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Question 1 - What Must the
Architect Learn? from the
podcast When Socrates Was
An Architect, June 29, 2021.

Jeffrey Huang and Guillaume Yersin

emailing with Francisco Moura Veiga

Dear Guillaume, dear Jef,

I am extremely happy we will be able to register
the continuation of the discussions we have started in a
productive way.

There is no need for a lengthy introduction: we
will discuss our views on the future of learning Archi-
tecture.

In the exchange, I hope we will be able to tackle
this topic in its different dimensions, maybe even draft-
ing an experience map of a future student's experience?

To start-assuming addressing the "why?" of learn-
ing architecture would be too large a topic for this for-
mat-I would like to focus on the "what?" What should
future students take away from a learning experience?

A couple of years ago, in the frame of the "When
Socrates Was An Architect” podcast, I asked a deriv-
ative of this question to Christoph Lindner, Debo-
rah Berke, Dick Van Gameren, and Maarten Delbeke.
The answer was something along the lines of "students
should develop their curiosity.” This was a safe, satis-
factory answer within the context of the podcast and
keeping in mind that the interviewees were mostly

deans representing an institution: highly curtailed in
their criticality... Here we are free so I encourage you to
make the most of this freedom and go for the edge.

To start the dance, I will repeat what I stated al-
ready in one of our previous discussions, I would say
that students should come out of a learning experience
understanding how to tackle the questions posed by
the experience in cultural (technical/aesthetic) terms
and understanding the consequences of their propos-
als.

Two things: (1) I am assuming this learning expe-
rience entails a design exercise and (2) please do not
read "consequences" as something pejorative.

So what?
Very much looking forward to your thoughts,
Francisco

Dear Francisco, dear Guillaume,

Thank you for this invitation. Very happy to con-
tinue our conversation in a format that allows for a
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slower and deeper exchange, something increasingly
rare in the accelerated ecology of academia.

When we ask what architecture students should
learn, I find it less interesting to list competences than
to describe the kinds of intelligence we want to culti-
vate. Architecture has never been only about building;
it’s about constructing ways of thinking, sensing, and
acting in the world.

I think students should walk away from their
"learning experience in architecture” with three inter-
locking dispositions:

a) An inquisitive mindset.

To learn architecture is first to unlearn obedi-
ence. Every brief, every program, every “problem"
hides an ideology. Students must be trained to ques-
tion the question itself, not just to answer it. Curiosity
is not enough, we need dissent, the audacity to destabi-
lize assumptions and re-code constraints as opportuni-
ties. The most dangerous architect is the one who never
questions the premise. Architecture starts when we ask
why this problem, for whom, and under what assump-
tions? Learning to doubt productively, without cyni-
cism (!), is the basis of intellectual autonomy.

b) A synthesizing mindset.

Architects must operate across worlds and disci-
plines that refuse to speak the same language: between
technology and ecology, culture and computation,
form and politics, etc. etc. This doesn’t mean know-
ing everything: it is not so much about encyclopedic
knowledge, but the ability to relate and synthesize, to
hold together multiple, sometimes contradictory sys-
tems of thought, and to act as the “glue” between them.
The architect’s strength lies in this kind of relational

intelligence: the capacity to make sense of the whole
through partial and situated knowledges.

¢) An imaginative mindset.

And finally, architecture must train imagination
as a disruptive force, develop the courage to imagine
the possible beyond the probable. Imagination is what
lets us build futures that don’t yet exist and alter the
status quo. Imagination must be cultivated not as es-
capism, but as a form of radical realism. The ability to
think “what if?” is essential to tackling the possible, to
inventing futures that disrupt conventions and shatter
expectations.

What do you think? Hope this is helpful/useful to
jumpstart the pen pal discussion!

Warm regards,
-jef

PS. I realized after sending my note that I com-
pletely forgot to include the obligatory online refer-
ences. Here they are, and also a brief word on your ini-
tial point, which I find extremely pertinent.

I fully agree with your emphasis on the cultural/
aesthetic/technical dimension of learning and the
awareness of consequences in proposals (eg., in design
studios). The ability to anticipate not only how things
look or perform but how they act, affect, and trans-
form, is essential. This ethical and cultural awareness,
the responsibility for the effects of one’s interventions,
should be present and cut across the three mindsets I
mentioned.

For the online reference, related to the mindsets,
here is are a few (of course, there are many others as
well!).
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Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of
the Oppressed, 1968.

Jeffrey Huang, Dieter Dietz,
Laura Trazic & Korinna Zino-
via Weber (ed.), Transcalar
Prospects in Climate Crisis
architectural research in re/
action, Lars Mueller, 2024.

Donald Schon, The Reflec-
tive Practitioner, 1983.

Michel de Certeau, The
Practice of Everyday Life,
1980.

Hannah Arendt, The Life of
the Mind, 1971.

David Graeber and David
Wengrow, The Dawn of Eve-
rything: A New History of
Humanity, 2021.

Curated and Edited by Anna
L. Tsing, Jennifer Deger, Al-
der Keleman Saxena and
Feifei Zhou, The Feral At-
las, 2021.

Adam Curtis, The Century
of the Self, 2002. Film still
above.

a) On the inquisitive mindset, Paulo Freire’s Ped-
agogy of the Oppressed (on critical consciousness and
the courage to question the given)

b) On the synthesising mindset, I elaborated on
this in the introduction to Transcalar Prospects in the
Climate Crisis, i.e. the notion of transcalar thinking
and the need to connect across entangled ecological,

technological, and social systems.

¢) On the imaginative mindset, Donald Schon’s
The Reflective Practitioner, Michel de Certeau’s The
Practice of Everyday Life, and Hannah Arendt’s The
Life of the Mind: Thinking, i.e. imagination as reflec-
tive reframing, tactical invention, and the ethical ca-
pacity to think otherwise, to disrupt the given and pro-
ject alternative possibilities.

LN ]
Dears,

I hope this letter finds you well.

First, I would like to thank Francisco for initiating
this opportunity and for giving us the space to pause
and reflect—something that is rarely afforded in the
rush of our everyday office life.

It's a precious time, one that we must sometimes
carve out or claim for ourselves amidst the constant
flow of tasks. A time that, in my understanding, be-
longs to academia—an environment that operates at its
own rhythm.

Francisco, you rightly assert that students should
"understand how to tackle the questions posed by the
experience in cultural (technical/aesthetic) terms and
understand the consequences of their proposals," to
quote you directly.

Jeft, you, in turn, suggest that students should

leave with three newly acquired or enhanced disposi-
tions: "an inquisitive mindset, a synthesizing mindset,
and an imaginative mindset."

I believe this is absolutely correct. It’s difficult to
argue against any of these points—indeed, isn’t that
the way everyone should approach the world?

If more people embraced the outlook and disposi-
tions you both describe, perhaps the state of the world
might be in a better place. So far, so good.

Of course, architecture schools around the world
could certainly teach motivated students how to
live their lives, but such a goal may prove difficult to
achieve.

Or, if architectural education could truly provide
all of this, perhaps everyone should study architecture
to help create a brighter future.

Perhaps everyone should also read D. Graeber’s
and D. Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything, listen to

their talks, explore Anna L. Tsing et al’s Feral Atlas, or

watch Adam Curtis’s documentary The Century of the
Self.

Such explorations would certainly lead to inter-
esting evolutions. But will that happen? And even if it
does, what will all these "enlightened" minds do with
this newfound knowledge?

I agree that architects should maintain—and per-
haps even regain—their position as generalists, capa-
ble of understanding the essence of constraints, the
needs of both humans and non-humans, and the in-
terdependencies within a built environment, whether
cultural, technical, or environmental. And I agree that
once this understanding is achieved, architects should
be in a position to question and propose.

However, in my opinion, what architectural stu-
dents should take away are sharp, practical tools. They
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Jane Morris, The Guggen-
heim Bilbao, 20 Years Later:
How a Museum Transformed
a City—and Why the ‘Bilbao
Effect’ Has Been Impossible
to Replicate, artnet, October
11, 2017.

should know how to count, and they should know how
to draw. By this, I don’t mean that they must be able to
carry out complex calculations without assistance, nor
should they be as fast as a seasoned draftsman. But as
"economy"” is often the weapon of the enemy — by "en-
emy," I mean those who sacrifice ideas, disruptive be-
haviour, creativity, and ecology on the altar of finan-
cial profit and accumulation — architects need to be
prepared. They need to understand and they need to
be able to challenge that « economy ». Drawing - be-
ing a universal language that translates ideas into
forms - should be next in their arsenal. They should
literally learn how to draw, how to translate intentions
and ideas into lines and surfaces. Added to that, they
should of course know and understand technologies,
materials and building techniques. And they should
understand their implications in the context of a pro-
ject, as well as their implications on a broader, much
larger scale. In two words, they should be savant and
skilled.

And in order to do so, they could start to :

- Question the brief (if there’s one)

- Do some calculations

- Start by copying

- Use geometric principles

- Focus on proportions

- Avoid metaphors

- Prioritize planar projections

- Use a two-steps process (first sketch, than draw)
- Simplify details

- Apply critical construction

- Redo the calculations

- Look with distance

- Question (their own design as well as the entire ecol-
ogy of actors involved in the project)

- Start over

And what better time than the studies to start to
learn all of this ?

Looking forward to your thoughts and answers,

All the best,
Guillaume Yersin

Dear both,

I confess I am happily overwhelmed by your re-
plies. It would take more than a simple email to unpack
all the potential of your statements...

Therefore I am going to play devil's advocate and
"pick a fight" with one or two aspects I find could lead
to some "productive friction", to quote Patrick Heiz:

A - Does Synthesizing lead to Synthetic designs?
Positioning the architect as the capable generalist mak-
ing sense of otherwise anthagonistic positions is an ap-
pealing message for architects as it frames them (us)
empowered actors in a welcoming society. Two things
about it though:

First, the superficiality and relativisation archi-
tects apply in order to "glue" them inevitably leads to
the exclusion/denial of certain conditions. Thinking of
Architecture as Spectacle and Architecture as overim-
posed order is still something that makes sense for us
who studied in the 90's and beginning of the 00's, surf-
ing the wave of the beautiful plastic society, despite our

best efforts to reposition the discipline in the current
too-late revisioninst movements taking over academia,
cultural institutions but probably not reaching large
commercial actors. Furthermore, young practices who
are now emerging as someone to look at when search-
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The Architect's Council of
Europe, The Architectural
Profession in Europe, 2024
Sector Study.

DJ Shadow, "Endtroducing”,
1996.

Jim Mepham, Philosophers
Exploring The Good Life,
Philosophy Now, 2024.

Cartha Magazine, The Possi-
ble Progress, 2019.

msteinwall@plasticshof.
org, The Evolution of Billiard
Balls and the Birth of Plas-
tics, Plastics Hall of Fame.

Damian Carrington, Mic-
roplastics found in human
blood for first time, March
24,2022.

ing for future references (I can share a list of these later
on) seem to be embracing a superficial knowledge of
“all" that caters an image/hype-based economy.

Second, architects do not seem to be seen as that
by society. Where they ever? According to the lat-
est European Architect's Council' study on the archi-
tectural sector, architect's income is generally below

that of lawyers, doctors, psychologists, etc. Is this the
"Economy", Guillaume? Synthesize and you get Syn-
thetic. My point is: plastic breaks.

B - Does Synthesizing lead to deeper understand-
ing? I very much like DJ Shadow. He, aka Joshua Paul
Davies, did something fantastic: he produced one of
the best original albums ever without playing a single

note of any instrument or vocal. Everything is a sam-
ple. This is only possible through a deep knowledge of
what surrounded him and an exciting curiosity about
how the enormous mass of the pre-existing can be dis-
mantled and put back together to communicate some-
thing new. Virtuosity, brilliance is then in the way
something is repositioned and reinterpreted. Synthe-
sizing opens the field in an elastic way. Elastic bends,

doesn't break.

C - I like your tools, Guillaume. I shared them
with my students this week and asked them what they
made of it. As you know, I am trying to, as you say,
"teach them how to live their lives” in a very literal way:
their designs have to directly draw from their own un-
derstanding of one of the philosophical schools that
deal with the notion of The Good Life. One student
pointed out that your tools—any tool-only make sense
when you know WHY to use them. In other words,
when one doesn't know how to live their lives, how can
they know why/what for to use any tool they might
have at their disposal? Or, look at where not question-

ing the "Why?" but happily falling in line with a pre-es-
tablished order has brought us.

D - And something missing: learning towards
what? Which Progress? How do we classify the vector,
the delta, Jef? Is there a moral frame to approach it or is
any progress a valid enterprise?

E - Going back to plastics, a competition launched
by a billiard balls producer in 1869 led to the invention
of celluloid by John Weslley Hyatt. Fast forward to now
and plastics are in our blood.

These are honest, optimistic doubts despite an the
underlying caustic tone. I can't wait to see what you
make of them!

All the best!
Francisco

o000
Dear Francisco, dear Guillaume,

Thank you for pushing me to clarify. You are right:
my previous note risked sounding as if the three mind-
sets I proposed were universal virtues, applicable to
everyone in the same way. They are not. I really meant
them specific to architecture, to what architects are
asked to take on in this world, and to the particular
agency architecture can exercise.

Allow me, therefore, to restate them more sharply,
and more explicitly, as architectural dispositions.

1. The inquisitive mindset: architects as prob-
lem-seekers, not problem-solvers

You are absolutely right, and the contrast with en-
gineering is helpful. Engineers, by training and by
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William M. Pena, Steven A.
Parshall. Problem Seeking:
An Architectural Program-
ming Primer, 5th Edition,
Wiley, 2012.

Herbert A. Simon. The Sci-

ences of the Artificial, MIT

Press, 1996.

Agential realism is a new
approach to metaphysics
developed by physicist and
philosopher Karen Barad.

mandate, tend to see themselves as problem-solvers:
excellence lies in identifying an optimal solution once
a problem is defined. Architecture, at its best, operates
ex ante. Its responsible act is not solving, but posing
the problem.

An inquisitive mindset in architecture is there-
fore not curiosity in the abstract, but the disciplined
ability to question what counts as a problem in the first
place. Who defines it? Under which assumptions? With
which exclusions already built in? This places archi-
tects closer to what William Pefia described as prob-
lem-seeking, rather than problem-solving. Program-
ming, in this sense, is not a preparatory step, but a core
architectural act: the reframing of vague, conflicting,
or ideologically loaded conditions into something that
can be responsibly acted upon.

This is why inquisitiveness is not simply a person-
ality trait, but a professional responsibility. Architects
work in zones of ambiguity where obedience would be
disastrous. The inquisitive mindset is the capacity to
refuse the given brief as a natural fact, and to excavate
its hidden values, power relations, and blind spots be-
fore a single line is drawn.

2. The synthesising mindset: beyond the synthetic,
toward the appropriate

Your concern that synthesis risks turning syn-
thetic is well taken. But here, I think precision matters.
What I call synthesising is not about smoothing or rec-
onciling conflicts into a marketable image. It is about
dealing seriously with irreducible complexity. Archi-
tectural problems are rarely optimisable in a single di-
mension. They require multiple frameworks, disci-
plines, scales, and actors to interact, often without the
possibility of full commensurability. In this sense, ar-
chitects are not trained to maximise, but to listen, as-
semble, connect. Herbert Simon’s notion of satisfic-
ing is particularly pertinent here: the architect searches

for a “good enough” solution that is appropriate across
many parameters, rather than optimal within one.
This is also where Guillaume’s insistence on tools
becomes essential, not contradictory. Counting, draw-
ing, calculating, constructing, repeating: these are
not neutral skills, but forms of resistance against hol-
low synthesis. Without embodied and material compe-
tence, synthesis cannot deepen; it only accelerates. At
the same time, tools are meaningless without a reason
to wield them. Tools answer the how, but they are blind
without a why. The real risk today is not tools them-
selves, but tools detached from values and telos, be-
coming instruments of the very economy Guillaume
provocatively (or perhaps not) names as the enemy.
Synthesis, understood this way, is about holding
together heterogeneity without erasing it. It works less
like a seamless fusion and more like sampling: cutting,
layering, looping, and repositioning fragments drawn
from different domains (Francisco's reference to D]
Shadow). It implies making connections between cul-
tural meaning, material systems, economics, ecology,
and politics, knowing that any decision privileges some
values while marginalizes others. This is not superfi-
ciality, but a different form of rigour: relational rigour.
One might understand this rigorous in the sense ar-
ticulated by by Karen Barad’s notion of “intra-action,”
where relations are not added between pre-existing el-
ements but are what bring those elements into being in
the first place. And it is precisely here that shallow syn-
thesis collapses into plastic, while deep synthesis, like
a well-composed sample, remains elastic, to remain in
your metaphors.

3. The imaginative mindset: architecture as future
practice

Finally, imagination. This, too, is not evenly dis-
tributed across professions. Architects are structur-
ally required to live in future worlds. They must project

6
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conditions that do not yet exist and act as if they were
already partially real. This speculative orientation is
neither escapism nor naive futurism; it is a professional
necessity.

Imagination in architecture operates as a disrup-
tive force. It allows the discipline to estrange the pres-
ent, to make the familiar questionable, and to propose
alternatives that are not merely incremental. Here, im-
agination aligns with the ability to re-see a situation by
projecting different possibilities onto it.

In this sense, architects are not only synthesis-
ing what is, but imagining what could be, and test-
ing it against reality. This forward-looking, projective
stance is uncommon in many other fields, and it is pre-
cisely what gives architecture its political and cultural
charge.

This brings us back to your crucial question: learn-
ing towards what? Which progress?

I do not believe architecture education can offer a
single moral vector without becoming doctrinaire. But
it must make students aware that every projection im-
plies a direction, and that every direction leaves resi-
dues. Plastics, which you already brought up, are per-
haps the perfect allegory of architectural progress:

a brilliant solution within one problem frame, cata-
strophic when its consequences are scaled up.

What we can teach, then, is not the right answer,
but accountability for directionality. The ability to
question problems, to synthesise across incompatible
domains, and to imagine alternatives is what enables
architects to sense potential residues early, before they
become irreversible.

If architects are no longer trusted as generalists by
society, perhaps this is because this deeper form of in-
telligence has been replaced too often by spectacle or
compliance. Reclaiming it will not make the profession
richer, but it may make it relevant in a more profound
sense.

Looking forward very much to the next round.

Warm regards,
-jef

Dear all,

As these lines may be the last of this brief but un-
settling exchange, I’ll take the liberty of addressing
broader aspects of the profession that have been weigh-
ing on my mind. These thoughts are tied to teaching
and, crucially, to what remains—as this is what you
will face once you complete your studies, should you
choose to practice in Switzerland, the context I know
best.

A profession could be seen as what remains of
one's studies; a residue. To design with residues means
accepting the long game. It means acknowledging that
architecture and construction are slow processes that
mobilize vast resources and leave a profound, long-
range impact on people’s lives, the ecology, the econ-
omy, and society at large. It is dizzying. At times, the
best course of action might be to leave it alone and fo-
cus on something else entirely. It is not "preachy" to
say that architecture is not the proper domain for the
superficiality of the "now." It is not an activity suited
to the zeitgeist, nor to the instantaneity of social me-
dia and trends. To chase these is to abandon the dis-
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Gabriella Giudici, Giorgio
Agamben, What is Contem-
porary?, August 29, 2017.
Above: photo of Agamben
in 2009.
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Stadthotel Triemli: Wett-
bewerbsporgramm, Spe-
kulativer Ideenwettbe-
werb durchgefiihrt von ZAS
01/09/2022. Image above:
Flucht un Rettungsplan.

HouseEurope! is a registered
non-profit advocating for a
fundamental value-shift in
the building sector.

Architektur Basel (Lukas
Gruntz, Christina Leibund-
gut). “You're free not to
take part in a competition”,
Hochparterre, November 7,
2025.

tance required for a practice to be critical, contempo-
rary, and truly avant-garde. Without that distance, it
is merely "fashionable,” and therefore already passé, as

Agamben so brilliantly put it.

Have you noticed that architects are always com-
plaining?

This seems especially true for those in academia
(being part of this flock, 'm probably allowed to say
s0), as they perhaps have more time to dedicate to the
task. We complain about clients, teaching, colleagues,
society, fees, being misunderstood, being underesti-
mated, our responsibilities, incompetent craftsmen,
work hours... the list could easily fill this email and
more. This endless whining usually stems from frustra-
tion—often a frustrated ego. Yet, it may also be partly
legitimate: the architect’s position has lost much of its
former radiance. Once seen as a pillar of society along-
side the priest, the teacher, and the policeman (what
a team!), the architect now drifts between the Kun-
stproletariat and the service industry, unable to find a
comfortable place to nest.

No one bears as much responsibility for this sit-
uation as we do. Driven by a craving to build fast and
"keep with the times," we have transformed into "su-
per-service providers." How else do you win competi-
tions today? You have to deliver: fast, cheap, cool, re-
used, bio-sourced, resilient, democratic, inclusive,
modular, CO2-free. In a competition setting, there is
no room to challenge the brief, confront decision-mak-
ers, or remain loyal to an inquisitive mindset. The era
when a practice could make a living by taking the run-
ner-up spot with a radical scheme that questioned the
brief is over. Today, you are asked to be a "super-syn-
thesizer"—capable of playing any rhythm or sample to
please the client; a "super-plastic" that allows the pro-
ject to achieve net-zero.

The myth of the designer’s inquisitive mindset
has become a vintage fantasy—a wet dream of the "al-
mighty architect” who sees further than the rest and
offers clients what is best for them, even if they are too
blind and thick to see it. This was the fantasy of the
"starchitects" of the 2010s, who hid pure opportun-
ism behind so-called "critical designs" and "democratic
Trojan horses." No need to name them; we all know
who they are.

The only resistance we can offer—if indeed the "in-
quisitive mindset" Jef describes is required—is to turn
down, to refuse. And we must make this refusal pub-
lic, explicit, and clear. To refuse, and ideally, to propose
an alternative path. Consider ZAS in Zurich, who pro-
posed an alternative competition to the official one to
avoid a planned demolition by looking at the site differ-
ently. The same could be said of House Europe.

What we need are architects who stop whining
and start being proactive—using their synthesizing

minds to communicate, connect, and inform. But then,
I hope for your sake that you have family money to fall
back on... because this path won't pay the bills.

Given the current erosion of architectural fees in
Europe—and their dangerous decline in Switzerland—
who actually has the time to be inquisitive? The aver-
age hourly rate is lower now than when I started my
office in 2012. Wake up: who has time to seek out prob-
lems when there isn't even time to solve the pragmatic,
technical, and functional issues we’d rather ignore?
Who has time to reflect when our services and sala-
ries are slowly being hollowed out? Look at how our be-
loved (irony intended) SIA speaks about the profession.
In Switzerland, even the body meant to protect us has
turned into the enemy. And by "enemy," I mean an en-

emy not just of architects, but of a peaceful, fair, and
just society. A society that should care for its people
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Rose Eveleth. "When Futu-
rism Led to Fascism—and
Why It Could Happen Again”,
WIRED, April 18, 2019.

and its planet is being sacrificed to big capital, specula-
tion, and international concerns.

I am no romantic; I have no desire to return to
some "golden age." But we must be realistic: to be in-
quisitive, synthetic, and imaginative, one needs the
room to breathe and act freely. That freedom may soon
vanish. Acting freely might be banned before breath-
ing—though sometimes the blocking of the former
leads straight to the latter. In our current context, there
is no progress, only acceleration. And this acceleration
reeks of the Futurists’ old fascination with machines,
speed, and raw strength. To me, it does not smell good.

A significant part of the "generalist” nature of our
profession was once sustained by time dedicated to
thought: réveries, reading, reflection, and exchanges
with peers.

Time to learn, time to understand complex inter-
dependencies, and time to shift one's perspective to see
a situation anew.

This time has almost vanished and currently sur-
vives only in one sole place: the university.

And without that time, what remains?
See you soon,

Best,
Guillaume Yersin
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