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The future can only be anticipated in the form of

an absolute danger. It is that which breaks abso-

lutely with constituted normality and can only be

proclaimed, presented, as a sort of monstrosity.
Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology

The university is literally the space of the thesis.
Mark Wigley, “Prosthetic Theory”

The future of the thesis is the thesis of the future.
Therefore, if the thesis indeed has a future, then
inquiry into whether the future has a thesis—that
is to say, confrontations with teleological valences,
redemptive possibilities or traces of alterity within
architecture—is a worthwhile enterprise, accom-
panying students on their journey through “thesis
prep” and beyond.

Instead of positioning the architectural thesis pri-
marily as either a culminating design endeavor,
an opportunity to inculcate the skill of architectur-
al programming, or the chance to find and hone
a personal vision or voice, another possibility is
available: that of imparting an undergraduate or
graduate level fluency, and a nascent expertise, in
futurology. This is proposed here as a means to
reframe professional architectural education as
just that—education, primarily of a cosmopolitan
contemporary citizen, judicious and engaged as re-
gards the ways of the world. This is distinct from
the mere training of the specialized professional
ready to await overdetermined employment “possi-
bilities” that usually amount to a deployment within
globalized systems of economic, political or cultural
capitalization. For education’s futures are at stake,

both in the sense of insuring the ongoing value of
the free pursuit of knowledge and the latent plurali-
ties, and future anteriors, of worlds yet to come.

It is significant to recollect that the two overlapping
or competing goals just mentioned—education and
training—have long been topics of debate within
the ACSA, as well as among American architectural
educators, AIA membership and leadership, and
the NCARB. However, this debate has rarely been
tied directly to the architectural thesis, largely be-
cause the thesis has never been a curricular com-
ponent required in order for a school to receive ac-
creditation. As this panel graciously presented an
opportunity for linking the architectural thesis to
this debate, in what follows we will briefly sketch
out an immodest proposal regarding the thesis, in
four disparate yet interlocking sections.

1. A PAST FOR THE FUTURE(S)?

For at least the last few decades, a basic assump-
tion underlying contemporary architectural educa-
tion is that the thesis is, at heart, theoretical. It has
been tacitly understood that in order for a design
project to have a thesis, it needs to explicitly cite
evidence as ammunition toward the mounting of
an argument. Whether the facts assembled entail
historical precedents, cultural practices, architec-
tural theory, technological breakthroughs, comput-
ing innovations, or otherwise, a gesture is made
towards some sort of knowledge other than merely
the knowledge of design. Yet how did this gesture
come to be essential, whether consciously or un-
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consciously, within the guise of the architectural
thesis?

The presence of the design thesis as an entity in
architectural education owes its origins to the insti-
tuting, within the university context, of standard-
ized practices for reproducing society’s ranks of
architects and architectural educators. Earlier, the
university environment had codified something like
a thesis, primarily in the form of a dissertation or
disquisition, an entity (almost always a text) for
determining that students had ascended to a rank
at which they were capable of training others, and
hence no longer were students themselves. The
thesis thus marked the end of someone’s existence
as a student while also foreshadowing his—and
later, her—immanent re-birth as a teacher. When,
in the 1940s and 1950s, the GI Bill markedly in-
creased the volume of architecture students, archi-
tectural education emulated the esteemed tradition
of the thesis as a way of producing future teach-
ers, as well as guaranteeing rigorous standards for
that training. Completion of a concluding project up
to that time, however, bestowed on its author not
emergence as a teacher but instead a different kind
of rebirth—primarily as a professional, or at least a
proto-professional.

This was largely due to ongoing efforts toward a
codified practice of licensure, first begun around
1900 but only coordinated nationally, on the part
of schools, the government and professional asso-
ciations, in the early postwar era. It is important to
remember that by then the thesis had been utilized
for over half a decade, yet was largely considered
an opportunity for synthesis of earlier instruction-
al modalities, rather than the framing of original
scholastic research. Furthermore, the architectural
thesis was modeled on two existing “rites of pas-
sage”: the premiated (i.e., judged) culminating
design projects found in instruction at the French
Ecole des Beaux Arts, which had been adopted by
many American schools at the turn of the 20™" cen-
tury, and the older practice of introducing design,
in the guise of a speculative project, late in curricu-
lar sequences, which was the mainstay of the tech-
nical (engineering) training upon which the earli-
est American architecture programs were based.
In both cases, implied pedagogical assumptions
regarding design were embedded in the particular
practices adopted.

When thesis became ubiquitous in American edu-
cation, though, its value was inherently linked to
design—despite the ensuing emergence of entirely
new “modern” pedagogical practices, largely linked
to the Bauhaus and its Vorkurs—but also to an-
other, decidedly non-design social value. The thesis
became symbolic of (as well as the means to ac-
complish) a status shift inculcated in the student,
who inhabited an academic system made up of an
increasingly wide variety of subject positions, in-
cluding design critics, full-time and adjunct profes-
sors, as well as graduate and doctoral students.
The thesis in effect became a way of differentiat-
ing, or rather registering distinctions, among those
graduates who could, should and did go on to be-
come teachers of architects. While the academic
subject positions just listed may have been virtu-
ally indistinguishable from one another outside of
the academy—that is, in the profession, where all
were basically architects (or more clearly but also
more generally, designers)—the increasing need
for an impartial, hence democratic, distinguishing
among such students was also registered. This was
because there previously was no explicit hierarchy
as to what kind of a professional architect or de-
signer could advise a thesis, thereby assisting in
the production of architects as an activity simul-
taneously coordinated with the profession and the
academy. The founding of the ACSA, in the second
decade of the last century, marked the beginning
of this coordination process, which advanced in fits
and starts up to the end of WWII. The movement
described here culminated in the 1970s, in what
Stanford Anderson and Mark Jarzombek have both
described as the accelerated academicization of
architectural education. This acceleration owed a
great deal of its impetus to developments in the
1960s, whereby a doctrinaire modernism, as well
as the aligned and similarly unself-conscious mod-
ernist pedagogical practices that accompanied it,
began to be significantly questioned.

This brief historical survey is provided to highlight
two points. First, predicaments involving the archi-
tectural thesis have in the past reflected changing
concern with the future of architectural education.
And second, nowadays the futures of the student
trained to be an architect are—and have been,
since approximately the 1950s—intimately bound
up with the fortunes of the profession’s relationship
to academic professionalization. In the last fifty
years, there has been a nearly irrevocable yoking
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together of the profession of architecture and the
profession of architecture education. The latter has
become more cutthroat than the former, with far
more intense competition for far fewer jobs and re-
sources at the academic level, due to the overall
shift everywhere in the university to a faculty lean-
ing highly on adjuncts. In short, the profession’s
stakes in transformations to the modern research
university—involving changing student/teacher ra-
tios, the high price of tuition paid by future profes-
sionals, and the tendency of many individuals found
in the university environment to espouse far more
conservative political agendas than were common
in the 1960s and 1970s—can be seen as colluding
with university practices that put an emphasis on
the bottom line.

The current possibilities of and for thesis, then, in-
creasingly gesture to an outside (or beyond) of de-
sign knowledge, that is to say, its marketability. This
in turn suggests a newfound need to teach students
to situate knowledge of design within or alongside
knowledge in general—what can be loosely called a
de-differentiation of professional knowledge. If the
preliminary design studios of core and comprehen-
sive studio introduce and develop design skills, then
thesis has a need to be about the particulars whereby
the student can make a leap from design knowledge
to a kind of holistic knowledge that is not profes-
sional per se but common, i.e., common to others.

The thesis thus stands as an interface, both di-
viding and connecting design knowledge to other
knowledge forms and practices, and thus, as a re-
lay between the discipline and the profession, as
well as bonding agent allowing the architect as a
subject to reach out and connect with other sub-
jects with agency. For the student, the future of de-
sign knowledge is now; thesis is perhaps the best
venue to begin understanding this, not by navel
gazing at design knowledge but instead by arguing
against the walling off of professional values from
the world at large.

2: DESIGN RESEARCH VS. RESEARCH ON
DESIGN(S)

Yet perhaps a new state of anxiety about the the-
sis, suggested by the very event of this panel at an
annual ACSA convention, reflects not doubt about
design’s status but instead a need for interrogation
of methodological futures for theses. At least since

the 1950s, this type of question has generally been
relegated, within professional architectural educa-
tion, primarily to the history courses required by
accrediting bodies. Through this, the design thesis
largely came to be buttressed by arguments about
the history of design (usually involving precedent)
but not by arguments about historicity, mean-
ing design’s connections to the vicissitudes of its
grounds for legibility.

Historicity as such entails a dialectical struggle be-
tween temporality, understood as time’s episte-
mological parameters, and teleology, understood
as time’s metaphysical limits. The possibilities for
knowledge at one moment in time are hence dou-
bly determined, dependent upon both recent and
past developments in a particular field and the
more general understanding of knowledge’s pro-
pensity to change. This is certainly true in design,
for to feel that what one is doing is right, or good,
or just, anticipates a teleological thrust that is be-
yond the scope of any theory of design. Yet if to
practice design implicitly rests upon such a theory,
or belief that design is based on sound methods
and principles, this in turn instrumentalize such a
theory and thereby ideologizes it. Another way of
stating this is that design generally is understood
as entailing forms and concepts, and is thus largely
not thought of as arguing something; yet what an
argument ultimately supports is a thesis, as in a
claim, a point, a position or a lesson.

What if this double-bind become precisely the pri-
mary focus of thesis, thus freeing it from becoming
within professional education the primary location
for relating historical research and textual argu-
mentation to design? Let us not forget that it is pri-
marily those with higher degrees—almost always
Ph.D.s, and usually historians—who have been en-
trusted with the responsibility of guaranteeing in
the student the types of argumentative skills nec-
essary to marshal research, articulate assumptions
and wrestle prose toward the putting forth of, well,
theses. Significantly, an architectural Ph.D. first
appeared in America within the history of archi-
tecture, itself a branch of art historical studies lo-
cated in the humanities division of the university. It
was not until the 1950s that non-architectural his-
tory Ph.D.s first appeared beyond the humanities,
within architecture schools; and it was not until the
1970s that such degrees began to be pursued on
a regular basis, often offered not by a humanities
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faculty but by an architecture school. This has ex-
acerbated the situation just described, namely the
devalution of questions linking design’s historicity
to history (and theory).

Significantly, the very practice of instruction in “the-
sis prep,” through which textual and evidentiary
armatures tend to be foregrounded—in order that
design may logically follow, in the future—largely
repeats or reifies established rather than projective
possibilities. But should it? It is instructive to recol-
lect that in American architecture schools prior to
the 1940s and the start of the postwar era, history
and theory were nearly synonymous, often con-
flated with a third concern, that of composition or
theory of design. All three were introduced prior to
the undertaking of culminating design activity, and
were included amongst a number of distinct areas
of study (representation, structures, technology,
professional practice), which together contributed
to the future emergence of an architect from the
shell of a former student. Though today these three
concerns—history, theory and design methodolo-
gies—are increasingly divided off from one another
as realms of knowledge, the logic of their triangu-
lation contains within it an implicit assumption of
disciplinary order. However, in each potential re-
lationship (history-theory, theory-design method-
ologies, design methodologies-history), important
intellectual experiences that are formative for pro-
fessional subjectivity are exercised, whether that
professional be a professional architectural edu-
cator or architect. In each of these pairings, pos-
sibilities for architecture’s futures are fashioned,
expressed and tested, often not merely implicitly
but materially, through and by design. It is in the
gaps created by the pairings that space exists for
the future architect to appear, as much as in the
standard sequence of core design studios, compre-
hensive studio, and thesis.

These gaps could be treated as the grounding
paradigms for a later thesis. Welcoming danger
into the gaps between these terms, into the very
inhabitation of such gaps on the part of students
and faculty, would conclude curricular sequences
with an opening onto educational experiences that
also could point toward where the future would
directly intersect architecture, points where the
question of the future as a project would be made
to (re)appear. From this point of view, the ques-
tion of the future having a thesis is decidedly not
a question solely of or for the humanities (from a

discipline such as history)—or even the sciences,
entailing evolution, revolution or solution—but in-
stead a question of education’s very spatial nature.
Rather than end education—or be seen as the ends
of education—the question of theses as the ques-
tion of the future appears as a student prepares
to leave the academy precisely because, like other
sorts of economic futures, the economy of the aca-
demic milieu depends upon other environments for
its sustainability.

Why couldn’t the primary ethical function of
the thesis—an ethos of thesis—be the explicit
articulation of an activity that has remained latent
within the previous four years of undergraduate (or
three years of graduate) professional education:
how, precisely, can one design a research project
or experiment? Such an articulation would render
the student an expert in design—for they have all
along been actively designing their own future,
their becoming an architect—while also generating
a healthy skepticism about applying this expertise
to particular problems, say improving the world,
adjudicating social dilemmas, and even instituting
new forms of practice?

3: THE END(S) OF THESIS?

Consider a recent entry on the schoolblog of the
architecture website, Archinect, posted under the
title “the end of thesis?” by Tim (of SCi-Arc) and re-
calling a lecture by Sylvia Lavin on the (non)future
of the architectural thesis:

(lavin’s) main argument was (and i’'m paraphrasing)
that within the current state of the profession today,
given its highly collaborative and non-authoritative
nature, there is no longer any relevance for personal
theses. she likened the thesis student to an ameri-
can tourist who expects everyone to speak english
wherever they go, which may have been acceptable
in the recent past, but today people need to “speak
the fucking language”, meaning the more and more
that a student delves into the highly-nuanced, bot-
tomless abyss that is thesis, the more and more
they lose their ability to communicate with the out-
side world and the profession at large, thus losing
their relevance in discourse overall.

The “outside world” invoked by Lavin is, indeed,
precisely what's at stake in the thesis. But we
note how, in her remarks, at least as reported
by Tim, “the world” is quickly followed by, and
swallowed up in, “the profession”—and one can
wonder whether a disinterest or disinclination in
distinguishing between these two domains leads
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almost automatically to a disinterest in the thesis.
Lavin’s expressed desire to “communicate” with the
“outside world” is poignant, to be sure. And her
assumption of clearly defined boundaries separating
the inside of architecture from the various political,
economic, social, cultural and historical forces and
objects that supposedly lie comfortably far beyond
architecture renders those forces and objects
indisputably exotic destinations for refreshing,
even enlightening jaunts undertaken by the well-
prepared student—the one, that is, who rests
secure in her knowledge that architecture is what
it is what it is what it is... and is not a “bottomless
abyss,” the exploration of which supposedly leading
to a loss of “relevance.” (We also cannot avoid
noting how, here, an attempt to privilege the
“non-authoritative” nature of architecture leads
to a paradigmatically authoritarian speech-act:
the command to students to “speak the fucking
language”).

And yet... We find Lavin’s metaphor of the architec-
tural thesis student as a traveler to be a most use-
ful one. Let us cite, then, the following distinction
between two types of travelers, drawn from Tom
Cohen’s Ideology and Inscription:

There are, perhaps, two types of travelers—those
who want to know the language of their destina-
tion [the people who “need to ‘speak the fucking
language’,” in Lavin’s excitingly vulgar words], to
maintain the illusion of communication (mostly
commercial), and those who are not determined
by the latter need, but who, in the process, locate
themselves in a certain nexus of ‘translation’ in
which their own words, sounds, gestures operate
on the same plane as alien ones, in the open, with-
out special contents or interior. It is only at the lat-
ter point that certain questions can be posed—once
the pretense of retrieved meaning, or ‘experience,
is suspended.

While, as Lavin argues, the first type of traveler
doesn’t need a thesis to plan her itinerary, the sec-
ond type of traveler is involved in a journey that, in
the context of the university, may only be accom-
modated through the thesis. The suspension of
“retrieved meaning” in favor of an encounter with
the unprecedented may be, in fact, a precise de-
scription of any thesis worth making: architectural,
academic or of any other sort.

4: DESIGN AS (A) DIVISION

This suspension, moreover, ought to be maintained
not only within the thesis; it should also obtain
beyond the thesis, when considering the possible
natures of and futures for the thesis. The problem
of the architectural thesis ought not, therefore, to
be solved by looking to extant models from other
disciplines for defining or testing theses, nor by
reifying codified architectural ideologies or imagi-
naries into models for the thesis: both methods
yield versions of the same rather than provoking
the necessary difference upon which the future de-
pends. And yet, no method ought to be considered
either right or wrong from the get-go. What be-
longs to architecture? If this question is to be fully
open (and opened), then no method is adequate to
answer it. What is necessary, rather, is maintaining
an opening—a space and time we want to identity
with the thesis.

It is not insignificant here that professional archi-
tectural education is inherently split or divided in-
ternally; for it is precisely such a split that encom-
passes and allows for traffic, or even intercourse,
between architecture and all that lies beyond it. As
Mark Wigley made clear in an article on the original
19" century housing of architectural education in
the university in America, this welcoming consti-
tuted an addition or a graft—a prosthetic, if you
will—at first onto the sciences but immediately after
onto the humanities. This prosthesis (importantly,
from pro-thesis, literally a linguistic prefix that fails
to alter the base meaning of a word) served to in-
stitute design as a division or department within
the university yet did not succeed in dividing it off
from either art or science. Rather, it marked the
invention and intervention of this institution—de-
sign, or more clearly design as knowledge within
architectural education—as an activity that united
a divided discipline, while simultaneously secur-
ing a split between profession and discipline. At
this time, design was the culminating experience
for the architectural student, introduced in the fi-
nal year—following the model of German technical
education—and through the thesis.

Deconstructive literary scholar Peggy Kamuf has
further argued that literature, unlike various sci-
ences, entails a kind of perpetual division that chal-
lenges the university as an institution, necessitating
a constant reevaluation of that institution’s goals.
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In her description, the split between literary and
practical writing (e.g., the difference between po-
etry or fiction and prose) is of an entirely different
order than the intramural and extramural criteria
(scientific validity and moral legitimacy) that deter-
mine what is proper to science within the university
and beyond it, within society. Literature largely in-
stitutes the academic environment as a theoretical
realm apart from “practical” concerns, but by doing
so this implicitly puts literary knowledge to a prac-
tical use, as a kind of think tank for the real world.

So, too, design within architecture education. For
the logic of design studios both guarantees archi-
tecture education as a practical institution distinct
from the profession and serves as its link, since the
trained architecture student can subsequently find
work as a designer beyond the academy. Design
arguably constitutes a division similar to literature,
for although one might see it as practical from the
position of the architectural profession, from the
viewpoint of the discipline it is far more polemical
(which is to say fictional), potentially both utopian
and transgressive, exerting a similar threat to so-
ciety’s spatial order that literature poses to rational
writing. No doubt the idea that design is akin to
literature may raise heckles from the ranks of ar-
chitecture professionals, yet this should not come
as particularly far-fetched to architectural educa-
tors. The very belief that an architectural discipline
exists—that a creative potential for innovation lies
at the heart of design’s very history—turns out to
have been the grounding assumption upon which
the university education of architects rested in
America, rather than through pupilage.

Yet the division of which Kamuf speaks, in its ca-
pacity to question the very purposes of the uni-
versity, springs from the fact that literature can be
taught yet it also teaches, meaning it instructs, as
in directs in the ways of the human subject and citi-
zen. Much as the culture wars of the 1990s—the di-
rect object of Kamuf’s reflections—raised questions
about what type of literature should be taught and
fueled debates about the moral legitimacy of Amer-
ica’s system of higher education, questions about
what type of design legitimizes thesis—seen as the
primary context for original research on the part of
the architecture student within their education—in
turn implicate the designs education has on future
generations and the world they inhabit.

In this regard, design has designs (on us). For
design in the general sense, meaning architec-
tural design, supports design in the specific sense,
meaning designs on the world outside design. Like
literature, design does this in a way science (or at
least the physical sciences) does not. Mark Cous-
ins and others have commented on this in calling
architecture a “weak” discipline, meaning one in
which “the definition of the object of knowledge
includes the subject [of knowledge].” The univer-
sity has long upheld an essential partitioning of the
humanist arts (humanities) off from the sciences,
with only the former deemed capable of address-
ing the demands of instruction for living the good
and just life. Similarly, design too is taught yet it
also teaches: specifically, in its connection to the
discipline of architecture, it educates not just those
who undertake it, namely architects, while at uni-
versity, but it also edifies those that encounter it,
in all its numerous manifestations, as buildings and
drawings and other manifestations of architectural
thinking.

This, we would argue, directly relates to the thesis.
For if, as Wigley suggests, the thesis is the institu-
tion of design as architectural education within the
university, then the thesis is divided, for it can be
taught but it also teaches, in a manner similar to
yet distinct from studios. These in particular—and
above all else they are—-serve as a mode of appre-
hending knowledge, a type of experience, similar
to the lecture or the seminar; they do not consti-
tute pedagogy, but like much else in education are
merely pedagogical tools, which can be used wisely
or squandered. The thesis on the other hand marks
an institutional future as reserve, becoming a para-
digm not of activity—like studio—but of enactment;
it institutes education in such a way that, quoting
Kamuf regarding literature, “whatever stabilized
forms they [institutions] assume in the present re-
main open to the transformations of a future,” a
future perpetually held in reserve for being held by
the thesis. Much as T. S. Eliot argued—famously
noted by Robert Venturi in his 1966 Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture—that new works of lit-
erature augment and realign the lineage they join,
design’s potential depends as well on the promise
that what the future will bring enables us to under-
stand the story of our past, and call upon its vast
and rich reserve. If the place of the thesis in educa-
tion is marked by this, it is clearly not entirely due
to its once having instigated design instruction, at
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the end of a basically technical sequence; nor in
its role culminating it, as it did after instruction in
design began to be introduced at the start of cur-
ricular structures. Instead, design’s ability to call
forth a reserve through which futures arrive in the
now, within education and within the university, as
well as within the world at large containing them
both, is its link with the unique cache of the thesis.
Spending the reserve of design on a mere design
thesis, when the designing of a thesis instead could
be undertaken, would be—to quote an old adage—
a terrible thing to waste.

5: CONCLUSION, WITHOUT END

For an architecture thesis to open onto a future
worth anticipating, it needs to open onto new con-
cepts of architecture and hence new concepts of the
thesis. If the design studio brokers already-consti-
tuted knowledge under the guise of skill-building—a
brokering policed by accreditation requirements—
then the thesis studio should invite, welcome and
even risk the production of new knowledge. This
production cannot, by definition, be instituted. It
can only be solicited. Thesis ought to be the name
of this solicitation.



