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“The present inquiry,” Aristotle writes in the
Nicomachean Ethics, “does not aim at theoretical
knowledge... for we are inquiring not in order to
knowwhat virtue is, but in order to become good.”

Ethics, by definition, are universal. They constitute
a shared, evaluative guide to personal, subjective
action. The post-WWII backlash against any
appeal to the universal has left us in an anomic
state of complete indeterminacy: failed signifiers
and absolute contingency. Following suit,
contemporary architecture is not only incapable
of evaluative judgment, it seems to lack a shared,
universal language through which it might convey
meaning—whether semiotic or syntactic. Be it
form or function, the emphasis on the particular,
the heterogeneous, and the indeterminate has
rendered inadequate any criterion for objective
evaluation.

The boundaries of architecture have expanded
from self-reflective formal and functional space
into transnational realms of social and political
space. These new networks and systems have
inevitably implicated architecture today into
questions of ethics.

Pidgin 18 is interested in these contested spaces.
This issue presents appraisals, statements,
methodologies, and examinations that question
the ethical conditions and relations in which
architecture is produced and experienced.
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(a) Architect” means, “architect” as de-
fined in RSA 310-A:28, I namely “a per-
son who/ by reason of having acquired
through professional education and prac-
tical experience an advanced training in
building construction and architectural
design éu/I(J an extensive knowledge of
building standards created to safeguard
the public from hazards such as fire, pan-
ic, structural failure, and unsanitary con-
ditions, is_technically and legally quali-
fied to practice architecture a@d who is
/liccgsed)by the board o(/(t)thcrwisc autho-
Tized )by this subdivision to engage in the
practice of architecture. 1
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he State of Nevada provides an example of a
T Registered Architect’s stamp on their official
website. To demonstrate the look of the stamp they
fill in the identifying information with a quintes-
sential an()ﬁymity: “John Doe, Registered Architect
#00000.” Their generic example of our authorizing
insignia echoes the toe tags of the anonymous dead
inanother branch of state bureaucracy. While noth-
ing more than a placeholder, itisa chilling analogy
for the pcrceivec} power of Architects today. Inter-
preted in this way, the Architect's seal ironically
signifies a lack of power. Here we are little more
than one more bureaucratic anachronism within

the building industry.

In fact, it is problematic to even call these stamps
“our” insignias of authority. Neither the authority
nor the signification of the stamp is really ours.
Both are offered to us as part of our compliance or
participation il(qllc system (depending on how one
looks at it). The word “Architect” is a protected title;
atitle which, like the stamp, is also contingent. Our
relative control over our professional definitions
(the title, the stamp, and our authorized actions)
becomes significant once we begin to ask how a
professional “ought” to act in the world; that is,
how a professional might act ethically rather than

instrumentally.

Itis not trendy to insist on disciplinary boundaries,

to claim or even suggest that the limitations which



once kept disciplines apart may now be necessary
for their survival. Where once our “disciplinary
blinders” needed to be removed in order torlkc-;rc'[;
us alive, today it seems that architects want to look
everywhere except the path laid out directly at their
feet. In this now multi-disciplinary field, I am not
surprised that Pidgin asks in this issue not how, but
ifthere are forms of ethical engagement “for a pro-
fession whose survival may depend on its capacity

to serve and leverage power.”

This question hinges on an implied paradox be-
tween acting ethically and leveraging power. Has
exploiting our professional authority become
tantamount to exploiting the subjugated masses?
Has interdisciplinary dispersion glossed over the
bureaucratic fact that architects exercise power
with every drawing they stamp? As the perceived
power of architects wanes, architectural firms seek
out new models of practice. They are diversifying,
secking new funding sources, and new avenues to-
wards profitability. In so doing they arc also finding
new ways to employ their knowledge and skills and
creating partnerships and structures never before
imagined. But what about the stamp? What about
public authority, licensed and guaranteed capacity,

or “technically and legally qualified practice?”

In an attempt to remove the implicit paradox be-
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and to reformulate this question of ethics in archi-

twee *éthwal actl(m}ndﬁxermsmg state power,

tecture within the profession of architecture itself, 1



would rather ask how Architects can ethically lever-
age the power of their public zmthorityi;Have we in
our slow plodding, hobbled by the rémoval of our
disciplinary blinders, forgotten that we were headed
somewhere specific? Practicing architecture as an
Architect is already a form of engagement through
which to actively grapple with the power relations
of the status quo. The difficulty of acting ethically in
architecture is a sign of how important it is to con-

tinue trying, not a suggestion to look elsewhere. «
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