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The effects of global warming pose drastic challenges to the architecture, landscape 
architecture, and urban design communities. The immediate response has been a turn 
toward a host of energy-saving technologies or behavior modifications. What has rarely 
been addressed, however, is the problem of scale. How can the designer ensure that global 
solutions do not come at the expense of local traditions, cultures, and environments? By 
placing human rational, emotional, technological, and social needs at the center of our 
environmental concerns, we propose a new Global Design initiative.

For the last twenty years, the most celebrated architectural designs have been decadent 
buildings. Projects of all types have exploited untold resources to craft magnificent displays 
of power and culture. Regardless of location, these technologically-driven constructions 
represent the last bastions of form-driven modernism and operate within a stylized 
international routine to produce beautiful “Bilbao-ifications” that proliferate across many 
borders and regimes. Wherever these artifacts are located, the point is the same: to be 
recognized as “signature” buildings, as “iconic,” and above all, as globally significant. While 
some might applaud the beauty or the formal gymnastics of these structures, we challenge 
the mindless destruction of nature that supports their existence. 

At the same time we have witnessed an Albert Speer syndrome among a generation of 
architects disillusioned with the ideologies of the Cold War. A turn toward cynicism has 
allowed them to design a propaganda television tower for the Chinese government, to 
take pride in being architects for Saudi dictators, to shore up the reputations of Russian 
oligarchs, and to ignore slave labor conditions on building sites in Qatar. They have shown 
a disregard for basic human rights and for the environment. They are simply doing what 
their clients pay them to do. Appalled by their arrogance, a new generation of designers 
has taken seriously both social and environmental concerns, while advancing a modern 
design aesthetic. All architects must acknowledge that they are active citizens, not passive 
consumers. This book belongs within that emerging dialogue. 

That architects should care about people and the land they engage with is, of course, 
not new. Indeed, it was once at the heart of the modernist program. Here is what Walter 
Gropius once told his students at Harvard: “[T]he greatest responsibility of the planner and 
architect, I believe, is the protection and development of our habitat. Man has evolved a 
mutual relationship with nature on earth, but his power to change its surface has grown so 
tremendously that this may become a curse instead of a blessing. . . . Until we love and 
respect the land almost religiously, its fatal deterioration will go on.”1 

In resurrecting this lost modernist Global Design program, we do not regard the periphery 
as our antagonist. The periphery is defined by boundaries—disciplinal and spatial, as well 
as intellectual. What we propose is to collapse the global and the local, since environmental 
problems are not limited to a particular location. This brings us to architecture, the related 
design disciplines, and to the many actors and agents who imagine their practices scaling 
to address different issues and locations. Despite the necessity of envisioning the global in 
order to achieve effective design solutions, the notion that an individual can have the ability 
to perceive the global in its entirety requires a great deal of hubris—it is simply too difficult 

INTRODUCTION: ELSEWHERE ENVISIONED
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to imagine every part of the globe as connected all together, all the time. The term “global” 
is therefore elusive and problematic, because we can only grasp the local. We instead 
embrace the desire for propinquity and topophilia.2 It’s vital to uphold a sense of nearness 
to places, identity, and culture, irrespective of actual distance. 

We come to know our own locale in fragments. It is hard to have a complete understanding 
of the city beyond your neighborhood and beyond the things that are connected viscerally to 
your daily life. Thus, the vision of the global—the vision of saving the Earth—always seems 
to collapse into local issues. It is hard to create something global, since the local pulls you 
back. That is a good thing—something we embrace. If you follow the social networks, the 
money, and the materials, they will always point back to the local setting—the person or 
community group who needs that building for that location, the materials that can resist that 
type of weather, the bulk and uses that are appropriate for those zoning regulations. Local 
knowledge is deep and abiding, but it can’t be used to dull our response to larger issues.

We are already seeing the bridging and breaking of disciplinary boundaries, where 
design problems demand greater fluidity and design research is one way to blur those 
boundaries. With Global Design, we are foregrounding a number of practices who see 
their work as informed by both local and global concerns and whose projects expand 
traditional definitions of practice. To address the increasing complexity of building in this 
interconnected world, architects and designers can rarely avoid engaging big business, 
politics, and the finance industry.  Architects are trained to understand and operate within 
an “open set” of conditions. As the design disciplines expand to embrace other areas of 
knowledge, it is our hope that the design process—which promotes research, innovation, 
and experimentation—will bring its methodology and rigor to these “other” determinants of 
built form.

Global movements in architecture are nothing new. The difference is that today they 
move at a hyperbolic pace. From concepts and ideas, architectural expression is found 
within a milieu of radically diverse cultural inputs simultaneously configured.  A blog post 
with a rendering of a new Japanese office tower influences designers in Egypt before 
people in New York are even awake. Design and critical reactions soar across political and 
geographical boundaries every moment, in a near-continual feedback loop. Forms morph 
with instantaneity in direct response to published online images of speculative structures 
any place on earth.  Architectural manifestos, movements, and isms rise and fall within the 
space of a few days or weeks. In the early part of the twentieth century, it took Le Corbusier 
and the CIAM founding architects decades to establish themselves and disseminate their 
views. Today, architecture exists in the concomitant and ever-shifting present and needs 
to reconcile itself against a global platform. To work in isolation is nearly impossible and 
almost certainly the demise of any firm. Design is relevant everywhere all at once. All 
buildings matter, especially in their resource inputs and waste streams.  What then can we 
say of globalized architecture in the context of our planet’s declining ecological health and 
global warming? Is there an elsewhere to envision?
 
We need to remember the inevitability of constant interactions between the global and the 
local with regard to worldwide challenges. The invasive process of fracking for shale gas, 
for example, is deeply problematic on a local or regional level, but it is not actually the 
problem. The problem is the insatiable global demand for cheap hydrocarbons. Many fields 
need to act in unison to solve issues of this magnitude. Thus, we look at the global picture 
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and attempt to operate on it through a local lens. It becomes very difficult to address the 
dynamic set of interrelated problems, because so much of current global thinking claims 
to represent all people, all places, and all times. But designers are not astronauts, looking 
at the Earth from outer space. Instead, we need to understand our human condition as 
integrated within and bounded by the environment.
 
The Google-Earth view that zooms in on nature is a dominant trend in current understandings 
of design—a trend we try to avoid in this book. That view privileges an elevated, empowered, 
and distinctly human perspective that reduces nature to an abstract visual database. 
Because it is photographic, it is literally a surface treatment of the planet. Though the view 
of the Earth as a whole from outer space may look beautiful and innocent at first sight, it 
enables a type of planning and design which is not only insensitive to local environmental 
conditions and cultures, but also alienates humans from themselves. This view mobilizes 
narrow managerial rationalities at the expense of a more widely defined human condition.  
Yet, to empower ourselves at our opponent’s expense, we purposely have appropriated 
NASA typography and images to develop a visual language that begins to create proximity 
between individual responsibility and the global environmental crisis. Already the disasters 
at Chernobyl and Fukushima have demonstrated long-reaching influences on worldwide 
environmental health, migration, and, ultimately, global financial markets. Effects of scale 
are transferred constantly between the minute and the colossal, where small changes 
ramify into massive effects and vice versa. Global Design posits that we must try to operate 
at several scales simultaneously without privileging one format, as thinking and working 
inside strict categories of scale is both outdated and counterintuitive. 

Charles and Ray Eames provided an important case study forty years ago, which is still 
relevant today. Illustrated in their film Powers of Ten, scale is conveniently defined in neat 
square-shaped frames. Their animation bridges different perceptions of scale along a 
continuum, as they seek to empower viewers to see the environment from multiple, but 
nested points of view. Unfortunately, some viewers also interpret this to mean designers 
ought to bracket places and things in specific scales—this is a common misconception 
of the Powers of Ten message. Nothing happens in only one frame of space and time. 
Framing can help to study a phenomenon at a particular moment, but nothing is static. 
Moreover, artificially binding a place to a numerical scale is to some extent arbitrary. Design 
cannot and should not be compiled into tidy categories defined by scale and size.

Our overarching aim is to develop a language of design that can create productive 
relationships between local problems, individual accountability, and the urgent environmental 
challenges posed by global warming. We see environmental problems as a crisis of human 
alienation from the natural world, and our Global Design initiative explores ways in which 
design can reformat the unfortunate separation. In our plea for proximity between the 
individual and the global, we explore, in the words of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, design that is 
“as close to the beyond as to things near” when we evoke “our power to imagine ourselves 
elsewhere.”3

1. Walter Gropius, Scope of Total Architecture (New York: Harper & Brothers, [1943] 1955), 184. Gropius’s 
emphasis.
2. Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990).
3. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, L’Oeil et l’Esprit (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 83. Our translation.
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GLOBAL DESIGN

JONATHAN BELL, ELLIE STATHAKI

Global Design New York University (GDNYU) was established to highlight innovative design 
with an emphasis on contextual practice, a sense of place, and an eco-sensitive approach. 
Spanning architecture, urbanism, and design, this initiative has been created to explore 
what it means to be experimental today, how architects utilitize research and conceptual 
design, and, above all, how these approaches shape our response to the landscape that 
surrounds us. 

Most of the practices involved in GDNYU have a base in Europe and the United States, 
but their work and concerns speak to an international audience. The work is wide-ranging, 
offering a variety of different approaches to the relationship between research and reality. 
A few years ago, much of the architecture showcased in this book would have been the 
preserve of fantasy, such as the eye-catching streamlined and stylized forms of Berlin-
based practice J. Mayer H., and the provocatively distinctive forms by young studios like 
Bloom and ATMOS. 

While major advances in design and construction technology have transformed the 
architect’s palette, there is also a new rigor and simplicity emerging in young practice. The 
pragmatic, clean, and functional creations of London-based David Kohn Architects, Basel’s 
HHF, and New York’s Architecture Research Office all incorporate craft, pattern, technology, 
and digital processes, producing work that is sober and utilitarian, yet still connected to the 
many possibilities of the digital world. 

The widespread use of digital tools might initially have suggested the slow disappearance 
of regional variations in architectural design. Yet as this book demonstrates, the opposite 
has happened, as the intersection between research and practice has seen the emergence 
of several local trends. 
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At first glance these diverse selections of offices seem to have no obvious common 
denominator. However, their connections are under the skin, links that show how architecture 
culture has learned to accommodate the digital diaspora in order to produce designs that 
are not only fit for purpose and truly appropriate for the twenty-first century, but which are 
born out of a tailor-made, experimental outlook. At the heart of this emerging work is the 
tendency of architects to draw inspiration from each project’s physical and social locale, be 
it through direct research or the sharing of ideas and approaches.

These practices share an architectural sensitivity and research-based approach that is 
irrespective of office size or place of origin. At GDNYU, young and dynamic practices 
such as Studio Weave, Aberrant Architecture, Interboro Partners, and Lateral Office sit 
side by side with larger international studios such as Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG). The work 
they showcase is as rooted in its socio-geographical context and local tradition as it is 
inspired by modern technology and innovation. It takes the global architectural debate 
about sustainability and creativity to the next level while simultaneously having a strong 
sense of the local conditions that shape plan, form, and program. 

GDNYU Directors Louise Harpman and Mitchell Joachim are each principals of research-
focused practices in New York, while Peder Anker is an historian of science who writes 
about technology and the environment. This initiative is aiming high, looking to build 
an informal network of like-minded architects to promote relevant discourse. Their own 
participation is key to their approach. Accordingly, Specht Harpman’s (the firm Harpman 
co-directs with partner Scott Specht) updated version of the zerohouse concept is a 
versatile prefabricated solar-powered dwelling with a net-zero energy profile, while Mitchell 
Joachim’s Terreform One studio offers team projects such as Urbaneering Brooklyn 2110, 
one of several futuristic visions of the city developed by the practice, all of which address 
site-specific urban issues such as waste, mobility, and shelter. 

Never before has there been such a strong sense of a global architecture community. 
Whereas the connections and cross-pollinations that shaped the common threads in 
International Modernism over half a century ago were driven by the physical movement 
of architects around the world, today’s debate is instant and universal. The digital realm 
has brought architecture to a wider audience, and it has brought a hitherto unprecedented 
amount of data and feedback into the architectural process. GDNYU harnesses the energy 
of this process and methodology, translating the virtual into the real. Issues are shared, 
as are responses, and the potential for collaboration and conversation is vastly increased. 

GDNYU presents architecture with a strong human focus, examining how contemporary 
methods of research and practice distill global concerns into a local context. Bringing 
together academics, architects, urbanists, and historians, this collection includes work of 
all scales—from small installations to larger building work, landscape, and urban design 
—and explores different applications of environmentally-friendly design within them. 

Organized by New York University and the Gallatin School of Individualized Study, GDNYU 
will continue to be involved in planning annual design conferences, exhibitions, and books 
following the successes of the first New York and London events, with upcoming events in 
the Far East, the Middle East, and South America. Casting the net far and wide across the 
globe, GDNYU is committed to raising the bar for an ongoing, stimulating interdisciplinary 
discussion about cities, ecology, and design. 



ARCHITECTURE OF THE WORLD: 
Oekoumenos Redux 1

HASHIM SARKIS

THE LIMITS OF THE INHABITED WORLD

Can architecture express the global? Can it leap out of its specificity and contingency—out 
of its material boundaries—to address such an esoteric, yet ubiquitous, entity (or is it a 
concept)? If the answer is to be yes, as the title of this book confirms, then architecture’s 
formulation must rely on a definition of the global that is most nurturing of this possibility. 
Geography, I propose, may provide such a definition.

In his canonical treatise The Biological Foundations of Human Geography (1943),French 
geographer Maximilien Sorre (1880–1962) develops the theoretical and spatial construct 
of the oekoumene.2 The oekoumene, he proposes, is the space of adaptation between 
humans and their environment.3 Drawing from the Greco-Roman etymology for “inhabited 
world” and from the German and French schools of geography, particularly from his mentor 
and the founder of human geography in France, Paul Vidal de la Blache, Sorre brings to 
geography an emphasis on the human in a social sense. The mobility of humans also 
distinguishes them from other creatures that tend to be more localized in their inhabitation 
of the Earth and therefore less adaptable to different climatic conditions. The mobility and 
adaptability of humans led them to reach the limits of the inhabited world a long time ago. 
The process of inhabiting the Earth over the course of history did not rely as much on 
spreading the footprint of humankind as on densifying settlements and changing migration 
patterns. While there may still be unoccupied voids in the oekoumene, these do not interfere 
in its conception as a totality of possible inhabitation. Geography becomes the science of 
the oekoumene. However, the oekoumene is not static. It is animated by the mobility and 
growth of the human population and by the development of different methods of adaptation 
that transform the countenance, or physiognomy, of this world. 
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Sorre’s book deepens the study of how this adaptation takes place. Even though his 
foundations are biological, the links between the natural and the cultural are understood not 
to be causal, but based on possibility. The environment guides certain forms of adaptation. 
It does not cause them. Borrowing from Blache, Sorre refers to these forms of adaptation 
as “forms of life.”

Genre de vie (translated to English as “form of life,” “way of life,” or even “lifestyle”), 
according to Vidal, Sorre, and a long tradition of human geography after them, is “the 
set of habitual behaviors, cultural forms, and social interactions that characterize a given 
cultural group in/of a particular landscape.”4 These forms of life include individual and 
group actions on the environment and qualities of the environment itself. They change 
from one place to the other, bestowing each place with unique qualities, and they can be 
applied to explain the environments of cities as well as rural areas. These forms of life are 
dynamic, but they nevertheless register longer-term patterns that characterize each culture 
socially and spatially. Sorre studies different habitats and identifies recurring patterns of 
settlement, of housing, and of land use. By inhabiting the world, humans produce varieties 
of its inhabitation that are as much expressions of the locus as they are expressions of the 
oekoumenical in its expanse. 

Sorre was not the first link between the concept of oekoumene and architecture. Before 
him, Jean Brunhes, another major disciple of Vidal de la Blache, appealed to the young 
Le Corbusier and influenced his urban theories, particularly his formulation of The Three 
Human Establishments.5 American historian Lewis Mumford had also used this concept 
in his Technics and Civilization (1934). Following World War II, the concept was readily 
adopted by a range of theorists and scholars such as Constantinos Doxiadis, who used it 
as “ecumenopolis” to describe a future world made of one connected city. More recently the 
concept has been used by French geographer Augustin Berque, who develops an ontological 
reading of landscape through the concept of the écoumene.6 German philosopher Peter 
Sloterdijk has also leaned on this term to help historicize the phenomenon of globalization 
and to distinguish between early ecumenes—be it the Roman Empire or the age of 
navigation, where a unifying idea of humanity brought different peoples together—and the 
Second Ecumene of globalization, where humans across the globe find themselves living 
in similar situations in which they are all bound by a sense of shared risks and displacement 
in the world.7

The strong influence of Sorre’s oekoumenos, particularly on architecture, came by way 
of Aldo Rossi’s interpretation of the universal as city and of genres de vie as architectural 
typologies. In his canonical The Architecture of the City, Rossi translates the recurring 
patterns of environmental adaptation into architectural typologies, and the universal 
setting of these different patterns into the city.8 In its structuralist interpretations, typology 
gives architecture deeper, longer-term patterns through which it can mark and express 
its relationship with society and place. Yet what is most perplexing about Rossi and his 
followers is the unquestioned equation between the oekoumene and the city, especially 
considering that Vidal de la Blache and Sorre wanted to transcend the city and include the 
rural environments as genres de vie worth examining and including in the oekoumene.

Additionally, the relationship between the genres de vie and the oekoumene has been, for 
the most part, reduced to a tension—a contrast between the regional and the universal, the 
local and the global. What has therefore been lost in translation between geography and 



architecture is the recognition of the oekoumene as the limit and expression of the world 
and not the city. What has also been lost is the idea that architecture could be seen, in its 
specificity and locality, as the expression of the world created out of the yearning for unison 
among forms emanating from different places. Instead of “the architecture of the city,” can 
we then speak of “the architecture of the inhabited world”?

LEAVING COSMOPOLIS

Much of today’s literature about urban development presents the city as the ultimate 
expression of globalization’s impact on human settlements and on the general patterns 
of land use. The spatial outcome of globalization is produced out of migration patterns, 
ecological and other collective risks, and unfathomable “flows” of capital. These are 
generating new forms of social, economic, and political organization that specialists are 
still trying to delineate and understand. They are all unprecedented, we are told, and if they 
could only be carefully modeled and well analyzed, and if some of their undesirable impact 
could be circumvented, they could lead to more effective individual emancipation and 
better forms of collective life. When it comes to spatial modeling, however, we are generally 
noticing the recurrence of centralized metropolitan patterns of urbanization: concentrations 
of capital and communication in a few highly connected spots on the surface of the Earth 
produce a radical redistribution of resources, and new hierarchies emerge. Diffusions occur 
as well, but when carefully analyzed, they either are themselves diffused or they reproduce 
patterns of organization similar to the metropolitan.9

Granted, if we can agree to this diagnosis, urbanization and urban settlements are rising 
at an unprecedented scale and pace. They are invading new settings: the third world, rural 
areas, and deserts. We have also undoubtedly benefited enormously from two decades 
of rigorous documentation and analysis of new settlement conditions across the world. 
This literature, however, persists in describing the new phenomena through established 
gradients of density and centrality such as urban-suburban-rural, with conventional land-use 
categories and within the confines of nation-states. Many radically different morphologies 
and typologies are being recorded, but their collective impact remains the city, as big or 
fast-paced as it may have become.

To be sure—whether coming from within the disciplines of urbanism, landscape, geography, 
or ecology—we are witnessing an increasing number of new positions that respond to the 
complexity of the problem by proposing more complex interdisciplinary approaches. These 
positions, however, as analytically rigorous as they may be, are ultimately so preoccupied 
with the nature of their interdisciplinarity that they tend to forget the object of their inquiry. 
No matter how novel the combination of tools, these interdisciplinary propositions do not 
seem to offer better insight into the way that global economic and social changes have 
transformed the built environment, and how architects can better address and express this 
new condition.

If this murky category of urban is everywhere, shouldn’t its omnipresence weaken it as a 
specific category of living? If beyond density, the concept implies multiplicity, should we 
not begin to search for multiplicity within its pervasiveness? If, on the other hand, one of 
the ambitions of architecture is to make visible emerging social conditions, why are we not 
seeing the world as a possible scale of operation? If financial and demographic flows are 
challenging national boundaries, why is our imagination about space still bound to the city 
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and city-region-state order? Can we find an equivalent to the scope of globalization in the 
space of the world, as one spatial entity?

THE CITY-WORLD: A BRIEF HISTORY

An age, Gilles Deleuze repeats after Michel Foucault, does not precede the visibilities that 
fill it. The image of a city-world predates the advent of globalization, but it has yet to come 
into consciousness as a representative visibility. The representation may be too literal, 
but the world conceived as one spatial entity corresponds with the scope of globalization, 
where national and natural borders do not set limits to the physical environment and to its 
perception. 

Early science-fiction writers such as H. G. Wells foretold of the whole world at war with 
itself, followed by a period of peace in which the unified conception acquired during 
wartime is maintained. Led by technocrats, the world operates as one entity—as a city-
world. Science fiction has continued to reimagine the world as a single entity, whether in 
Asimov’s Trantor or in more popular renditions such as Star Wars’ Coruscant and Death 
Star. Admittedly, these worlds differ considerably in their governance, social and spatial 
organization, density, and degree of urbanization, but they do anticipate and rehearse the 
yearning for a spatial totality at the global scale. 

Discerning this type of yearning from a totalizing project such as that of empire or colonialism 
is as necessary as it is difficult. In the context of imagining the world as one entity, we 
cannot overlook the grounds that such political aspirations cleared. As emphasized by the 
likes of Fredric Jameson and Bruno Latour, the necessity of the separation between the 
pursuit of totalities and of totalizing projects is important if we are to persist in developing 
clearer mappings or representations of the world. Jameson’s reference to Kevin Lynch’s 
cognitive mapping parallels Latour’s reference to the phenomenon of the nineteenth 
century panorama.10

In architecture, the classical project and, in related ways, that of the early Modernist 
universalism culminating in the International Style have aspired to a certain sameness 
(read equality, universality, unity) across national boundaries. This aspiration was driven 
more by a temporal understanding of the world than a spatial one—the world it imagined 
wanted to move in sync. Not that a spatial conception was lacking, but it was lagging. The 
aspiration for sameness of high Modernism emulated and expressed the aspiration for 
equality among human beings and states. The criticisms of this project are all too familiar 
and they have helped us discern the indelible ties between formal and political projects. 
The very geography that produced the oekumene also produced essentialized differences 
among nation-states, as well as colonization. Here again, however, we should not miss out 
on the outlooks of connectedness and continuity that Modern architecture effected across 
the world. As visibilities, they should be able to live past their political associations.

From the 1930s onward, the qualities of connectedness, continuity, and sameness 
transform from wish images into projected outcomes of development. Jean Gottman’s 
premonition featured a Megalopolis where cities grow and connect to create regional bands 
of urbanization enabled by expanding communication and transport. This premonition was 
magnified to the scale of the world and turned into an inevitability by Constantinos Doxiadis 
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in his proposition for an Ecumenopolis, a city-world formed out of settlements around major 
routes of transportation. Slowly, all development is drawn to this infrastructural grid while 
clearing the rest of the planet for agriculture and conservation of natural resources. Speed 
of movement and proximity of people to each other guided Doxiadis’s anticipatory and 
remedial approach to urban planning. His contemporaries and fellow world-warriors, such 
as Yona Friedman, Superstudio, Constant Nieuwenhuys, and Buckminster Fuller, all aspired 
to a worldly conception of their domain of operation that transcended locality and city. 

Friedman scaffolded a parallel, open, and floating world on top of the ground-bound and 
sequestered one we inhabit—accelerating spatial mobility, diffusing boundaries, and 
multiplying uses and connections. For Superstudio, the connectivity of the world’s citizens 
to each other depended on the establishment of a fictive, smooth infrastructure that 
provided continuity and connectivity against the Earth’s geographic hurdles—minimizing 
the architectural superstructure to almost nothing. Fuller’s obsession with mapping the 
world in ways that could make its finitude and fragility visible led him to invent such 
representational devices as his famous maps, as well as the geoscope. The world was a 
scopic and geometric projection from space that readily replaced the physical earth as lightly 
as he wished to tread on it. Even though the scope of Unitary Urbanism continued to be the 
metropolis, the degree of diffusion of activities and land uses proposed by Nieuwenhuys 
clearly transgressed the centrist models of development toward more fluid continuities that 
heralded the global space of New Babylon.

Not of all of these attempts at representing and imagining the world stemmed from a need 
to shape the larger totality, but they all stemmed from dissatisfaction with the urban models 
of high Modernism. The overwhelming revocation of these models by postmodernist urban 
theories has, in many ways, consolidated the Modernist centralized understanding of 
the city. This revocation has also ratified the city as the largest scope of the inhabited 
environment while detracting from the radical attributes of these late Modernist experiments 
in which the world as one entity was articulated in architectural terms.

The renewed interest in this cast of renegade characters and their imagination has primarily 
stressed a systemic versus object-oriented approach to urbanism.11 The environmental 
and democratic motivations of this approach no doubt make it more attractive and current, 
but even in the present reiteration of these visions, the rendering of the world as one entity 
has not been stressed. The global city has somehow eclipsed the city-world. The difference 
between the two models is enormous, but the city-world should not be seen as the opposite 
of the world-city (or of the global city or cosmopolis, or whatever name will be applied to it in 
the coming years). The city-world is the scope, spatial parameters, geometries, land-uses, 
and infrastructures that connect the world and make us actively take part in its description, 
its construction, and its perception as a totality—world-cities included. The identification 
of this entity relies heavily on new modes of perception and tools of representation—on a 
worldly subject and a mediated (seen through the media) world.

“WORLDLINESS”

Difficulties abound in conceptualizing the world as one architectural entity, but these 
difficulties are being slowly, if inadvertently, superseded. This is caused by the fact that 
the world as a concept is constantly producing new genres de vie that are searching for 
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architectural articulation. The seeming immodesty of such a proposition disguising itself as 
inevitability, combined with its imperial scope, should be countered with the scale and scope 
of risks that contemporary society confronts—be they generated by environmental, nuclear, 
or public health concerns. This call for collective atonement may turn out to be just another 
rhetorical device, but the scope of action in response to these risks is generating a worldwide 
response, including the coordination of the world’s spatial resources, putting into question 
the global city model. The capacity to understand and map the lived environment beyond 
the scope of the city, corresponding to new patterns of global mobility and demographic 
shifts, is now greatly enhanced by new technologies, as well as by modes of representation 
and communication that make us constantly aware of the world as one entity. The lack 
of corresponding governing authority to coordinate shaping the world remains a major 
impediment to conceptualizing the world. This lack of corresponding governing authority, 
however, may weaken the totalizing dimension of architecture and urban planning, and 
mobilize architects to think of ways in which the qualities of the forms they produce—their 
sameness, repetitiveness, connectedness to larger geographic attributes like the horizon 
or trans-regional phenomena—can mobilize the physical and aesthetic dimensions of form 
in more effective ways than a servile association with a political project.

Most importantly, while the emancipatory dimensions of such a scope of imagination and 
operations—which predate the global city to as far back as Heraclites—have been all-
too-easily bundled with the larger package of globalization, several social theorists and 
philosophers, such as Jean Luc-Nancy, Kostas Axelos, and Michel Serres, have recovered 
the project of being in the world from the asphyxiating weight of globalization discourse.12 
Furthermore, and despite valid criticisms that have accompanied its resurgence, the 
discourse on cosmopolitanism has helped imagine the subject of the world as a positively 
nomadic stranger whose constant yearning for being here and there simultaneously 
produces ways of describing and representing the world as the scope of individual 
imagination. The writings of Edward Said on worldliness and those of Anthony Appiah on 
strangeness are particularly poignant on this issue.13 Could this desire for displacement not 
be expressed in architectural terms? 

World history—as an established field of inquiry into the history of the world as a set of 
collective phenomena—has also helped generate historiographic and spatial models for 
this investigation. In this respect, recent work on the history and historiography of the 
Mediterranean is compelling. The Mediterranean that is most relevant to the idea of the 
world is that of historian David Abulafia, who speaks of distant shores with a frequency 
of communication between them. Abulafia has argued that what most characterizes the 
Mediterranean is a geography of opposed but accessible shores with a frequency of 
exchange. In this conception, the edges of the Mediterranean consist of cities and towns 
that are loosely connected with their hinterland but are mostly connected via trading 
communities and businesses. The opposing shorelines could and should be read as 
different and nested scales.14

Most pertinent in Abulafia’s proposal is the idea that the Mediterranean is a model that can 
be applied to the world. The increasing sameness within cities and between each city and 
the rest of the world points to the dissolution of place and to the acceleration of development. 
This acceleration of development brings us to the point where we can anticipate a world 
moving in a real-estate development sync, especially following the most recent recession 
and the global risks it generated, and perhaps even because of the recession and its 
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associated risks. These global risks include security and economic vulnerability that tie 
every city’s patterns to those of the world, sometimes bringing individual cities to the point 
of brinkmanship and collapse, perhaps, as some argue, to speak to the world.15

We ought to think again about whether sameness in the world is a sign of poverty of form 
or of an untapped richness—a new source of inspiration for urbanism and architecture. 
This sameness is not dull. It points to the fact that we are all worldly, that we work to link 
to the world from where we are—to achieve a sense of the totality and to anticipate a 
city-world before and beyond globalization—a city-world that flows with Heraclitus’s river, 
where identities could be constantly constructed, and constructed in part by design.

THE WORLD AS AN ARCHITECTURAL QUESTION

But how do architects respond when the world is placed on their table as an architectural 
question? Increasingly, architects are being compelled to address and transform larger 
contexts and to give these contexts more legible and expressive form. Architects are 
being called upon to design infrastructural and urban systems, and to imagine solutions 
to regional and rural questions. The Grand Paris competition in Paris was a case in 
point. Problems that had been confined to the domains of engineering, ecology, or 
regional planning are now looking for articulation by design. If architectural historians like 
Lewis Mumford and Carl Condit and their generation were fascinated by the geonomic 
role that architecture could play around large-scale development projects such as the 
Tennessee Valley Authority, we are now noting a proliferation of such projects to the 
point that urban architecture has become “geo-architecture.”16 This situation has opened 
up a range of technical and formal possibilities that had previously been out of reach 
for designers. The need to address these “geographic” aspects has also encouraged 
designers to reexamine their tools and develop means to link attributes that had once 
been understood to be either separate or external to their disciplines. The importance of 
questions regarding sustainability and risk are beginning to put measurable standards in 
front of architects—forcing them to think about the world as a physical scope of impact, 
if not of operation.

Engaging the geographic, however, does not only mean a shift in scale. This has also come 
to affect the formal repertoire of architecture, even at a smaller scale, with more architects 
becoming interested in forms that reflect the geographic connectedness of architecture. 
Engaging the geographic enables architecture to bridge the very large and the very small 
(networks and frameworks), or to provide forms that embody geographic references (such 
as continuous surfaces or environmentally integrated buildings). 

Curiously, while most of the research around these various attributes has tended to be 
quite intense, the parallel tracks of inquiry have remained disconnected. For example, the 
discussion about continuous surfaces in architecture ignores the importance of continuity 
of ground in landscape ecology. Even if there is not a common cause driving these different 
geographic tendencies, a synthesis is possible, and perhaps even necessary, to expand on 
the formal possibilities of architecture and its social role. This makes the need to articulate 
the geographic paradigm all the more urgent, because the role of synthesis that geography 
aspired to play between the physical, the economic, and the social is now being increasingly 
delegated to design.
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The term geographic is used here primarily in a metaphorical way to designate a connection 
to the physical context. The paradigm does overlap, however, with the discipline of 
geography. Some clarification is necessary in this respect to benefit from the overlap while 
avoiding confusion. The history of geography is strongly linked to the history of discovery 
and colonization. The instruments for the discovery of territory were extended into its 
documentation and then, in turn, into its appropriation and transformation. And yet the 
discipline has evolved to become more diverse and broad—to become institutionalized 
around geographic societies; to split into human and physical geography producing very 
different approaches and even subject matters; then to disintegrate (as in the case of 
Harvard) and migrate into other disciplines (sociology, public health, information systems); 
and finally to be revived around central contemporary issues such as globalization. The 
paradigmatic role of geography in our thinking about design in this proposition could be 
taken in the narrower sense of geographic as an attempt to study the relationship between 
the social and the physical at a larger territorial scale, but also to forge a synthesis along the 
lines of “high” geography by design. It may not be an exaggeration to propose that something 
like a geographic attitude—in both method and content—is guiding different strands of 
design thinking today toward convergence. Or, that a geographic aesthetic dominates 
formal pursuits in the same way that the machine aesthetic inspired functionalism at the 
turn of the century, and for that, it would be important to study the extent and potentials 
of such a tendency.17 As an example, and as a way of pushing these formal possibilities, 
the question of human settlements could be cast at the scale of the world. Within this 
scale, the marks of the urban centralities would be diffused and we can identify new spatial 
patterns that transcend the limitations of cosmopolis and help us imagine a better city-world 
where residences of peripheries or suburbs find themselves to be at the centers of other 
conglomerations. This would be a city-world where, when we compare tract developments 
across the globe, we find similarities that can link north and south in unexpected ways.

“WORLDMAKING”

According to Nelson Goodman, “the way the world is” is not predetermined.18 Moreover, 
it is not useful to draw an exact distinction between what is given (out there) and what 
is represented (mental or cognitive). To speak of the world means to speak of one of its 
representations or constructions. If two equally rigorous representations seem incompatible, 
this implies two incompatible but nevertheless possible worlds. Truth or “rightness of 
rendering” can only be determined instrumentally, within a construction and around the 
purpose for which it is constructed. Goodman has always called on philosophers to examine 
the way artists construct worlds through their media and techniques. Art anticipates and 
elucidates the idea of world-making.

Goodman’s proposition bridges between the logical and semiological approaches to the 
question of representation, but its emphasis on the world as the space in which a scope 
of operation is internally consistent (and therefore real) could be linked to the proposal of 
thinking of the world as an entity. As per Latour’s conceptualization of the totality in his 
Reassembling the Social, we ought to take these panoramic representations seriously, 
because they provide the “only occasion to see the ‘whole story’ as a whole.” He goes on:

Their totalizing views should not be despised as an act of professional megalomania, 
but they should be adding, like everything else, to the multiplicity of sites we want 
to deploy. Far from being the place where everything happens, as in their director’s 
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