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Introduction Architecture continues to follow the inegalitarian 
demands of  capitalist development. After four decades of  neoliberal capitalism, 
its ‘values’ and logic are now fully superimposed on society, our cities, everyday 
life and education: brand identity, individualism, spectacle, manic consumerism, 
\PM� KWUUWLQÅKI\QWV� WN � ITT� I[XMK\[� WN � [WKQM\a�� \PM� MUJZIKM� WN � QV[\Z]UMV\ITQ\a��
entertainment as a model for debate, the cult of  personality, anti-intellectualism. 
The present moment is a crisis of  social and political imagination.1  

;TI^WR�îQïMS�PI[�ZMNMZZML�\W�\PM�»KZQ[Q[�WN �_WZTL�KQ^QT�[WKQM\a¼�IVL�LM[KZQJM[�\PM�»XW[\�
politics’ of  today as technocratic opinion superseding proper political vision and 
strong subject agency.2 The trend in higher education to focus on ‘employability,’ 
»RWJ�XZMXIZI\QWV¼�IVL�\PM�X]Z[]Q\�WN �_PI\�Q[�»XZIK\QKIT¼�IVL�»][MN]T¼�PI[�QV\MV[QÅML��
Technical and practical skills, while important, too often lead to a utilitarian 
ethos that does not stimulate collective life and the aspirations necessary for an 
enlightened civil society. Within such a context the space for critique is narrowing. 
+ZQ\QKIT� \PW]OP\�� I� K]T\]ZM� WN � Y]M[\QWVQVO�� KTW[MTa� NWK][ML� [KZ]\QVa�� ZMÆMK\QWV�
and reason are more necessary than ever. Henry Geroux argues the university 
is central to democratic society and that pedagogy is core to politics because it 
involves ‘the construction of  critical agents and provides the formative culture that 
is indispensable to a democratic society.’3 Schools of  architecture, the architecture 
academy, are not the only place to counter the dominant ideological tendency, but 
they are one place.

1.
For readings of the crises of social and political imagination see the following: Franco Berardi, The Uprising: On 
Poetry and Finance (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2012) where Berardi opens with a discussion on the ‘crisis of social 
imagination’ (p. 7); Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude: For an Analysis of Contemporary Forms of Life, trans. 
by Isabella Bertoletti, James Cascaito, and Andrea Casson (Los Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e), 2004), in which Virno 
discusses ‘the crisis of the ancient tripartitioning of human experience into Labour, Politics, Thought’ (p. 26); Maurizio 
Lazzarato, Signs and Machines: Capitalism and the Production of Subjectivity, trans. by Joshua David Jordan 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Semiotext(e); MIT Press, 2014), where Lazzarato discusses the ‘crisis of subjectivity;’ Slavoj !i"ek, 
Living in the End Times (London; New York: Verso, 2011), where !i"ek concludes by discussing the ‘crisis of world civil 
society’ (p. 406) and argues for a ‘positive universal project shared by all’ (p. 417). Also see François Cusset, How the 
World Swung to the Right: Fifty Years of Counterrevolutions, trans. by Noura Wedell (Cambridge, Mass.: Semiotext(e); 
MIT Press, 2018). Cusset analyses the way neoliberal logic has tamed the intellectual field and displaced the principle 
of critique and ‘critical theory.’ See in particular pp. 118-132, in which critique and education are discussed.

2.
Slavoj !i"ek, The Ticklish Subject: The 
Absent Centre of Political Ontology 
[1997], 2nd edn (London: Verso, 2009), 
pp. 236-244. !i"ek opens with a critique 
of ‘academic orientation’ and universal 
subjectivity, the loss of which, !i"ek 
argues, dissolves the agency of the 
subject and closes the possibility for 
a coherent emancipatory project.

3.
Henry A. Giroux, On Critical Pedagogy 
[2011], 2nd edn (London; New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2020), p. 2. For context 
refer Bill Readings, The University 
in Ruins (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1996).
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In New Directions in Italian Architecture� >Q\\WZQW�/ZMOW\\Q� ZMÆMK\ML� WV� \PM� XTIKM� WN �
the university and the education of  the architect, describing the ‘dynamic 
dialectic’ between schools of  architecture and professional experience on one level, 
university and society at another level.4 Gregotti argued that architects should 
VMQ\PMZ�»_Q\PLZI_�NZWU�XZM[MV\�LQٻK]T\QM[�°�\W�I�]\WXQIV�QLMIT�¼�VWZ�»QVL]TOM�QV�
reactionary currents.’5 For Gregotti the schools of  architecture were central to the 
structure of  society because a core aspect of  architecture is to imagine new forms 
NWZ� [WKQM\a� IVL� ZMITQ[M� \PMU��/ZMOW\\Q� IٻZUML� \PM� VMML� \W� KPITTMVOM� LWUQVIV\�
XZIK\QKM[�IVL�\PQVSQVO�_Q\P�ZILQKIT�I^IV\�OIZLM�LQ[KW]Z[M��:MÆMK\QVO�WV�_PI\�PM�
called ‘The Critical Reasons for the Project,’ Gregotti argued that ‘project-making 
in architecture … would simultaneously construct a critique of  the present and of  
the horizon of  its reorganization.’6 Consequently, what I call in this article ‘the city 
as a critical project’ is a critique of  the present that aims to open a space of  thought 
for the reorganization of  an alternative future.
 
The aim of  this article is to develop a framework for rethinking the critical project in 
architecture. It puts forward a theoretical and spatial grammar through two related 
arguments. One argument is predominantly textual, which develops a theoretical 
framework and conceptual grammar for a critical project. It reads the thought and 
projects of  the architects Aldo Rossi and Mario Gandelsonas as well as the writings 
of  the theorist Michael Hays; a body of  work focused on the idea of  the city and 
critical architecture. It places that thought in relation to the thought of  political 
theorist Paolo Virno in particular, and more broadly with the ideas presented by 
/QWZOQW�)OIUJMV��0IVVIP�)ZMVL\�IVL�;TI^WR�îQïMS��_PW[M�_WZS�NWK][M[�WV�\PM�
relation between the critical, the political and the subject. The other argument is 
visual and develops a language of  form, space and representation. It presents a 
[]Q\M�WN �KQ\a�XZWRMK\[�Ja�<PM�+Q\a�I[�I�+ZQ\QKIT�8ZWRMK\�LM[QOV�ZM[MIZKP�]VQ\��I�ÅVIT�
year undergraduate-level architectural history and theory unit run by the author at 
the University of  Central Lancashire (UCLan) Institute of  Architecture.7 The unit 
uses architecture to think critically and politically about the city as the place where 
subject positions are framed and new visions and thought on an alternative future 
can be imagined. Both arguments are of  complimentary importance. They place 
thought and its formalisation in dialogue. 

The following sections – The City, Close-Reading, The Critical and the Political, 
The Subject – articulate a lexicon of  methodological operations and theoretical 
perspectives to open up a space for thought and with it the conditions of  possibility 
for a critical project.

7.
The City as a Critical 
Project is the thematic 
focus of the final year 
Architectural History 
and Theory module 
at UCLan Institute of 
Architecture. A lecture 
series and workshop 
seminars support the 
assignment, which is a 
thinking-through-making/
thinking-through-writing 
project. The workshops 
alternate drawing/making 
and writing exercises. 
The module pedagogy is 
intentionally speculative. 
Theory enters into 
design contexts and 
design enters into 
theory. It draws on 
allied practices in other 
disciplines such as 
philosophy, critical theory, 
fine art, photography, 
computing, and 
engineering. The module 
runs in dialogue with 
UCLan’s collaborative 
partnership with Hong 
Kong VTC, in effect as a 
transnational unit system.

6. 
Vittorio Gregotti, Inside 
Architecture, trans. 
by Peter Wong and 
Francesca Zaccheo 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1996), p. 21.

4.
Vittorio Gregotti, New 
Directions in Italian 
Architecture, trans. by 
Giuseppina Salvadori 
(London; New York: 
George Braziller, 1968).

5.
Ibid., p. 118.
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The City: Type,
Analogical Syntax,
Collective Memory The City as a Critical Project unit 
begins by analysing city plans that have acquired paradigmatic status in architecture. 
Students are assigned one of  a selection of  plans. Although the project is individual, 
a collaborative ethos is encouraged. Focusing on a small selection of  important city 
plans (usually four) enables the sharing of  knowledge and a deeper exploration 
WN �I�[QVOTM�XTIV�NZWU�I�V]UJMZ�WN �LQٺMZMV\�XMZ[XMK\Q^M[��;WUM�WN �\PM�KQ\a�XTIV[�
[\]LQML�IZM�ZMXZM[MV\I\QWV[�WN � ZMIT�KQ\QM[� []KP�I[�6WTTQ¼[�8TIV�WN �:WUM� ���� ��WZ�
Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown’s reading of  Las Vegas (1972). Other plans 
IZM�XZWXW[IT[� NWZ� [XMKQÅK� KQ\QM["�<PM�+WUUQ[[QWVMZ[¼�8TIV�WN �5IVPI\\IV� �� �����
1TLMNWV[�+MZLo¼[�-`\MV[QWV�8TIV�WN �*IZKMTWVI��� �����4]KQW�+W[\I¼[�8QTW\�8TIV�NWZ�
Brasilia (1957), Oswald Mathias Ungers and Rem Koolhaas’ Archipelago City for 
Berlin (1977). Another type of  city plan is the theoretical critique, not necessarily 
IQUML�I\�[XMKQÅK�KQ\QM[�J]\�][]ITTa�ZM[WVIV\�_Q\P�I�KQ\a"�8QZIVM[Q¼[�+IUXW�5IZbQW�
(1762) in dialogue with Rome, Le Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine with Paris, 
)ZKPQbWWU¼[�6W�;\WX�+Q\a���!� ��IVL�Q\[�.TWZMV\QVM�]ZJIV�ZMOQWV��3WWTPII[¼�+Q\a�
of  the Captive Globe (1972) as Manhattan’s ‘other,’ Aldo Rossi’s Analogical City 
(1976) with a notional Milan. They are all critical projects because they all make 
I�KTIQU"�:WUM�I[�KWV\QV]W][�X]JTQK�OZW]VL��4I[�>MOI[�I[�ÆW_�WN �KWUU]VQKI\QWV��
Barcelona extended by socially equitable built reform, No-Stop City as critical 
M`IOOMZI\QWV�WN �I�N]\]ZM�KWUUWLQÅML�]ZJIV�XTIVM\��<PM�XTIV[�IKK]U]TI\M�NWZUIT�
knowledge and lessons on architecture, cities and architecture’s relation to society. 
The plans are a point of  departure to be explored, disarticulated and transformed 
(Figures 1 and 2). The city plans are paradigmatic in the sense that Giorgio Agamben 
LMÅVM[�I�XIZILQOU"�»I�XIZILQOU�Q[�I�NWZU�WN �SVW_TMLOM�\PI\�Q[�VMQ\PMZ�QVL]K\Q^M�
nor deductive but analogical. It moves from singular to singular.’8 For Agamben 
a paradigm is a ‘singular’ and ‘exemplary example,’ which acquires the capacity 
to model the discourse around an object, position or issue and orientate thought. 
Agamben’s idea of  paradigm is based on analogical thinking where thought follows 
I�TQVO]Q[\QK�TWOQK�WN �ZMTI\QWVIT�LQٺMZMVKM��_PI\�PM�KITT[�»[QVO]TIZQ\QM[¼�[\Z]K\]ZML�Ja�
syntax and association.  

Aldo Rossi brought analogical thinking into architectural discourse with his concept 
of  the analogical city. The analogical city is the idea that cities embody the thought 
of  society, what Rossi initially referred to in The Architecture of  the City as ‘the city as 
locus of  collective memory.’9 

8. 
Giorgio Agamben, ‘What 
Is a Paradigm?’, in The 
Signature of All Things: On 
Method, trans. by Kevin 
Attell and Luca D’Isanto 
(New York: Zone Books, 
2009), p. 31. 

9. 
Aldo Rossi, The 
Architecture of the City 
[1966], trans. by Diane 
Ghirardo and Joan 
Ockman (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 1982). 
Rossi writes ‘the city 
is the locus of the 
collective memory of 
its people’ (p. 128); and 
‘the city as collective 
imagination is a synthesis 
of values’ (p. 130). 
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.WZ�:W[[Q��IVITWOQKIT�KQ\QM[�IZM�VW\�VMKM[[IZQTa�[XMKQÅK�KQ\QM[��VWZ�I�KQ\a�\aXM��1V[\MIL��
the analogical city is an approach to thinking about cities and understanding 
how cities are produced and reproduced within a continuous dialogue between 
architecture, cities and their inhabitants. In a sense all cities, whether real or 
imagined, are analogical. Rossi wrote that all cities lead back to the Greek polis: ‘the 
memory of  the city ultimately makes its way back to Greece; there urban artifacts 
coincide with the development of  thought, and imagination becomes history and 
experience.’10 If  all cities lead back to the polis, then all cities are connected to one 
another in a collectively produced chain of  thought that binds individuals and 
individual ideas and values to collective ideas and values. The city is inside us and 
we think the city.

In The Human Condition Hannah Arendt remarked, ‘Wherever you go, you will 
be a polis.’11 Arendt argued the polis was a paradigmatic form of  political life and 
constituted ‘the space of  appearance’ in which being in ‘the presence of  others’ 
was the basic condition of  politics. Arendt wrote: ‘The polis, properly speaking, is 
not the city-state in its physical location; it is the organisation of  the people as it 
arises out of  acting and speaking together, and its true space lies between people 
living together for this purpose, no matter where they happen to be. Wherever 
you go, you will be a polis.’12 The polis is inside us because we think, act and speak 
the city, individually and collectively in relation to one another. A discursive chain 
links the multitudes of  people with their cities, which following Rossi, is structured 
by analogical thinking – the logic of  syntax and association that connects people 
with ideas, objects and places. It can be conceptually understood by reading Rossi’s 
theory of  types as a precondition of  the analogical city and by reference to how 
that thought is formalised in a selection of  his works. 

Figure 1. 
Montage of Nolli’s Plan 
of Rome (1748) with 
Superquadra from Lúcio 
Costa’s Pilot Plan of 
Brasilia (1957). Source: 
Thomas Reed. 2019-20.

11
Hannah Arendt, The 
Human Condition [1958], 
2nd edn (Chicago: 
University of Chicago 
Press, 1998), p . 199.

10. 
Rossi, The Architecture 
of the City, p. 134. 

12.
ibid., pp. 198–9. Also see 
Lewis Mumford, The 
Culture of Cities (London: 
Secker & Warburg, 1940), 
a text that Rossi quotes 
frequently. Mumford 
writes: ‘Mind takes 
form in the city; and 
in turn, urban forms 
condition mind’ (p. 5).
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Rossi’s theory of  types had two main referents. First, Rossi referred to Jean-Nicolas 
Durand’s ‘procedural’ method of  architectural design where architectural elements 
were repeated, combined and recombined into parts and wholes as a formal 
logic of  syntax.13�,]ZIVL�[\IZ\ML�_Q\P�\PM�[Y]IZM�UWL]TIZ�OZQLLML�XTIV��LMÅVML�
primary and secondary axes, positioned structural elements on the intersection of  
I`M[��\PMV�KWUXW[ML�I�PQMZIZKPa�WN �ZWWU[�IVL�[XIKM[�WN �LQٺMZMV\�NWZU�IVL�[QbM�
with openings at regular intervals. Building types were gradually composed using a 
ZMXMZ\WQZM�WN �MTMUMV\[��;MKWVL��:W[[Q�_I[�QVÆ]MVKML�Ja�9]I\ZMUvZM�LM�9]QVKa¼[�
VW\QWV�WN � \aXM�I[�I�]VQ^MZ[IT� QLMI�_PMZM� \PM� QUIOQVI\QWV�ÅVL[�KWZZM[XWVLMVKM[��
IٻVQ\QM[�IVL�[QUQTIZQ\QM[��XZQUIZQTa�^Q[]ITTa�Ja� \PM�KWVLMV[I\QWV�WN � QUIOM[�]XWV�
images as a conceptual logic of  association.14 The images of  the imagination are 
universal because they form an imaginary repository, a collective background, 
_PQKP�_M�IZM�ITT�IJTM�\W�LZI_�]XWV�WZ�W\PMZ_Q[M�ÅVL�ZM[WVIVKM��*W\P�,]ZIVL�IVL�
9]I\ZMUvZM�[PIZM�\PM�W^MZIZKPQVO�XZQVKQXTM�WN �\PM�KWTTMK\Q^M��1V�\PM�KI[M�WN �,]ZIVL�
it is manifest in the repertoire of  common elements and typical procedures; while 
NWZ�9]I\ZMUvZM� \PM�KWTTMK\Q^M� Q[� TI\MV\� QV� \PM�]VQ^MZ[IT� QLMI�WN � \aXM�I[�KWTTMK\Q^M�
imaginary repository. 

For Rossi, the architectural type is in dialogue with collective memory, which is the 
collective imaginary repository of  the city. Once the typological elements of  the 
KQ\a�_MZM�QLMV\QÅML�IVL�QV^MV\WZQ[ML��[\ZMM\[��JTWKS[��KW]Z\aIZL[��XQIbbI��JMT^MLMZM[��
colonnades, bell towers, chimney stacks, plinths, steps, etc), those elements could 
JM� LQ[\QTTML� QV\W� OMWUM\ZQK� NWZU[�� ZMXMI\ML�� LQ[XTIKML� IVL� ZMKWVÅO]ZML� NZWU�
project to project. The dialogue between form and its association is what I call 

‘analogical syntax.’15� .WZ� QV[\IVKM�� XZWRMK\[� []KP� I[� ;KIVLQKKQ� <W_V�0ITT� ��!� ���
.IOVIVW�7TWVI�;KPWWT� ��!�������IVL�5WLMVI�+MUM\MZa� ��!��� ���ITT� [PIZM�IV�
axial organisation and typological elements such as colonnades, courts, steps and 
cross-frame square windows, which are repeated and displaced across the projects. 
A telescoping of  scales is performed from the monumental to the miniature. 
They all have their resonant associative image: the Roman Camp, Piranesi’s 
Campo Marzio, Le Corbusian or Loosian formal language mixed with Boullée’s 
monumental architecture.16 The ‘transformation series’ of  montages in Figure 3 
attempts to concisely capture the formal and associative analogical thought at play. 
Rossi’s architecture, by its formal reduction, abstraction, repetition and erasure 
WN �[QOVQÅKIV\�LQٺMZMVKM��XZWL]KM[�I�[MV[M�WN �KWTTMK\Q^Q\a��MY]ITQ\a�IVL�]VQ^MZ[ITQ\a�
against which the particularities of  everyday life and the city are framed.

14.
Sylvia Lavin, Quatremère 
de Quincy and the 
Invention of a Modern 
Language of Architecture 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1992). Michael Hays 
used the term ‘image-
ination,’ although an 
awkward neologism, it 
puts across the workings 
of the imagination. 
See K. Michael Hays, 
Architecture’s Desire: 
Reading the Late Avant-
Garde (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2010).

13.
Sergio Villari, J.N.L. 
Durand 1760-1834: Art and 
Science of Architecture, 
trans. by Eli Gottlieb 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1990).

15. 
Cameron McEwan, 
‘Analogical Syntax: 
Form and Association 
in Three Projects by 
Aldo Rossi’, Scroope: 
Cambridge Architecture 
Journal, 28 Concinnitas      
(2019), 74–77.

16. 
For an overview of Rossi’s 
key (early) projects 
see Aldo Rossi, Aldo 
Rossi, Projects and 
Drawings, 1962-1979, ed. 
by Francesco Moschini 
(Florence; New York: 
Rizzoli, 1979); Aldo Rossi, 
Aldo Rossi: Selected 
Writings and Projects, 
ed. by John O’Regan 
(London: Architectural 
Design, 1983).
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Figure 2.
De-montage of Nolli’s 
Plan of Rome (1748). 
Source: Moisés Reche 
Stitt. 2018-19.

Figure 3.
Transformation series of 
montages incorporating 
fragment of Piranesi’s 
Campo Marzio (1762) and 
plans of Rossi’s Modena 
Cemetery (1984), Fagnano 
Olona Elementary School 
(1976) and Scandicci 
Town Hall (1968). Source: 
Cameron McEwan. 2020.
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For Rossi the form of  the city was the embodiment of  collective memory, by which 
he meant the values, principles and ideas of  society. In other words, to know what 
society looks like, values and thinks, look at the city, its institutions, typical forms 
and spaces, scale, density, and compelling features. Today, what does the form 
of  the city say about our collective ideas? The elimination of  public spaces, the 
destruction of  working class districts replaced by developer led housing, the inner city 
OMV\ZQÅKI\QWV�Ja�\PM�K]T\]ZM�QVL][\Za�_PQKP�\]ZV[�QVL][\ZQIT�Y]IZ\MZ[�QV\W�»KZMI\Q^M�
quarters,’ the construction of  ‘iconic’ projects to attract corporate investment, the 
mass production of  suburbia, sprawling motorways linking suburbia, shopping 
centres and logistical infrastructure. The commodity form of  neoliberal capitalism 
is the repetition of  the self, disconnected from the collective life of  the city and 
of  collectivity as a subject position. Forms of  development, whether architectural, 
urban, or social, produce forms of  subjectivity: the consumer, the indebted student, 
the precarious worker. It is the rule of  capitalism to produce passive subjects and 
a culture of  conformism. One of  architecture’s challenges, and the challenge of  
IZKPQ\MK\]ZIT�ML]KI\WZ[��Q[�\W�ÅVL�I�NWZU�·�I�NWZU�WN �\PW]OP\��I�NWZU�WN �TQNM�·�\PI\�
frames the subject as a critical agent. We need a critical, logical and grammatically 
ordered architecture against the naively spectacular and the uncritically conformist 
architecture of  today in order to coherently frame the collective urban sphere and 
invent new critical subject positions: social individuals, collectives, communities, 
multitudes.

Close-Reading:
The Transformation Series  The close-reading 
of  city plans is a City as a Critical Project interpretive strategy. Close-reading is 
a critical approach for exploring the structure and content of  city plans and it 
includes montage, drawing, modelling, writing and exhibition curation. It begins 
_Q\P�\PM�QLMV\QÅKI\QWV�WN �XZQUIZa�MTMUMV\[�QV�\PM�XTIV"�KWUXMTTQVO�NMI\]ZM[��\aXQKIT�
and unique spatial forms and objects, the lines, grids, frames and surfaces that 
situate them. Those elements are initially compiled into an inventory, such as in 
Figures 4-6, which students have termed ‘isolation drawings’. Reading the plans 
in this way reveals their composition, spatial pattern and syntax. Once liberated 
from a notional ‘ground’ of  the city, the parts can be understood as a grammar 
of  city elements to be replaced and substituted to construct variations on the city 
plan leading to the exploration of  the rules for their articulation and the invention 
of  a new project. For example, Figure 7 combines a reading of  the individual 
elements of  Archizoom’s No-Stop City with the representational strategy of  Mario 
Gandelsonas’s city drawings.



34

Figure 4.
Inventory of Nolli’s Plan 
of Rome (1748). Drawings 
by Alice Bridges. 2019-20.

Figure 5.
Inventory of Archizoom’s 
No-Stop City (1968). 
Drawings by Joseph 
Wojewoda. 2019-20.
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The strong grids and orthogonal objects 
counterposed with quasi-biomorphic and 
sinuous elements that characterise No-Stop 
City are here freed from the ground plane 
and overlaid across one another. While 
in Archizoom’s No-Stop City the objects 
tend to be positioned in space, in this 
close-reading objects and elements collide, 
ÆWI\�� IVL� [PQN\� IKZW[[� WVM� IVW\PMZ�� +TW[M�
reading transforms formal knowledge into 
the generation of  new thought, forms, and 
critical strategies for city thinking.

Close-reading is a line by line reading of  
texts. It is a careful tracing of  plans, images 
and drawings. It is the attention to detail 
and the attention to the slippage of  details 
within, between and across texts, ideas, 
images, plans and projects. Close-reading 
could be called cross-reading because it 
ÅVL[� TQVS[�� XW[[QJTM� KWZZM[XWVLMVKM[� IVL�
VM_�IٻVQ\QM[�� 1\� IT[W�UISM[� [XIKM[��+TW[M�
reading opens up a space for speculation. 
In another context Arendt calls such a 
process ‘making room for thought.’17�îQïMS�
calls it the ‘constitutive gap’ between the 
XIZ\QK]TIZ��\PM�[XMKQÅKQ\a�WN �I�XTIV�WZ�I�KQ\a��
and the universal (all plans, all cities). For 

Figure 7.
Close-Reading No-Stop 
City with X-Urbanism. 
Drawings by Rafael 
Bear. 2017-18.

Figure 6.
Inventory of ‘Bigness’ in 
Hong Kong. Drawings by 
John McIlroy. 2019-20.

17.  
Hannah Arendt, The Life 
of the Mind: Thinking/
Willing [1971], ed. Mary 
McCarthy (San Diego: 
Harcourt, 1981), p. 14.
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îQïMS�\PI\�OIX�Q[� »IV�]VKIVVa�IK\Q^M�_QTT� \W�LQ[Z]X\�¼18 Close-reading is primarily 
borrowed from the text-based practices of  philosophy.19 One philosopher reads 
IVW\PMZ�KTW[MTa�IVL� \PM�LQ[KQXTQVM�IVL�SVW_TMLOM�IL^IVKM[�Ja�ZMÆMK\QVO�WV�IVL�
reworking its past, which establishes a discourse. Reading is therefore also a form of  
writing because it is a transformation of  thought. Close-reading is simultaneously 
close-writing.

There are examples of  close-reading in other disciplines such as in painting. 
Picasso’s series of  paintings that close-read Velázquez’s Las Meninas (1656) is one 
M`IUXTM��8QKI[[W�XIQV\ML�ÅN\a�MQOP\�[\]LQM[�WN �Las Meninas including smaller scale 
_WZS[�WN �XIZ\QK]TIZ�XIZ\[�WN �>MTnbY]Mb¼[�XIQV\QVO�[]KP�I[�\PM�ÅO]ZM[��QVLQ^QL]ITTa��
in pairs, in groups) and elements (the mirror, the doorway, the frame) as well as 
variations on the overall composition in larger general views. Picasso begins with 
\PM�QLMV\QÅKI\QWV�WN �KWUXMTTQVO�MTMUMV\[�IVL�NMI\]ZM[��ZM_WZS[�\PMU�QV�V]UMZW][�
permutations, large and small, fragment by fragment, framed and reframed in a 
transformation series, which Hubert Damisch called ‘an unending series of  relays.’20 
The paintings are a transformation of  formal knowledge and the invention of  new 
forms of  representation and understanding. 

In architecture, Rossi’s idea of  the analogical city is an extended close-reading. The 
analogical city is arrived at after Rossi realises a vedute of  Venice by Canaletto is a 
close-reading of  Vicenza because it uses elements from Vicenza (Palladio’s Basilica, 
Palazzo Chierecati, his unbuilt Rialto bridge) placed into a scene of  Venice. Rossi’s 
projects followed the same approach where architectural types and typological 
elements were combined and recombined from drawing to drawing, project 
\W� XZWRMK\� IVL� QV\MOZI\ML� QV\W� LQٺMZMV\� ]ZJIV� [Q\]I\QWV[�21 Mario Gandelsonas 
radicalised and rescaled Rossi’s approach. Gandelsonas transposed it to close-
read the American city and its territory. In X-Urbanism Gandelsonas writes that 
a structured system of  oppositions makes cities understandable.22 His primary 
WXXW[Q\QWV�Q[�JM\_MMV�\PM�KQ\a�I[�I�ÅMTL�IVL�Q\[�ZMTI\QWV�\W�IZKPQ\MK\]ZM�I[�WJRMK\�

19.
See, for example, Kojin 
Karatani, Transcritique: 
On Kant and Marx, trans. 
Kohso Sabu (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), 
in which Karatani reads 
Kant through Marx and 
Marx through Kant. 
Canonical examples 
include: Jacques Derrida, 
Margins of Philosophy 
[1972], trans. Alan Bass 
(Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982); 
Jacques Lacan, The Four 
Fundamental Concepts 
of Psycho-Analysis [1973], 
trans. Alan Sheridan 
(London: Penguin, 1994).

22.
Mario Gandelsonas, X-Urbanism: Architecture and the American City 
(New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999), pp. 6, 13, 63. It is possible 
to speculate that the critical approach that mediates Rossi’s typological 
approach to reading the city and Gandelsonas’ abstract and geometric 
approach, is Peter Eisenman’s close-reading of the architectural object. 
See for instance Peter Eisenman, ‘Aspects of Modernism: Maison Dom-
Ino and the Self-Referential Sign’ [1980], in Eisenman Inside Out: Selected 
Writings 1963-1988 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), pp. 111–20. 

18. 
!i"ek, p. 216. 

20.  
Hubert Damisch, The 
Origin of Perspective 
[1987], trans. by John 
Goodman (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 2000), p. 427.

21. 
Aldo Rossi, ‘Preface 
to the Second Italian 
Edition’ [1969], in The 
Architecture of the City, 
trans. by Diane Ghirardo 
and Joan Ockman 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1982), pp. 164–67.
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7\PMZ� ZMTI\QWV[PQX[� ]VNWTL� NZWU� \PI\� XIQZQVO�� QVKT]LQVO"� OZW]VL�ÅO]ZM�� [\ZMM\�
square, monument-fabric, public-private buildings. The suite of  drawings that 
conclude X-Urbanism� IJIVLWV� \PM� ÅO]ZI\Q^M� ZMXZM[MV\I\QWV� WN � KQ\QM[�� []KP� I[� QV�
:W[[Q¼[� Y]I[Q�ÅO]ZI\Q^M� \aXWTWOQKIT� UWV\IOM[�� 1V[\MIL� IV� IJ[\ZIK\� [aV\IK\QKIT�
IXXZWIKP�Q[�X]\�NWZ_IZL�QV�[QUXTM�TQVM�LZI_QVO[�\PI\�WN\MV�ZM^MZ[M�ÅO]ZM�OZW]VL�IVL�
[WTQL�^WQL�ZMTI\QWV[PQX[��,Q[IZ\QK]TI\QVO�\PM�KQ\a�XTIV�QV\W�LQ[\QVK\�IVL�QLMV\QÅIJTM�
elements, Gandelsonas developed a formal syntax of  solids, voids, grids, frames, 
surfaces and lines. Once isolated, the elements become potentially repeatable and 
interchangeable through operations such as displacement, addition/subtraction, 
overlapping, collision, combination/recombination, which produce new or 
IT\MZVI\Q^M�»]ZJIV�\M`\[�¼�/IVLMT[WVI[�_ZQ\M[�\PI\�PQ[�LZI_QVO[�»XZWL]KM�I�LQٺMZMV\�
city,’ which is to say an analogical city.23 The city is a starting point for another city 
and a transformation of  cities. It is a logical grammatical architecture of  the city, 
which is always in dialogue with the subject. Close-reading the city plan is a point 
of  departure for a critical project.

In The City as a Critical Project unit, an expanded notion of  drawing (close-
drawing) is employed as a type of  close-reading. Architectural drawing, montage, 
de-montage and diagram are used, often in combination, as analytical and 
interpretive tools to generate thought and explore forms of  representation, which 
\ZQOOMZ�N]Z\PMZ�\PW]OP\�IVL�KZQ\QKIT�ZMÆMK\QWV��<PM�XZWKM[[�JMOQV[�_Q\P�IV�IVITa\QKIT�
disarticulation of  drawings such as a plan, sketch or image. An inventory of  
constituent elements is produced. Processes of  erasure and separation organise 
the primary elements and produce gaps and openings through which thought is 
articulated. Elements are then resituated in a new drawing or image, repeating the 
XZWKM[[� I[� IV�M`\MVLML� ZMÆMK\QWV� \PZW]OP�^Q[]IT�UMIV[#� I� ^MZ[QWV�WN �,IUQ[KP¼[�
»]VMVLQVO�[MZQM[�WN �ZMTIa[�¼�<PQ[�Q[�KZQ\QKIT�ZMÆMK\QWV�\PZW]OP�LZI_QVO��<PM�LZI_QVO�
acts as a hinge that opens a space for thought (a gap, critical distance) and also a 
space where thought extends out to the city itself. The process spatialises critical 
\PMWZa��_PMZM�ZMÆMK\QWV�Q[�I�XZMKWVLQ\QWV�NWZ�\PM�MUIVKQXI\QWV�WN �\PM�QVLQ^QL]IT��1V�
other words, thinking-through-drawing can be considered a precondition for one 
type of  critical architectural theory.24

24.
One might also inflect 
this as ‘architectural 
critical theory.’ Both 
turns of phrase describe 
a condensation of 
thought spatialised by 
drawing. For reasons of 
space I cannot extend 
this argument here. I 
have in mind what Alain 
Badiou calls ‘thought-
practice’ in relation to 
philosophy and politics, 
which seeks to fuse, 
separate and contest 
those categories. It might 
be possible to transpose 
such a framework 
onto architecture as a 
‘thought-practice.’ See 
Alain Badiou, Philosophy 
for Militants [2011], 
trans. by Bruno Bosteels 
(London: Verso, 2015). 

23.
Mario Gandelsonas, 
The Urban Text 
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT 
Press, 1991), p. 26.
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The Critical and the Political:
Authorship, Repetition and an
Architecture of the Multitude The critical 
and the political are always in dialogue. More than simply protest, the critical 
is in the register of  resistance and transformation. Nadir Lahiji has argued that 
architecture’s abandonment of  a critical project since the 1990s is synonymous with 
the disavowal of  the political in architecture and consequently we have forgotten 
the radical critical lessons of  the 1960s and 70s.25�.WZ�I�LMÅVQ\QWV�WN �\PM�KZQ\QKIT�QV�
architecture I draw upon Michael Hays’s ‘Critical Architecture: Between Culture 
and Form’ and what Hays called the ‘resistant authorship’ of  the architect.26  I 
read this in relation to political theorist Paolo Virno’s idea of  multitude and its 
associated notions of  repetition, general intellect and abstraction, drawn from a 
selection of  Virno’s key texts.27 The idea of  authorship has in recent decades been 
associated with the author-architect of  ‘iconic’ architecture, which has destroyed 
the legitimacy of  authorship and demeaned the architect as little more than a 

‘personality.’ On the contrary I argue for the reassertion of  authorship as a form 
of  critical agency in dialogue with collective life as a responsibility towards the city 
and democratic society.

In ‘Critical Architecture,’ Hays argued that critical architecture operates between 
two poles. On one hand architecture is an instrument of  culture where architecture 
is fully dependent on socio-economic, political and technological forces and 
is therefore always in a subordinate position to those forces. On the other hand 
architecture assumes autonomy of  form concerned with its own formal relations 
and an absence of  wider historical, social and political concern. Hays argued that 
a properly critical architecture ‘resists’ and ‘opposes’ both of  those positions and 
he cites the work of  Mies van der Rohe as an example. For Hays, Mies’s work 
cannot be reduced to either ‘a conciliatory representation of  external forces’ or 
to ‘a dogmatic, reproducible formal system.’28 Mies’s architecture achieves critical 
distance – we might call it a ‘room for thought’ or ‘constitutive gap’ following Arendt 
WZ�îQïMS�ZM[XMK\Q^MTa�·�Ja�Q\[�MVOIOMUMV\�_Q\P�\PM�KQ\a�\PZW]OP�I�[XI\QIT�»KTMIZQVO¼�
of  metropolitan forces. Hays used the example of  the Berlin Alexanderplatz project 
��!� ���_PQKP�WXMV[�I� [XIKM� QV� \PM� KQ\a�IVL�][M[� I� NWZUIT� TWOQK�WN � ZMXM\Q\QWV� QV�
which a typical orthogonal slab building is extruded in precise proportionate ratios 
either horizontally or vertically as a block or tower, wrapped in a uniform opaque 

27.   This section draws on 
the ideas I first explored 
in Cameron McEwan, 
‘Architecture, Multitude 
and the Analogical City 
as a Critical Project’, 
Architecture and Culture, 
8.3+4 (2020), 1–16.

28.    Hays, ‘Critical 
Architecture’, p. 17. 

25.
Nadir Lahiji, ‘Introduction: 
The Critical Project 
and the Post-Political 
Suspension of Politics’, in 
Architecture Against the 
Post-Political: Essays in 
Reclaiming the Critical 
Project, ed. Nadir Lahiji 
(London: Routledge, 
2014), pp. 1–7. Elsewhere 
Lahiji has argued for 
the rearticulation 
of critique in the 
architectural discipline to 
reactivate architecture’s 
emancipatory project. 
See Nadir Lahiji, An 
Architecture Manifesto: 
Critical Reason and 
Theories of a Failed 
Practice (London; New 
York: Routledge, 2019).

26.
K. Michael Hays, 
‘Critical Architecture: 
Between Culture and 
Form’, Perspecta, 
21 (1984), 14–29.



39

enclosure and positioned carefully across the site. That logic is repeated on a site 
Ja�[Q\M�JI[Q[�NZWU�XZWRMK\�\W�XZWRMK\�I\�\PM�;\]\\OIZ\�*IVS�XZWRMK\� ��!� ���\PM�[Q\M�
XTIVVQVO�WN �1TTQVWQ[�1V[\Q\]\M�WN �<MKPVWTWOa� ��!�!��� \PM�;MIOZIU�J]QTLQVO� ��!� ��
and elsewhere.

Hays argued that repetition was a recurrent theme in Mies’s architecture and was 
core to critical authorial motivation, or what Hays called ‘authorship as a resistant 
authority.’ Hays writes the following: 

Though the beginning of  his authorship is arbitrary, repetition demonstrates the consistency 
of  Mies’s authorial motivation; it establishes the constancy of  his intent. ... Repetition thus 
LMUWV[\ZI\M[�PW_�IZKPQ\MK\]ZM�KIV�ZM[Q[\�� ZI\PMZ� \PIV�ZMÆMK\��IV�M`\MZVIT�K]T\]ZIT�ZMITQ\a��1V� \PQ[�
way authorship achieves a resistant authority...29

What is important in Hays’s idea of  authorship is that authorship is understood as 
a principle of  critical architecture, a subject position of  the architect in dialogue 
with a formal order. Authorship is critical consciousness. It is the awareness of  the 
architects’ role in the collective historical and political present and how architecture 
has the capacity to shape it. Authorship shows that the architect is a critical agent 
with a responsibility to the collective memory of  the city. Such an authorship is 
embodied by an architectural language based on repetition and the elaboration of  
a formally reduced language of  repeated elements and operations. While Hays uses 
the example of  Mies, it is possible to include Rossi, Gandelsonas and a select few 
others within such a framework of  critical architecture. Repetition is an operation 
of  the transformation series. In The City as a Critical Project, repetition creates 
a dialogue with a city plan, understanding the city plan by drawing the plan and 
its elements. Repetition is a staged relationship with the history of  architecture 
IVL�\PM�KQ\a��1\�Q[�KZQ\QKIT�ZMÆMK\QWV��?Q\P�ZMXM\Q\QWV�\PMZM�Q[�IT_Ia[�LQٺMZMVKM�I[�IV�
QVÆMK\QWV�WV�PQ[\WZa�XZWL]KML�Ja�I�]VQY]M�KZQ\QKIT�MVOIOMUMV\��)V�IZKPQ\MK\]ZM�WN �
ZMXM\Q\QWV�Q[�I�XIZ\QK]TIZ�\aXM�WN �IZKPQ\MK\]ZM�\PI\�[QOVQÅM[�IV�»IZKPQ\MK\]ZM�NWZ�\PM�
multitude.’ I now transpose that reading of  Hays’s idea of  critical architecture onto 
Paolo Virno’s ideas of  multitude and read them together.

8IWTW�>QZVW�WٺMZ[�I� ZMÆMK\QWV�WV� \PM�XZM[MV\�� 1V� \M`\[� []KP�I[�A Grammar of  the 
Multitude and When the Word Becomes Flesh he has examined the relationship between 
language, subjectivity and the shift of  political acts (plurality, speech, thought) to 
the sphere of  production.30 Virno analyses the emergence of  a new collective 
political subject, which he and others call the multitude.31 

29.   
Hays, ‘Critical 
Architecture’, p. 27. 

30. 
Paolo Virno, A Grammar 
of the Multitude, 2004; 
Paolo Virno, When the 
Word Becomes Flesh: 
Language and Human 
Nature [2003], trans. 
by Giuseppina Mecchia 
(South Pasadena, CA: 
Semiotext(e), 2015).
31. The bibliography on 
multitude is extensive. 
Principle texts in addition 
to Virno’s above include: 
Christian Marazzi, 
Capital and Affects: The 
Politics of the Language 
Economy [1994], trans. by 
Giuseppina Mecchia (Los 
Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e), 
2011); Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri, Empire 
(Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 
2000); Franco Berardi, 
The Soul at Work: From 
Alienation to Autonomy, 
trans. by Francesca 
Cadel and Giuseppina 
Mecchia (Los Angeles, 
CA: Semiotext(e); MIT 
Press, 2009). For a 
summary of the context 
around these ideas see 
Sylvère Lotringer, ‘We, 
the Multitude’, Social 
Text, 23.1 (2005), 1–13.
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The multitude is made up of  many individuals, a ‘collective … composed of  
individuated singularities’ whose pattern of  living and working are based on 
a shared linguistic mode of  being.32 In Virno’s analysis the faculty of  language 
permeates everything from social relations to labour relations and the experience 
WN � TQNM�_Q\PQV� IL^IVKML� KIXQ\ITQ[U�_PMZM� \PM� LQٺMZMVKM[� JM\_MMV�_WZS� IVL� TQNM�
are no longer distinguishable and traits such as communication, creativity and 
imagination, which are based on language, come to dominate. Virno puts forward 
a lexicon of  concepts to understand the present condition and critical strategies 
to resist capitalist development. One of  his most compelling ideas relevant to the 
discussion here is the notion of  ‘uniqueness without aura’, put forward in the 
essay ‘Three Remarks Regarding the Multitude’s Subjectivity and Its Aesthetic 
Component.’33

Virno’s idea of  ‘uniqueness without aura’ transforms Walter Benjamin’s idea of  
the ‘destruction of  aura’ in Benjamin’s ‘The Work of  Art in the Age of  Mechanical 
Reproduction.’34 In that essay Benjamin describes the destruction of  aura 
around the artwork brought on by the possibilities of  mechanical (we can say: 
\MKPVWTWOQKIT��ZMXZWL]K\QWV��QV�XIZ\QK]TIZ�_Q\PQV�\PM�KWV\M`\�WN �ÅTU��XPW\WOZIXPa�
and montage. For Benjamin reproducibility, or repetition, detaches a given artwork 
from its uniqueness: ‘By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of  
copies for a unique existence’.35 Benjamin argued that repetition was critical and 
emancipatory. It brought the uniqueness of  the artwork to the collective mass 
of  subjects. While Benjamin saw the destruction of  aura as a critical strategy 
to emancipate the mass subject, Virno partly reverses the concept and reclaims 
\PM� [QOVQÅKIVKM�WN � »]VQY]MVM[[¼�J]\� \ZIV[XW[M[� Q\� \W� \PM� KWTTMK\Q^M� []JRMK\�WN � \PM�
multitude. Virno writes: ‘I propose calling the combination of  “social individuals” 
the multitude. We could say ... that the radical transformation of  the present state 
of  things consists in bestowing maximum prominence and maximum value on the 
existence of  every single member of  the species’’36 In other words, the uniqueness 
of  every person that makes up the multitude. For Virno, the multitude’s most 
powerful capacity is the linguistic faculty, which is, ‘the aggregate of  those mental 
and physical capabilities existing in the physical form, the living personality, of  a 
human being’, the generic potential that every human being has to speak, think 
and imagine.37 Such attributes are uniquely human, universal and the basis for a 
collective commitment to imagining otherwise. To construct an alternative future, 
_M�U][\�ÅZ[\�\PQVS�WN �Q\��»=VQY]MVM[[�_Q\PW]\�I]ZI¼�\PMZMNWZM�[\IVL[�NWZ�\PM�KZQ\QKIT�
agency of  the individual without the capitalist idealisation of  individuality. It is 
authorship as a resistant authority, authorship without aura.

32.   Virno, A Grammar 
of the Multitude, p. 76.
33.    Paolo Virno, ‘Three 
Remarks Regarding the 
Multitude’s Subjectivity 
and Its Aesthetic 
Component’, in Under 
Pressure: Pictures, 
Subjects, and the New 
Spirit of Capitalism, ed. 
by Daniel Birnbaum and 
Isabelle Graw (Berlin: 
Sternberg Press, 2008), 
pp. 30–45. Also see the 
chapter ‘The Repetition 
of Anthropogenesis’ 
in Virno’s When the 
Word Becomes Flesh. 
Virno considers the 
development of 
self-consciousness 
with language as a 
generic condition for 
all human beings.
34.   Walter Benjamin, ‘The 
Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction’ 
[1936], in Illuminations, 
ed. by Hannah Arendt, 
trans. by Harry Zohn 
(London: Fontana Press, 
1992), pp. 211–44. 
35. Benjamin, ‘The 
Work of Art in the 
Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction’, p. 221.
36. Virno, A Grammar 
of the Multitude, p. 80.
37.   Ibid., p. 81. Virno 
paraphrases Marx on 
labour-power. See Karl 
Marx, Capital: Critique of 
Political Economy, Volume 
1 [1867], trans. by Ben 
Fowkes (London: Penguin, 
1976), p. 270. Marx writes: 
‘We mean by labour-
power, or labour-capacity, 
the aggregate of those 
mental and physical 
capabilities existing in 
the physical form, the 
living personality, of a 
human being, capabilities 
which he sets in motion 
whenever he produces a 
use-value of any kind.’
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The Subject:
Thinking Machines,
General Intellect, Multitude  It can be argued 
that all critical theories are theories of  the subject. For theory to have an impact, 
an agency, it must also address a subject who can give form to thought. The 
subject to whom The City as a Critical Project addresses is the collective political 
subject of  the multitude. Architecture participates in the framing and formation 
WN �[]JRMK\Q^Q\a�JMKI][M�IZKPQ\MK\]ZM�XTIKM[�\PM�QVLQ^QL]IT�_Q\PQV�\PM�ÅMTL�WN �[WKQIT��
XWTQ\QKIT��MKWVWUQK��\MKPVWTWOQKIT�IVL�QLMWTWOQKIT�NWZKM[��<PW[M�NWZKM[�IZM�[QOVQÅML�
and embodied by the city. Architecture articulates the relation between subject and 
city by deploying the various modes of  production and representation at its disposal, 
including images, texts, buildings, urban plans. Such modes have a grammar 
and syntax of  formal representation, in particular one of  typological form. One 
of  architecture’s challenges is to coherently articulate this relation, providing 
I� KWTTMK\Q^M� NWZU� �\KQMVٻ[] \W� P]UIV� \PW]OP\� IVL� \PM� LQOVQ\a� WN � QVPIJQ\I\QWV��
Architecture’s grammar needs to coincide with the grammar of  collective life as a 
grammar of  the multitude. 

In A Grammar of  the Multitude Virno draws on what is known as Marx’s ‘Fragment 
on Machines’ in the Grundrisse where Marx writes about the combination of  forces 
of  production and social relations as the development of  the ‘social individual’ as 
a ‘general intellect’.38�5IZ`�_ZQ\M[�\PI\�UIKPQVMZa��QVL][\Za�IVL�Å`ML�KIXQ\IT�»IZM�
organs of  the human brain, created by the human hand; the power of  knowledge, 
WJRMK\QÅML�� <PM� LM^MTWXUMV\� WN � Å`ML� KIXQ\IT� QVLQKI\M[� \W� _PI\� LMOZMM� OMVMZIT�
social knowledge has become a direct force of  production, and to what degree, 
hence, the conditions of  the process of  social life itself  have come under the control 
of  the general intellect and been transformed in accordance with it’.39 For Marx, 
the ‘general intellect’ is human labour merged into the machine. Virno takes 
up the statement by Marx on the general intellect and understands it as Marx’s 
formulation for the externalisation of  thought so that thought is collective and 
social. Virno writes: ‘The general intellect manifests itself  today, above all, as the 
KWUU]VQKI\QWV��IJ[\ZIK\QWV��[MTN�ZMÆMK\QWV�WN �TQ^QVO�[]JRMK\[¼�40 Virno argues that 
today the general intellect is abstract thought made real in the living bodies of  the 
multitude, their collective relations and linguistic capacity for thought, memory, 

38. 
Karl Marx, Grundrisse: 
Foundations of the 
Critique of Political 
Economy [1857-58], 
trans. by Martin Nicolaus 
(Harmondsworth: 
Penguin Books, 1973), 
p. 706. Also see Gerald 
Raunig, A Thousand 
Machines, trans. by Aileen 
Derieg (Los Angeles, 
CA.; Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 2010).

39. 
Marx, Grundrisse, 
p. 706. 

40. 
Virno, A Grammar of 
the Multitude, p. 65.
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imagination, speech, living and acting together. For Virno the general intellect holds 
MUIVKQXI\WZa� XW\MV\QIT�� <PM� OMVMZIT� QV\MTTMK\� ]VQÅM[� \PM� U]T\Q\]LM"� »<PM� ]VQ\a�
which the multitude has behind itself  is constituted by the “common places” of  
the mind, by the linguistic-cognitive faculties common to the species, by the general 
intellect.’41 General intellect is the thought of  the subject made real and shareable. 
1\� [QOVQÅM[� \PM� KWTTMK\Q^M� \PQVSQVO� QV� IK\QWV� WN � QVLQ^QL]IT� []JRMK\[� \WOM\PMZ� I[� I�
collective intellect with the potential to address general societal conditions.

In The City as a Critical Project, the general intellect is made real in the objects 
and drawings produced by the unit, what we call ‘thinking machines’. Curated 
exhibitions, conceived as ‘rooms for thought,’ develop latent or otherwise unseen 
ideas and relationships across projects, drawings and the thinking machines. 
Collective discussion, in particular within the context of  the exhibition, helps 
IZ\QK]TI\M� SVW_TMLOM� IVL� ]VLMZ[\IVLQVO�� IVL� NZIUM� ZMÆMK\QWV� WV� \PM� KQ\a� I[� I�
KZQ\QKIT�XZWRMK\�� 1VLQ^QL]IT�XZWRMK\[�ÅVL�_Ia[� \W�JQVL� \PMQZ� QVLQ^QL]IT�I]\PWZ[PQX�
I[� I� [MTN�ZMÆMK\Q^M� KZQ\QKIT� []JRMK\� QV\W� \PM� KQ\a� XTIV� Ja� \]ZVQVO� \PW]OP\� QV\W� I�
constructed object. New relationships are produced so that the subject enters 
into the object and outward to the collective knowledge of  architecture, cities 
and society. Ways of  representing and articulating that relationship are explored 
by a theoretically informed and speculative process of  inquiry.  That process is 
articulated in Anamorphic Manhattan (Figure 8), a close-reading of  the lines and grids 
of  Manhattan combined with an exploration of  anamorphosis, where an image 
is drawn in a distorted way yet readily recognisable from a certain viewing angle. 

41.  
Virno, A Grammar of 
the Multitude, p. 42.

Figure 8. 
Anamorphic Manhattan. 
Images: Enzo Vellin, 
Jacob Grant, Sarah 
Waugh. 2017-18.
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,QٺMZMV\� \aXM[� WN � XZWRMK\QWV� IZM� IVITa[ML� IVL� ZMLZI_V�� QVKT]LQVO"� XMZ[XMK\Q^M��
plan and axonometric. The line based drawings ‘capture’ the subject and bring 
the viewer into dialogue with the city. The viewer inhabits the drawing. The 
representational techniques test operations such as compression, extension and 
ÆQXXQVO�\PM�XTIV�NZWU�PWZQbWV\IT� \W�^MZ\QKIT�XTIVM[� \PZW]OP�I�[MZQM[�WN �LZI_QVO[�
and models. The plan is transformed into a perspective then section and elevation. 
Another example is Inhabiting No-Stop City (Figure 9), which places the subject into 
\PM�XZWRMK\�\PZW]OP�I�[MZQM[�WN �LQ[KZM\M�KZQ\QKIT�ZMÆMK\Q^M�IK\[��)ZKPQbWWU¼[�6W�;\WX�
+Q\a�Q[�ÅZ[\�LZI_V�I[�I�[QUXTM�TQVM�LZI_QVO��8TI[\MZ�K]JM[�IZM�KI[\�IVL�[]J[\Q\]\ML�
for the objects within the No-Stop City plan. That action is documented in 
photographs that capture the authorial hand inhabiting the city. That act is drawn. 
The scale and enclosure of  No-Stop City is made ambiguous in the process, which 
is further explored in a sectional drawing that cuts through a cube, city and hand. 
Rather than a section of  No-Stop City, it is a section of  the surface upon which 
the cubes are positioned. The subject is brought into the project in repeated acts 
that explore the relation between scale, inside and outside, city surface and drawn 
surface, subject and object.

Figure 9.
Inhabiting No-Stop 
City. Source: Joseph 
Wojewoda. 2019-20.
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Conclusion:
The Critical Project  The City as a Critical Project calls 
for a grammatically ordered, radical imagination of  architecture and the city. The 
wider aim is to link architecture and education with modes of  political agency to 
encourage critical citizenship and collective agency. In doing so a deeper level of  
critical thinking is acquired and a more profound engagement with architecture, 
the city and the world might be achieved. The ascendancy of  neoliberal capitalist 
thinking and practices into everyday life, social and civic institutions such as the 
university, has established the priority of  the self, the market and the tendency 
toward information accumulation, conformity and a utilitarian outlook. At best 
this is little more than knowledge consumption without understanding. At worst we 
are failing future generations in the possibility of  thinking the world otherwise. As 
SVW_TMLOM�Q[�KWUUWLQÅML�IVL�\]ZVML�QV\W�I�Y]M[\QWV�WN �JZIVL��\PM�KZQ\QKIT�IVL�
political principles underpinning the production of  knowledge – careful thought, 
ZMI[WV��ZMÆMK\QWV��[KZ]\QVa��IOMVKa��MUIVKQXI\QWV�·�QVPMZMV\�\W�ML]KI\QWV�IVL�\PM�
university as a collective good, are forever undermined. If  the architecture of  the 
city is the collective frame within which the subject is constructed, it needs to be 
coherent, or else its distracted order produces distracted subjects. 

Architecture more than most disciplines has a part to play in the construction of  
subjectivity. It formalises thought in the forms and spaces that we inhabit, which 
are the common places of  our collective life. One challenge of  architecture is 
to articulate a coherent relation between a grammar of  the multitude and an 
architectural grammar for the city. We need collective forms within which the 
subject as a critical agent can be constructed. We need to articulate a collective 
form of  subjectivity that extends the subject into the world. Architecture must 
engage the city as a critical project to think, explore and develop a formal and 
conceptual grammar that articulates an architectural grammar of  the multitude. 
The challenge of  the architecture academy is to intensify the critical potential 
inherent in all those who pass through the university, our future architects and 
foremost thinkers. We need to cultivate informed critical agents who are capable of  
fully and meaningfully participating in democratic society, constructing a critique 
of  the present and transforming reality. At a time of  multiple crises – housing, social 
and economic inequalities, environmental catastrophe, the near total digitalisation 
of  society, the abject failure of  political imagination and a public health emergency 

– we need the critical thinking and radical imagination of  architects and graduates 
to articulate a new order and a better future.42  

42. 
This article was initially 
drafted prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
and revised during the 
second wave of the virus. 
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