allow light in through irregular cracks, diagonal 

views, or apparently ad hoc functional connections. As realized even at 

a small scale in Moore’s houses, such space has been called Piranesian, 

though at first glance this would appear to be a domesticated Piranesi, 

especially in view of the quaint encrustations of bric-a-brac with which 

Moore habitually adorned it. But something of the sinister, Piranesian 

sublime does remain nevertheless, not so much in the fragmentation 

of interior space but rather in the frustrations brought on by the frag-

mented passages up and through this space, as they fail to connect up in 

any cognitively transparent way, much like the archways and bridges to 

nowhere in Piranesi’s prison etchings.

To be sure, unlike the civic drama played out in the public spaces of a 

museum, there is no self-evident reason why the circulation in a house 

should lead anywhere in particular. But we can be equally sure that the 

Charles W. Moore with Richard Chylinski and Urban Innovations Group, Moore, Rogger, 
Hofflander Condominium, Los Angeles, 1978. Courtesy of Charles Moore Foundation.
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erudite Moore was well aware of the history of the promenade architec-

turale when he was designing his houses, including its heroic iterations 

in Le Corbusier’s domestic architecture. Indeed, unlike the examples we 

have just encountered with Stirling and Ungers, Moore’s irregular stair-

ways and passages cannot even convincingly be said to correspond to 

discrete episodes in an inconclusive architectural narrative. They are, 

in a sense, pure events, one after the other. A pastiche not so much of 

Charles W. Moore with Richard Chylinski and Urban Innovations 
Group, Moore, Rogger, Hofflander Condominium, Los Angeles, 
1978. Interior. Courtesy of Charles Moore Foundation.
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architectural styles as of the notion of historicity and of historical prog-

ress itself, Moore’s little domestic episodes are events that occur out-

side of the time and space of any narrative whatsoever, despite—or per-

haps even because of—the architectural histories to which they and their 

enclosing volumes refer.

So, in architectural terms, the bad copies of historical elements visible 

in these examples matter less than the way in which they are assembled, 

especially (as in the case of Moore) when the attempt is to produce the 

effect of casual juxtaposition—the effect, in other words, of pastiche itself. 

In all three of these cases, this is achieved by manipulating the architec-

ture of circulation. And the fact that the supposed narratives played out 

along the way say almost nothing about architecture’s relationship to its 

own histories—whether past, present, or future—does seem to suggest 

that this architecture has been content to exchange the master narratives 

of modernism for any number of inconclusive, episodic, and noncom-

mittal micronarratives that add up, exactly, to nothing.

But what if it is also the other way around? What if, in direct contra-

diction to the claims made by so many protagonists on all sides of the 

postmodern debates in architecture, there is something specifically and 

helplessly utopian about this failure to add up? I do not mean this in the 

sense of a conciliatory pluralism, in which each competing micronarra-

tive and each competing style is given equal time and space in a pseudo-

democratic cacophony perfectly adapted to the demands of a bland mul-

ticulturalism coincident with globalization. I mean it in the sense of a 

project that refuses to take the form of a project—a kind of inadvertent 

or accidental project that appears indirectly, in an almost unrecogniz-

able return of the repressed. For if we were truly and fully postmodern 

we would not experience even a twinge of frustration when confronted 

by the failure of these built-in architectural narratives to add up. But I 

think we do. Why?

Perhaps it is because in staging different forms of frustration or exhaus-

tion, they cannot help but also stage its antithesis—the forever-deferred 

possibility of arrival, of a break, of irreversible and maybe even revolu-

tionary historical change. In that sense, these frustrated passages, which 

might also be seen as ghosts of the arcaded, phantasmagoric passages of 

nineteenth-century Europe artfully explored by Walter Benjamin, might 

still harbor, despite themselves, what Benjamin called a “weak messianic 

power.” It is just that the changes they announce look different than we 

might have thought. Or, to put it another way, we are no longer able to 
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recognize ourselves or our histories in them. After all, ghosts do not show 

up in mirrors.

If these frustrated architectural passages lead anywhere, it is back to 

the stage set, to its props, and to the visor effect. That is, they lead back 

inside, to architecture and only architecture, or to what Tafuri described 

as a Piranesian prison house of linguistic play to which a nonredemp-

tive, autonomous architecture-as-such was thenceforth supposedly 

condemned.18 But even out in the city, far from restoring humanity to a 

dehumanized modernism by reintroducing categories like “place,” “the 

street,” “human scale,” and so on, much so-called postmodern architec-

ture actually internalized Utopia’s otherworldliness. There is, for exam-

ple, a certain inhuman scale that reappears across the postmodern spec-

trum. Sometimes, as in the case of Michael Graves’s Portland Building 

(especially in its original versions), this gigantism masquerades as a sen-

sitivity to multiple scales, from sidewalks to supergraphics. That these 

scales fail to add up, however, is normally not noticed, except in such 

rare instances as that recorded in The Charlottesville Tapes, where Kevin 

Roche (himself a master of gigantism) is to be found ironically congratu-

lating Graves on the inflation of another such office building to “elephan-

tine” proportions.19

Here we can agree with Fredric Jameson that the rhetorical inflation 

of architectural scale in such projects constitutes an aesthetic response 

to the inflation of building footprints under the speculative premises of 

late capitalism and its real estate markets.20 But with this gigantism, and 

its accompanying miniaturization of the architectural object as a con-

sumable in various coffeepots and tableware, also comes a displacement 

of human scale, the humanist rhetoric of “place” and “proportion” again 

notwithstanding. Peter Eisenman’s 1978 Cannaregio project in Venice 

acknowledges as much, with its fractal logic of “scaling” in place of the 

modular “measure of man” inscribed into the unbuilt hospital designed 

by Le Corbusier for the adjacent site, on which Eisenman draws for his 

own grids. In these and other scalar displacements, the human subject 

of late capitalism has been effectively dehumanized, ghosted. But is this 

in fact the ghost of Utopia (the ultimate humanist project) lurking within 

these empty shells, or merely the abstract inhumanity—the spectrality, 

that is—of capital itself?

Consider another even more typical postmodernist trope: that of a 

kind of linguistic babble, a free play of signs materialized on the Strada 
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Novissima in what Portoghesi called the “end of prohibition.” On the one 

hand, the new plurality was nothing more than a consumerist response 

to the global marketplace of cultures. But despite its overall reverence 

for the Western classical tradition, and its Eurocentrism, the architec-

ture lining the Strada Novissima is surely pastiche, defined by Jameson 

as “speech in a dead language.” And with dead languages come more 

ghosts, especially when that death occurs in Venice. Not just the ghost of 

the classical res publica as summoned up by an architect like Léon Krier 

but the ghost of both Europe and its recently decolonized others, on the 

other side of the Mediterranean and the other side of the world, whose 

own architectural languages were at that very moment both fetishized 

Peter Eisenman, competition entry for the International Seminary of Design, 
Cannaregio-West, Venice, 1978. Sectional model. Peter Eisenman Fonds, Collection 
Centre Canadien d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
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and condemned as “regional” in parallel, postmodern forums such as the 

journal Mimar, which began publication in 1981. A specter is haunting 

Europe, indeed.

By 1984 even Jencks, in a new introduction to the The Language of 

Post-Modern Architecture, counted regionalism among postmodernism’s 

defining features.21 In this light, the pseudocontroversy of the 1980 Bien-

nale as to whether the American camp was under- or overrepresented 

was more symptomatic than axiomatic. For behind the problem of the 

“old world” versus the “new” was the complicated history of the new 

world figured as Utopia. The best evidence of this is obtained by scratch-

ing the surface of one of the stage-set facades built in Venice, a negative 

Doric column designed by Ungers. As his Austrian (and Strada Novis-

sima) neighbor Hans Hollein and many other Europeans had also done 

in the 1960s, Ungers had for some time taken the United States as a ref-

erence point. But rather than look to America for its counterculture or its 

popular culture, Ungers looked to America for its historical experiments 

with Utopia. This took the form of research done in collaboration with his 

wife, Liselotte, and collected together in a little volume published in 1972 

as Kommunen in der Neue Welt (Communes in the New World ), excerpts 

of which were published under the title “Utopische Kommunen in Amer-

ika 1800–1900” (Utopian Communes in America) and in English (in AD) 

as “Early Communes in the USA.”22

Basically an inventory of utopian experiments in the United States 

from Moravia in the 1740s to New Haven in the 1970s, Kommunen in der 

Neue Welt presents itself as a scientific document that records “new [i.e., 

protomodern] forms of living together” often initiated in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries by European immigrants. As such, it surely 

provided raw material for Ungers’s own typological and linguistic experi-

ments. But the very definition of Utopia is that it is foreign, which is also 

what connects it with colonialism. So let Ungers’s coauthored little book 

stand as evidence not only of a utopian consciousness right there in the 

middle of the Strada Novissima but also of a kind of closure, whereby 

the bipolar relationship between “old” and “new” worlds—Europe and 

the United States, classicism and modernism—is allowed to stand in for 

(and thus occlude) actually existing decolonizations and globalizations, 

circa 1980.

But even as the Strada Novissima leads outward, to a world divided 

between histories visible and invisible, remembered and forgotten, it also 

leads inward, to Architecture (or architecture with a capital A). Consider, 
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for example, another Ungers museum, a museum of architecture itself, 

the Deutsches Architekturmuseum in Frankfurt of 1984. Here Ungers 

inserts his typeforms into an existing nineteenth-century villa, alternat-

ing (as he did in Cologne) between an emphasis on the gridded matrix 

and on the figural pavilions that fit one within the other, in a cascade of 

houses-within-houses, or architecture-within-architecture. By the mid-

1980s the archetypal house form, polemically stated by Robert Venturi 

in his mother’s house of 1964, was well established as a cipher for archi-

tecture-as-such and had already been set off into a mise en abyme by 

Moore, in the house-within-a-house he designed for himself in Califor-

nia in 1962. And so it would have seemed entirely appropriate for Ungers 

to put the house form (i.e., Architecture) on display in an architecture 

museum, even as he used it as scaffolding for the museum’s exhibits. 

But as before, the actual architecture he designed abounds with ambi-

guities. Central among these is the ghostliness of the archetypal “house” 

Oswald Mathias Ungers, Deutsches Architekturmuseum, Frankfurt am Main, 
1984. Axonometric, final version. Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.
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itself in its multiple iterations. Perhaps a distant relative of Venturi’s own, 

rather literally ghosted house museum for Benjamin Franklin in Phila-

delphia (1976), this museum house designed by Ungers is, strictly speak-

ing, haunted.

First, it is haunted in the conventional sense that we might attribute to 

a project like Aldo Rossi’s monument to the partisans at Segrate of 1965, 

which makes even starker use of the triangular archetype in the form of 

an abstracted, extruded pediment. As with all museums, there is some-

thing funerary and commemorative about Ungers’s project, which like 

Rossi’s work more generally can be thought ultimately to be dedicated 

not to architecture-as-such but to its memory. But this house museum 

Oswald Mathias Ungers, Deutsches Architekturmuseum, Frankfurt am 
Main, 1984. Interior. Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.
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is also haunted by the city, on which it turns its back. As manifest in its 

own self-referential emptiness, the building also remembers, and in a 

sense mourns, a collective future from which the entire assemblage now 

recoils, looking inward rather than outward.

Such claustrophobia repeats in other Ungers projects, including that 

for the Hotel Berlin (1980), with its buildings-within-buildings sequence 

pausing on the interior at a little atriumlike glass “house” and on the 

exterior at a rigorous extrusion of the typical Berlin perimeter block. The 

hotel’s nested topologies return us to the disorienting, nested interiors 

of John Portman’s Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles, which Jameson has 

famously read as a diagram of nothing less than “postmodern space.” 

Surely Jameson was right in calling for new cognitive maps to navigate 

the labyrinths of late capitalism. But we also need new forms of projec-

tion, maps that lead to an exit from such spaces. Rather than project-

ing outward, from the architectural object to the city and to the world, 

such maps might lead to an exit or exits deep inside our postmodern 

nightmares. Built-in trap doors concealed in the architecture itself that, 

like visors, open onto other, possible worlds, rather than onto one more 

solipsistic prison cell to which one is forever condemned, like a Russian 

matryoshka doll.

This sense of absolute closure with hidden holes reproduces Utopia’s 

island function. Take, for example, the original competition entry sub-

mitted by Charles Moore’s office for a mixed-use development in the 

Tegel Harbor district of West Berlin in 1980, an example of the “critical 

reconstruction” undertaken in the 1980s under the direction of Josef Paul 

Kleihues and the Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA).23 At its center is a 

shiplike island accommodating public recreational functions, and on the 

surrounding shores, housing. Only the housing and an adjacent library 

were built. The island remained an island, with nothing on it. Though the 

original scheme translates rather faithfully Moore’s earlier commitments 

to the public realm as mediated through Disney, the empty island even 

more faithfully registers the fate of the actual public realm under “criti-

cal reconstruction.” In the decade or so that followed, this emptiness was 

poignantly revealed by the marketing of a reunified Berlin as a center of 

the new Europe. Not as a capital city, despite the relocation of the seat 

of government from Bonn, but as a city of capital, a monument to the 

demise of the welfare state and to the privatization of the public realm.

Take another project from the IBA: John Hejduk’s Berlin Masque 

of 1981. It is, in fact, a gated community, but one so otherworldly that 
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regardless of whether it were built or not (and it was not) the threshold or 

limit that sets it off from the real world of (East and West) Berlin becomes 

a primary focus. This threshold is controlled by a twelve-foot-high hedge 

surrounding each of the two blocks that make up the site, which are con-

nected by a “cross-over bridge” made of steel. Inside this hedge is, among 

other things, another stage set: a setting for a masque, a type of courtly 

theater originating in the sixteenth century but also a masquerade. At 

the eastern end of this theater within a theater is a single male inhabit-

ant selected, according to Hejduk, by the nonexistent “city of Berlin.”24 

This figure gazes from the past toward the future. Opposite him is a single 

female inhabitant (again selected by the “city”) who, like Benjamin’s mel-

ancholy angel of history, gazes from the future toward the past.

Especially when seen next to the Berlin Masque’s inverted twin, 

Hejduk’s Lancaster/Hanover Masque, an equally enigmatic staging of 

rural community on the order of the New England utopias explored by 

Ungers, this and other highly schematic, self-negating symmetries built 

into the figures that populate Hejduk’s stage set reinforce an overall sense 

of futility. The play has either just ended or has yet to begin. If it performs 

anything at all, the Berlin Masque therefore performs another version 

of the story about going nowhere, about standing in place, despite the 

John Hejduk, Berlin Masque, 1981. Model. John Hejduk Fonds, Collection Centre 
Canadien d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.
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vehicles that house its nomadic inhabitants. And if, as Louis Marin says, 

the pseudo-utopic character of Disneyland also consists in situating visi-

tors as actors in a scripted performance “like rats in a maze,” Hejduk’s 

Berlin Masque is a sort of anti-Disneyland, an enigmatic, overscripted 

performance in which characters drift, waiting.25

We can also read the cold war in Hejduk’s project: Berlin as a kind of 

split island, scaled down into two city blocks populated by two paradig-

matic characters: islands within islands within islands. For other such 

nested topologies, think of the island-worlds brought inside in Hans 

Hollein’s artificial palm tree–filled travel agencies, themselves internal-

izations of a raft with palm trees that Hollein installed in the 1972 Venice 

Biennale. Is not the ubiquitous palm tree a sublimated index, etched into 

the Western imagination, of decolonized space made newly available to 

the global tourist, as well as to the cold war imaginary à la James Bond? 

And then there is Aldo Rossi’s melancholy world-within-a-world of the 

Teatro del Mondo: Is this a universal symbol, the last gasp of a Eurocen-

tric humanism, or the beginning of some science-fiction voyage toward 

an ungraspable posthumanity? And of course, there is Rossi’s San Cataldo 

Cemetery in Modena (1982), an islandlike city of the dead with an empty 

John Hejduk, Lancaster/Hanover Masque, 1982. Plans and elevations 
of elements. John Hejduk Fonds, Collection Centre Canadien 
d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.



Aldo Rossi with Gianni Bragheri, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena, 1982. 
Bird’s-eye perspective, n.d. Aldo Rossi Fonds, Collection Centre Canadien 
d’Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal.

 Aldo Rossi with Gianni Bragheri, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena, 
1982. Ossuary. Photograph by Barbara Bergh and Oliver Schuh.
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housing block at its center that, in a sense, collapses two very powerful 

images drawn from European modernity, the factory and the concentra-

tion camp, thereby confirming the basic ambivalence of the island figure 

that we discussed earlier in Rossi’s writings. This ambivalence accounts 

for the underlying implication of centrist critiques from Rowe to Jencks, 

that modernist utopianism shades dangerously close to totalitarianism 

in its commitment to world-historical transformation. Thus it must be 

held in abeyance, if not abolished entirely. Still, ghosts have an uncanny 

way of showing up unannounced, and in the strangest places.

Probably the most comprehensive diagram of postmodernism’s topo-

logical cascades was drawn in 1977 with Cities within the City, a project 

for the reurbanization of West Berlin (which even then was a “shrinking” 

city) by a group of faculty and students from Cornell led by Ungers, in 

collaboration with Hans Kollhoff, Rem Koolhaas, and others.26 The pro-

ject proposed that a “green archipelago” of parklike islands be extracted 

out of the existing fabric as a way to deal with the city’s depopulation. 

This arrangement would be punctuated by an equivalent archipelago 

of built “islands” modeled on precedents as diverse as the radial plan 

of Karlsruhe and Ivan Leonidov’s linear city design for Magnitogorsk. To 

mediate between these urban scale insertions and the scale of the individ-

ual building, and to counter the persistent tendency of residents to prefer 

the individuality of detached houses to the anonymity of large apartment 

blocks, the urban villa, a detached collective dwelling made up of four to 

eight units, was proposed as a prototypical residential building.

Both Ungers and Koolhaas had already been exploring this proposi-

tion in their own work, Koolhaas in his reading of the Manhattan grid 

as an infrastructure that supported individual expression in each of its 

blocks, diagrammed as a museum of architectural history by his collabo-

rator Zoe Zenghelis in The City of the Captive Globe of 1972, and Ungers 

in such projects as his Marburg housing competition of 1976, in which 

the urban villa prototype was projected onto an entire city block broken 

down into five residential units, each given its own distinct form, in rec-

ognition of the predilection for variety and individuality on the part of 

the consumers for whom the project was designed.

At the level of its polycentric urban organization, the Cities within the 

City model recognized and sought to reinforce certain characteristics 
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that were emerging in cities across the northern transatlantic in response 

to the decentralizing pressures of suburbanization and deindustrializa-

tion. The resulting archipelago, with its attempt to maintain in its com-

ponents “as wide an architectural spectrum as possible,” was offered not 

as a utopia but as a conciliatory anti-utopia or, as its authors put it, as an 

“improvement of what is already there.” Proposed, as were so many mod-

ernist utopias before it, as a scientific solution to objective problems, the 

project was published with the following comment: “There is no need for 

a new Utopia but rather to create a better reality.”27

Interestingly enough, Jameson too has suggested that the political 

model of a federated archipelago might offer an alternative map capable 

Oswald Mathias Ungers, Rem Koolhaas, Peter Riemann, Hans 
Kollhoff, and Arthur Ovaska, Cities within the City, Berlin, 1977. Urban 
archipelago. Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.
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of grasping and to some extent managing the multiple displacements 

of postmodernism and by extension, we might add, of globalization. He 

offers Yona Friedman’s Utopies réalisables of 1975 as an example, with 

its proposal for a “multitude of non-communicating communities,” or 

an archipelago of autonomous islands wrapping the globe and linked by 

a shared infrastructure, where it is the inalienable right of every inhab-

itant of every “island” to leave behind their homeland and migrate.28 A 

proposal like Friedman’s, and to a lesser extent the Ungers/Koolhaas pro-

ject for Berlin, seems at first glance to have the virtue of acknowledging 

the individuality of its mass subjects, who like the inhabitants of met-

ropolitan Berlin had been treated as standardized stereotypes by earlier 

Oswald Mathias Ungers, Rem Koolhaas, Peter Riemann, Hans 
Kollhoff, and Arthur Ovaska, Cities within the City, Berlin, 1977. Urban 
archipelago, detail. Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.
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generations of architect/planners. Both projects recognize multiple and 

conflicting identities and desires, by essentially refracting Utopia itself 

into a multitude of little Utopias—many little islands rather than just one 

big one. That, in Cities within the City, Karlsruhe and Magnitogorsk are 

chosen as models further suggests that, despite the contentions of the 

plan’s authors, Utopia’s ghost had hardly been exorcised by the supposed 

realism of their plan; instead, it had multiplied.

But this multiplicity, this splitting of the ghost into a ghostly mul-

titude, is not without its own problems. Taken to a logical conclusion, 

and without the architecture of the urban villa as a semicollective stop-

gap, it finally accedes to the atomization and fragmentation of the entire 

postindustrial consumerist landscape, by imagining a series of individ-

ual, private futures in place of a single, collective one. Or, in another pos-

sible extension, it risks simply replacing the homogenizing universal-

ism that guided earlier efforts to build for the stereotyped masses, with a 

logic of diversified enclaves that rapidly begin to resemble the “neighbor-

hood” or other forms of supposedly local, organic “community,” whether 

gated or otherwise, to say nothing of the accompanying “archipelagoes 

of exception” à la Agamben.29 Nevertheless, in its refraction, in its split-

ting up, Utopia’s ghost has also managed here to preserve something of 

its otherworldliness, its sense of being nowhere. It does so to the extent 

that in the project nowhere is to be found almost everywhere, though in 

a different form in each case.

Finally, a negative example that helps us double back on the positive 

consequences implied by this state of affairs. In the late 1970s, at around 

the same time that many of the works we have just discussed were being 

designed and/or built, three cities—Brussels, Strasbourg, and Luxem-

bourg—were being considered for the parliamentary seat of the Euro-

pean Union, which would hold its first direct election in 1979. The French 

architect Roger Taillibert was therefore commissioned to produce a plan 

for Luxembourg that integrated the new institutions into the city center. 

The project, called Centre 300, was presented to the public in February 

1978, amid a sense of urgency that it be swiftly approved in order to be 

realized by 1979, in time for the elections. It consisted of a Brasilia-like 

platform on which the new monuments would sit, poised like very large 

abstract sculptures, ready to accept the organs of the new European leg-

islative body.30

Also in 1978, the Luxembourgian architect Léon Krier prepared a coun-

ter project in response. Here again was the “city-within-a-city” archipel-
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ago model, though this time in the form of what Krier called the “city 

as a federation of quarters,” or pedestrian-scaled neighborhoods in the 

form of reconstructed streets flanked by a pseudovernacular, low-rise, 

mixed-use urban fabric and punctuated by neoclassical monuments.31 

The plan’s ideal, imagined subject was neither an industrial worker nor 

a postindustrial manager but rather a preindustrial artisan who lived 

down the block from where he worked. Thus in many ways Krier is the 

most rigorously utopian of the many architects commonly designated as 

“postmodern,” to the point that in the dogmatic, preindustrial purism 

and absolutism characteristic of his work in the late 1970s he sometimes 

seems hardly to have encountered modernism at all.

But I want to suggest that Krier’s manifest and unmediated utopia-

nism, pure as it may be, works on the contrary to exorcise—rather than to 

conjure—the many ghosts of Utopia that we have been tracking in other 

works from this period. For in proposing what he calls a “city of stone” to 

counter the willfulness and artificiality of the city of concrete, steel, and 

glass, Krier attempts a revivification, a bringing back to life, rather than a 

conjuration. A nostalgia for modernity’s ultimate lost object—the home, 

or in this case, the homeland, at the very moment of its deterritorializa-

tion in the “new” Europe of postcolonial migrations—runs so deep in his 

architecture as to force a comparison with the violent nostalgia for a non-

existent, glorious past brought back to life in the work of Albert Speer, an 

architect whose reputation Krier has been singularly devoted to rehabili-

tating.32 In contrast, like Georg Simmel’s metropolitan stranger, ghosts 

are effectively homeless. That is, they are of a place only in the sense of 

returning to haunt it without ever quite fitting in. And so it is here, of all 

places, in the heart of “old Europe” as it reorganizes itself in response to 

new historical conditions, that Krier’s ultimately xenophobic project puts 

the question in the starkest terms possible: critical cosmopolitanism, or 

provincialism? An unconditional hospitality and an as-yet-unrealized 

openness to strangers, or a purified “European” identity, built in stone?

As we have seen, there are many examples of haunted urban islands 

that point in a different direction, to the outside on the inside of “old 

Europe”: cities within cities such as Rossi’s Modena cemetery, or Hejduk’s 

Berlin Masque. These and other projects may finally mark an end but also 

a new beginning for that humanist enterprise that wanted desperately to 

link architecture to the city, and thereby to society, so beautifully summa-

rized by Leon Battista Alberti in his dictum: “The city is like some large 

house, and the house is in turn like some small city.”33 Cut off from the 
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city like an isolated house on a deserted street on a deserted island, these 

enclosures may seem only to converge, like Ungers’s museum, on archi-

tecture, autonomous and useless. But inside we might be surprised to 

find that same street, leading back to that same house—in short an entire 

city and an entire world, refracted through the minutest of details like 

the turn of a corner, the modulation of a grid, or a voided Doric column.

There may indeed be no escape from this hall of mirrors. But in this 

realm of materialized spirits, which is a realm of real conflicts and real 

solidarities, also lurks the potential for a new kind of project, in which 

the specter that once haunted Europe finally goes global. By this I mean 

Oswald Mathias Ungers, La Strada Novissima, Venice Biennale, 
1980. Exhibit facade. Courtesy of Oswald Mathias Ungers Archive.
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a form of thought that neither attempts narcissistically to render its own 

pasts present nor mourns their passing. Instead, in looking back it reori-

ents its gaze toward futures yet to come. It does this by probing its own 

claustrophobic interiors, its many histories, not as some kind of defeat 

but in search of a strategic, topological reversal, where the further inside 

you go the further outside you get. With such a turning of the tables, his-

tory itself, far from having come to an end, would also turn and return in 

the feedback loops of a slightly offset periodicity. Caught in these loops, 

we may eventually realize that if the “post” in postmodernism means 

anything, it means learning to live with ghosts, including the ghosts of 

futures past and present, the ghosts of others alive and dead, and with 

them, the ghosts of our former selves. It means, in other words, learning 

to think the thought called Utopia once again.
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 N O T E S

Introduction

 1 Among the many accounts of the scope and interrelation of postmodernity and 

postmodernism, Perry Anderson’s The Origins of Postmodernity (New York: Verso, 

1998) remains particularly useful.

 2 The term postmodernism has an ambiguous genealogy in architecture. By most 

accounts, it was first used, in a somewhat different sense, by Joseph Hudnut in 

“The Post-Modern House,” Architectural Record 97 (May 1945): 70–75, reprinted 

in Royal Architectural Institute of Canada Journal 22 (July 1945): 135–40. Rob-

ert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (New York: Museum 

of Modern Art, 1966) and Aldo Rossi’s The Architecture of the City, trans. Diane 

Ghirardo and Joan Ockman (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1984), represent im-

portant initial (though hardly exhaustive or definitive) formulations of key post-

modernist themes. Key exhibitions include Rational Architecture at the 1973 Milan 

Triennale, the Venice Biennales of 1978 and 1980, titled Utopia and the Crisis of 

Anti-Nature and The Presence of the Past, respectively, the 1984 Post-Modern Vi-

sions exhibition at the new Deutsches Architekturmuseum in Frankfurt, and the 

Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA) in Berlin of the mid-1980s. Arthur Drexler’s 

1975 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, The Architecture of the 

École des Beaux-Arts, was also an important reference. Important critical surveys 

include Charles Jencks, The Language of Post-Modern Architecture (London: Acad-

emy Editions, 1977); Paolo Portoghesi, Postmodern: The Architecture of the Postin-

dustrial Society, trans. Ellen Shapiro (New York: Rizzoli, 1983); and Heinrich Klotz, 

The History of Postmodern Architecture, trans. Radka Donnell (Cambridge, Mass.: 

MIT Press, 1988). Jencks historicizes his own use of the term postmodern in an ap-

pendix added to the introduction of The Language of Post-Modern Architecture, 

2d rev. ed. (London: Academy Editions, 1978), 8. See also the collection of essays in 

the Harvard Architecture Review 1, special issue “Beyond the Modern Movement” 

(Spring 1990).

 3 In architecture, the most influential of these was probably Fredric Jameson’s es-

say, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” New Left Review 

146 (July–August 1984): 53-92. Another landmark is New German Critique 33, spe-
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cial issue on modernity and postmodernity (Fall 1984). An early review of post-

modernist developments that concentrates on literature and the visual arts is An-

dreas Huyssen, “The Search for Tradition: Avant-Garde and Postmodernism in 

the 1970s,” New German Critique 22, special issue on modernity (Winter 1981): 

23–40.

 4 An example would be the “critical regionalism” of Alexander Tzonis and Liane 

Lefaivre, which was also taken up in a slightly different register by Kenneth Framp-

ton. See Tzonis and Lefaivre, “The Grid and the Pathway: An Introduction to the 

Work of Dimitris and Susana Antonakakis. With Prolegomena to a History of the 

Culture of Modern Greek Architecture,” Architecture in Greece 15 (1981): 164–78, 

and Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of 

Resistance,” in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster 

(Port Townsend, Wash.: The Bay Press, 1983), 16–30.

 5 This is an argument made in general terms by Fredric Jameson in Postmodern-

ism: Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, N.C.: Duke University 

Press, 1991); see in particular 122–29, 208–17, 401ff. Corresponding arguments run 

throughout Jameson’s Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and 

Other Science Fictions (London: Verso, 2005), including the introduction, “Utopia 

Now,” xi–xvi, and the republished essay of 1982, “Progress versus Utopia, or Can 

We Imagine the Future?” 281–95. For two versions of what Manfredo Tafuri called 

a “crisis of Utopia” operating already within modern architecture, see Tafuri, Ar-

chitecture and Utopia: Design and Capitalist Development, trans. Barbara Luigia 

La Penta (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1976), and Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, 

“Utopia: Decline and Fall?” in Collage City (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1978), 

9–31.

 6 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France 

1977–1978, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Mac-

millan, 2007); and Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Col-

lège de France 1978–1979, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). See also Sven-Olov Wallenstein, “Foucault and the Ge-

nealogy of Modern Architecture,” in Essays, Lectures (Stockholm: Axl Books, 2007), 

361–404, and Sven-Olov Wallenstein, Biopolitics and the Emergence of Modern Ar-

chitecture (New York: Buell Center for the Study of American Architecture/Prince-

ton Architectural Press, 2009).

 7 One set of coordinates for this argument is supplied in Michael Hardt and Anto-

nio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000). In particu-

lar, see chapter 3.4, “Postmodernization, or the Informatization of Production,” 

280–303. See also Maurizio Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labor,” trans. Paul Colilli and 

Ed Emory, in Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics, ed. Paolo Virno and Mi-

chael Hardt (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 133–47.

 8 Ernest Mandel, Late Capitalism, trans. Joris De Bres (New York: Verso, 1978), 9.

 9 Reinhold Martin, The Organizational Complex: Architecture, Media, and Corpo-

rate Space (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003).

 10 One such attempt to codify the architecture of the postwar period can be found in 
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Sarah Williams Goldhagen and Réjean Legault, Anxious Modernisms: Experimen-

tation in Postwar Architecture Culture (Montreal: Canadian Centre for Architec-

ture; Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000).

 11 Jean-François Lyotard, “Answering the Question: What Is Postmodernism?” in The 

Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 71. For the afore-

mentioned citations see, respectively, Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural 

Logic of Late Capitalism,” 54; and Jameson, Postmodernism, 2, as well as Fredric 

Jameson, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present (New York: 

Verso, 2002), and Andreas Huyssen’s review of this book, “Memories of Modern-

ism,” Harvard Design Magazine 20 (Spring/Summer 2004): 90–95; Andreas Huys-

sen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Blooming-

ton: Indiana University Press, 1986), 183–88; and David Harvey, The Condition of 

Postmodernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 4–6.

 12 On neo-Kantianism and the revision of modernist historiography beginning in the 

1950s, see Anthony Vidler, Histories of the Immediate Present: Inventing Architec-

tural Modernism (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2008), 17–105.

 13 Manfredo Tafuri, “Les cendres de Jefferson,” Architecture d’aujourd’hui 186 (Au-

gust–September 1976): 53–72; revised and reprinted as “The Ashes of Jefferson” in 

Tafuri, The Sphere and the Labyrinth: Avant-Gardes and Architecture from Piranesi 

to the 1970s (1980), trans. Pelligrino d’Acierno and Robert Connolly (Cambridge, 

Mass.: MIT Press, 1987), 291–303. On the collector as an archetype see Walter Ben-

jamin, “Eduard Fuchs, Collector and Historian,” trans. Michael W. Jennings and 

Howard Eiland, in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, vol. 3, 1935–1938 (Cam-

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2002), 260–302. For a summary of the mu-

tual imbrication of past, present, and future in Benjamin’s notion of collecting, see 

Ackbar Abbas, “Walter Benjamin’s Collector: The Fate of Modern Experience,” New 

Literary History 20, no. 1 (Autumn 1988): 217–37.

 14 Conrad Fiedler introduced the notion of “pure visibility” in his Über die Beurtei-

lung von Werken der bildenden Kunst (1876) (On Judging Works of Visual Art), 

trans. Henry Schaefer-Simmern and Fulmer Mood (Berkeley: University of Cali-

fornia Press, 1949). His lone excursion into architectural theory, “Bemerkungen 

über Wesen und Geschichte der Baukunst” (1878), reproduces some of the earlier 

essay’s premises in an analysis of the Romanesque. Conrad Fiedler, “Observations 

on the Nature and History of Architecture,” trans. Harry Francis Mallgrave and 

Eleftherios Ikonomou, in Empathy, Form, and Space: Problems in German Aes-

thetics, 1873–1893, ed. Harry Francis Mallgrave and Eleftherios Ikonomou (Santa 

Monica: Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1994), 125–46. See 

also Mallgrave and Ikonomou, “Introduction,” 29–35.

 15 On modernism’s ambivalent endgames, see in particular Felicity D. Scott, Archi-

tecture or Techno-Utopia: Politics after Modernism (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 

2007), and Vidler, Histories of the Immediate Present.

 16 Kenneth Frampton suggests the connection to Stalinism in “Towards a Critical Re-

gionalism,” 19. It is Manfredo Tafuri’s singular contribution to have demonstrated 
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tirelessly the assimilation of Utopia into capitalist development, beginning with 

Architecture and Utopia.

 17 Andreas Huyssen, “Introduction: Modernism after Postmodernity,” New German 

Critique 99 (Fall 2006): 1–5.

1. Territory

 1 According to his biographers, in 1911, while still a manager at National Cash Reg-

ister (NCR), Thomas J. Watson wrote the directive “THINK” on a board during a 

presentation to capture the attention of his sales team. NCR’s founder, John Henry 

Patterson, then had the slogan placed on signs in each of the company’s depart-

ments. Hired in 1914 by the financier Charles Flint to run the Computing-Tabu-

lating-Recording Company (CTR), which had earlier merged with Herman Holler-

ith’s Tabulating Machine Company, Watson brought the slogan with him, placing 

it in every room in the company. In 1924, he changed the company’s name to In-

ternational Business Machines (IBM). Thomas Graham Belden and Marva Robins 

Belden, The Lengthening Shadow: (The) Life of Thomas J. Watson (Boston: Little, 

Brown, 1962), 157–59. By the early 1930s, “THINK” had become the company’s un-

official slogan. Identifying productive thought with loyalty and conformism even 

as it seems to encourage intellectual autonomy, the slogan performs a double bind 

that corresponds with the consolidation of “immaterial production” as a defin-

ing characteristic of late-twentieth-century corporate capitalism. On immaterial 

production and its correlates, see in particular Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labor,” 

133–47.

 2 Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting 

(New York: Basic Books, 1973); Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on Control Societies,” 

in Negotiations 1972–1990, trans. Martin Joughin (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1995), 177–82; Hardt and Negri, Empire; Alain Badiou, The Century, trans. 

Alberto Toscano (Malden, Mass.: Polity Press, 2007).

 3 I do not use the term territory in a scalar sense but in the sense of a variously 

demarcated or bounded space. Nor do I distinguish between city and territory, 

a distinction that is familiar to students of urban debates since the 1960s, which 

Pier Vittorio Aureli has reintroduced in a discussion of the Italian scene during 

that period. Rather than associating (as Aureli does) “territory” with an emphasis 

on urban infrastructure or open-ended networks, and “city” with discrete urban 

artifacts or islands of architectonic form, I argue below that networks and islands 

cannot be understood independently of one another. In the postmodern city, the 

two terms are not opposed but, rather, conjoined to produce complex topologies 

in which insides and outsides are multiply enfolded. For Aureli’s position, see The 

Project of Autonomy: Architecture and the City within and against Capitalism 

(New York: Buell Center for the Study of American Architecture / Princeton Archi-

tectural Press, 2008).

 4 Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas 

(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1972). The book was reissued in a second, revised 
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edition in 1977. For an insightful, close reading of Learning from Las Vegas, see 

Aron Vinegar, I Am a Monument: On Learning from Las Vegas (Cambridge, Mass.: 

MIT Press, 2008). See also the essays collected in Aron Vinegar and Michael J. Golec, 

eds., Relearning from Las Vegas (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

2009).

 5 Jürgen Habermas’s 1980 Adorno Prize address was first translated by Seyla Ben-

habib as “Modernity versus Postmodernity,” New German Critique 22 (Winter 

1981): 3–14; it was republished as “Modernity—An Incomplete Project,” in Foster, 
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 6 Jürgen Habermas, “Modern and Postmodern Architecture,” in The New Conserva-

tism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate, ed. and trans. Shierry Weber 

Nicholsen (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989), 3–21. The essay was originally de-
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 7 See Jameson, Postmodernism, cf. Introduction; Huyssen, After the Great Divide; 

Seyla Benhabib, “Epistemologies of Postmodernism: A Rejoinder to Jean-François 

Lyotard,” New German Critique 33 (Autumn 1984): 103–26; Harvey, The Condition 
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ing the Question: What Is Postmodernism?” 71–82; Terry Eagleton, The Illusions 
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modernism: A Marxist Critique (London: St. Martin’s Press, 1989). For a succinct 
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 8 See, for example, Fredric Jameson, “Periodizing the 60s,” in The Ideologies of The-

ory: Essays 1971–1986, vol. 2, The Syntax of History (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1989), 178–208.

 9 See in particular Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, chapter 9, “From Ford-

ism to Flexible Accumulation,” 141–72.

 10 In addition to a certain topological mindset (that owes much to structuralism) 

running through much of the cultural and political theory that I cite below, topol-

ogy was a common tool for architectural speculation during the 1950s and 1960s, 

in both Europe and the United States. For an account of its impact in France, see 

Larry Busbea, Topologies: The Urban Utopia in France, 1960–1970 (Cambridge, 
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mercialized “populism” of postmodern architecture, which he measures against 

the oppositional populism of earlier political movements. Jameson, Postmodern-

ism, 2, 62–64.

 12 Venturi, Scott Brown, and Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas, 107. In the book’s sec-
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post-Fordism. See postmodernism

Postmodern Condition, The (Lyotard), 69

postmodernism: ambiguous genealogy 

in architecture, 181n.2; aperiodicity 
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“psychological man” as subject of, 8; 

Lacanian, 124; underlying spatiality 

of, 205n.3
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181n.2, 187n.17, 187n.30; city itself as 

work of architecture to, 7; invocation 

of camp to describe diffuse urban 

field, 11–12; latent humanism of, 8; 
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Schnebli, Dolf, 195n.9

Schuller, Dr. Robert H., 117



 234 .  I N D E X

science: domestication of, within the 
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Agamben’s, 11, 12–13

totalitarianism: equation between social 

or technological utopias and political, 
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Ungers, Liselotte, 166, 210n.22

Ungers, Oswald Mathias, 156–60, 162, 

210n.16, 210n.22, 210n.26; Cities 

within the City project for reurbaniza-
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25, 191n.69; postmodern inability to 

think a truly utopian thought, 21, 91; 
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of nineteenth-century Europe, 

163–64; Krier’s “city-within-a-city” 

archipelago model for Luxembourg 

and exorcism of, 176–77; learning to 

live with, 150–51, 179; postmodern 

internalization of Utopia’s other-
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