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rchitecture has a long tradition of giving birth to the future. For

many — not the least of whom were architects — it was once the realm

of hope, the domain of expectations, the facilitator of the world-to-
come. It provided us with a forecast of tomorrowland, which would be, by
definition, a better place. Architecture was the herald of the Next World.

We all know that this ambition has long crumbled. Where “idealist
architecture” was once almost a pleonasm, it is now considered more an
oxymoron. As for architectural theory, faith in architecture’s redemptive
power has disappeared, and idealism is a suspect mode of mental activity.

But there is always a “next.” We can simply extrapolate from exist-
ing forces and tendencies to anticipate future happenings. We can predict
that if we have Architectural Talent “A,” or Ambitious Client “B,” we will
have interesting designs being built. And if this talent or client is famous,
we expect the building to be excellent. Or to be more precise: different.

The problem is: a vision always makes a difference, but a difference
does not necessarily imply a vision. This reversal of categories lies at the
core of the present stasis in top architecture. What comes next has nothing
to do with what gives hope. To hope is to risk; in contrast there is always a
ticket to next. And it is the next that tends to be celebrated, not hope.

We witness a premature declaration of the Masterpiece. The con-
sequence is an architecture of credit, capitalizing on expectations, cashing
in on fame, a true phenomenon of the New Economy. When will this
bubble burst?

It is not difficult to see how the proposed image of the genius-architect
belongs to what remains to architecture today. This image is not en-
dowed with the responsibility to guide us. What is left is a select group of
winners-take-all who are doing the most prestigious projects in the world,
but are also representing a lost ambition; no longer are architects pre-
pared to respond to the questions: What is important today? What can
architecture do to understand this world, to cope with its dynamics, and
to intervene? And on top of that: What can architecture as a discipline
enact, if architecture as a material order increasingly becomes part of the
iconography of hate in the emerging clash of civilizations and its course
to urban warfare?

A few years ago these questions would have been received as
completely obsolete — as an echo of a forlorn innocence. Today however,
they seem to re-emerge rapidly as being pivotal to a constructive reality
check of architecture as a medium of culture, and to the self-esteem of
architecture as a professional discipline. In the wake of repolarizations
in a variety of social realms, architecture can no longer refrain from
engaging with the strong, radical facts of our present society: migration,
aging, mobility, fundamentalism, violence, globalization, and digitization.
After two decades of debate on architecture and transgression, we can no
longer avoid doing exactly that: transgressing. We need an architecture
that transcends its engagements with these facts simply as sophisticated
metaphors. What will architecture be if it finally becomes a civic medium
for speech and action?
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