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“Cuanto más penetramos en una obra de arte más pensamientos 
suscita ella en nosotros, y cuantos más pensamientos suscite 
tanto más debemos creer que estamos penetrando en ella”.

G. E. Lessing, Laocoonte o los límites entre la pintura y la poesía, 1766.
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PANORAMA: FILOSOFÍA DEL DISEÑO

When is Architecture not Design?

¿Cuándo no es la arquitectura diseño?

Saul Fisher*

A common view, in the public mind and from the perspective of  some design 
specialists, has it that architecture is a brand of  design, namely, the brand dedicated to 
designing the built environment. So, too, architects frequently speak of  their central task 
in addressing architectural problems as ‘designing’, with the produced objects of  their 
creativity cast as ‘designs’. This much suggests that, at least as popular and specialized 
nomenclature has it, architecture is a special case of  design (and correspondingly, that 
architectural objects are special cases of  design objects, that architectural thinking is 

Abstract
If  there is nothing more to architecture than 
design –and to its attendant thinking processes– 
than design thinking, then core dimensions of  the 
architectural enterprise from the perspective of  (a) 
production and (b) use have no special character, 
over and above their counterparts in general design.  
Yet that does not appear to be true by the lights 
of  architects or design specialists or the public at 
large. So what is it, at the core or periphery of  the 
discipline or its objects, that makes architecture 
not design? The ways in which architecture and 
design constitute artistic enterprises, drawing on 
and promoting aesthetic interest, differ such that 
architecture is not, or at least not only, a branch of  
or variation on design generally construed.

Keywords: architecture, design, “design thinking”, 
architectural objects, cognitive norms.

Resumen
Si no hay nada más en la arquitectura que el diseño 
–y sus procesos de pensamiento concomitantes– 
que el pensamiento sobre el diseño (“design 
thinking”), entonces las dimensiones centrales 
de la práctica arquitectónica desde la perspectiva 
de (a) la producción y (b) del uso no tienen un 
carácter especial, más allá de sus contrapartes en el 
diseño en general. Sin embargo, eso no parece ser 
cierto bajo la luz de los arquitectos o especialistas 
en diseño y el público en general.  Entonces, ¿qué 
es, lo que hace que la arquitectura no sea diseño ya 
sea en el núcleo o la periferia de la disciplina o en 
sus objetos?  Las maneras en las que la arquitectura 
y el diseño son prácticas artísticas, aprovechando 
y promoviendo el interés estético, difieren de tal 
manera que la arquitectura no es, o al menos no 
sólo es, una rama o variación del diseño como 
generalmente es entendido.

Palabras clave: arquitectura, diseño, “design thinking”, 
objetos arquitectónicos, normas cognitivas.

*  Mercy College, Estados Unidos. sfisher@mercy.edu
 Artículo recibido: 1 de julio de 2019; aceptado: 17 de octubre de 2019
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a special case of  design thinking, and so on). This subsumption of  architecture into 
design, however broadly held or otherwise evidenced, nevertheless leaves a puzzle. If  
there’s nothing more to architecture than design, and to its attendant thinking processes 
than design thinking, then core dimensions of  the enterprise from production and use 
angles –architectural ethos, norms, creativity, appreciation, evaluation, and judgment– 
have no special character over and above their counterparts in general design. Yet that 
does not appear to be true by the lights of  architects or design specialists or the public 
at large. So what is it, at the core or periphery of  the discipline or its objects, that 
makes architecture not design? This question may be posed relative to any number of  
aspects of  architecture and design –social, professional, economic, pedagogic, and so 
on– but my focus is on aesthetic and artistic dimensions of  architecture and design. 
The ways in which architecture and design constitute artistic enterprises, drawing on 
and promoting aesthetic interest, differ such that architecture is not, or at least not 
only, a branch of  or variation on design generally construed. 

To begin with, consider the space of  possibilities. As a first thought, we can call 
‘architectural autonomism’ the view that architecture as a discipline is distinct from, 
and not dependent on, general design as a discipline. The two disciplines may be 
related in some ways –for example, one may generate ideas taken up in the other– 
but they have no essential bond or at least none that is definitive of  the respective 
enterprises or joins them as one, even in part. By contrast, the anti-autonomist views 
include at least these options: (1) that architecture (a) simply folds into general design 
(d) (or, as mereologically notated, Pad); (2), that design generally simply folds into 
architecture (Pda); and (3) that architectural design can range over all other artifactual 
design, there being some but incomplete overlap (Oad). Let’s call the Pad view ‘design 
imperialism’, and the Pda view ‘Loos’ foil’, in honor of  the Adolf  Loos parable in 
which he mocks the architect who fashioned an exhaustive and exclusive design 
concept, forbidding his client from adding anything to his house. Let’s call the Oad 
view ‘spoonism’, in honor of  the twentieth century tradition among some architects 
of  seeing their discipline as licensing design of  all manner of  artifacts, ‘from the spoon 
to the city’ (discussed below). 1 There may be other variations on these possibilities; 
the point is to illustrate multiple ways in which autonomism can be wrong, as have 
indeed been asserted in various quarters. Naturally, depending on various facets of  
architecture and design as disciplines, there are multiple ways for autonomism to be 
right, as well –but I am interested in one particular path to autonomism. I argue that 
the core of  architecture and design as disciplines is their respective sets of  approaches 
to or ways of  thinking about certain sorts of  problems for which architectural objects 
and design objects, respectively, represent putative solutions. Further, as reflected in 
the fundamentally distinctive nature of  the kinds of  objects created in each discipline, 
there is a crucial lack of  overlap (disjointness) in the problems these disciplines address. 
Their sets of  approaches to or ways of  thinking about such problems –that is, their 
respective cognitive norms and modes– differ accordingly, ruling out the possibility 
that architecture is a subspecies of  a broader design discipline. 

1   Mereologically, we can take autonomism as ¬Oad (or, given disjointness as a predicate, Dad), as well as a 
significant instance of  Uad (underlap) if  we assume that, while architecture and design are autonomous, they 
also both belong to a coherently defined meta-discipline.

Saul Fisher / When is Architecture not Design? /panorama: filosofía del diseño
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1. What is design –and is what architects do just that?
To understand what is plausibly thought to be subsumed under what, I begin with 

a brief  definition of  architecture and a slightly less brief  definition of  design, both 
in disciplinary terms.2 We can stipulate, concisely, that architecture as a discipline is 
the planning for constructing the built environment, with special attention to built 
structures as may be habitable or otherwise occupied for the conduct of  living, and as 
informed by aesthetic, functional, social, and other concerns and preferences. By this 
token, we typically think of  architecture as primarily concerning free-standing buildings 
and the plans for them –e.g., Gaudí’s Sagrada Familia in Barcelona (1882-present) or 
the mud brick tower houses of  Shibam, Yemen (16th century). Secondarily, if  keenly, 
we think of  architecture as including or at least informing urban planning (e.g., Baron 
Haussmann’s Paris renovation (1853-1870)), landscape planning (e.g., Frederick Law 
Olmsted and Calvert Vaux’s Central Park in New York City (1858-1876)), interior 
planning (e.g., Louis-Charles Boileau and Gustave Eiffel’s interior stairways for Bon 
Marché in Paris (1876)), or planning for other, related elements of  the built environment.

The discipline of  design, far broader in remit, is in its most general sense not tied 
to particular environments, sorts of  structures, end-uses or end-users, or necessarily as 
informed by the same sorts of  concerns and preferences as are central to architecture. 
The fabulously diverse domains of  design stretch from clothing to code to milk cartons. 
With such extensive scope, defining design requires a greater level of  abstraction, 
which we find in recent discussion in the philosophy of  design. Here I follow, en gros, 
the views of  Glenn Parsons (2016) and Andy Hamilton (2011).

Parsons, for his part, defines design as 
1. intentional solution of  a problem,
2. by creation of  plans for a new sort of  artifact,
3. where those plans would not be immediately seen by a reasonable per-
son as an inadequate solution.

Correspondingly, the artifacts so created (a) solve problems, (b) are intentional, 
(c) consist in plans, (d) describe how to make or generate ‘a new sort of  thing’, and 
(e) pass a reasonable plausibility test. The hallmark of  Parsons’ definition is a greatly 
accommodating picture of  what sorts of  artifacts can be designed, with a focus instead 
on what sort of  activity or pursuit is common to all designers –namely, a kind of  
practically-oriented problem solving ideation. As we will see, one or another variation 
on this theme is extremely common in the design literature and community. 

This theme is also, however, insufficient to understanding how the design 
discipline is commonly understood, namely, as an aesthetic enterprise. To find this 
aspect of  design as a discipline, we turn to the definition offered by Andy Hamilton, 
who proposes that design comprises constructions with a central role for the aesthetic, 
as realized in visual, sonic, or haptic qualities.3 We can profitably put together Parsons’ 

2   Design is a more diffuse discipline –we know this in part just in virtue of  considering the possibility that 
architecture might be subsumed under it– and design as a discipline is also of  more recent vintage, and pursued in 
more diverse domains, than architecture, as traditionally conceived. A briefer thought about defining architecture 
may suffice in ways that would not for design.

3   Parsons rejects this view as not excluding the non-design arts, and as needlessly excluding non-artistic design, 
as in engineering. Parsons suggests that instead that the distinguishing feature of  design (as against engineering 
or crafts or manufacturing) consists in the normative features of  designer practice relative to practicality, user 
interface, and plans conception (21-24).

Saul Fisher / When is Architecture not Design? /panorama: filosofía del diseño
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and Hamilton’s two views, to account for specifically artistic design. Then we get:
PH Designs are intentional plans to solve aesthetic as well as functional problems, 

as engage with the senses and as may be characterized as novel and plausible.
A ready move to subsume architecture under design presents itself, along these 

lines:
PHA Architectural designs are intentional plans to solve aesthetic as well as 

functional problems of  housing or other habitable spaces, as engage with the senses 
and as may be characterized as novel and plausible.

We can imagine more refined versions of  PHA that specify in greater detail 
the sorts of  problems that architecture addresses. In the limit, these versions will 
draw our attention to the many similarities that hold between the architectural and 
design disciplines, such as characterize (for example) their respective techniques or 
institutionally-designated standing qua disciplines. Thus, architecture like design draws 
on abstract representation through mock-ups and models –whether plastic or virtual– 
that prototype structures to be realized through craft or manufacture or other form 
of  assembly. Further, architecture is frequently seen through institutional lenses –in 
museums, scholarly literature, journalism, and university curricula– as being allied 
with, or even inseparable from, the aesthetic concerns of  design generally and taking 
up a similar or same corner of  the arts –to wit, the design corner. 

Yet, however refined a version of  PHA as we may devise, with its attendant 
similarities among the disciplines, it will be wrong in two ways, one reflecting 
contingent facts and another on a more fundamental, conceptual plane. The contingent 
facts concern the practices, objects, and history of  ideas in architecture and in design 
–I briefly review how these are distinctive and in non-trivial ways. The fundamental, 
conceptual story is grimmer still for the anti-autonomist: the discipline of  architecture, 
independent of  histories and cultures, aims at goals that are regularly –and likely near-
universally– distinctive from those of  design generally considered.4 As a consequence, 
the modes and norms of  architectural cognition are not identical to those of  design 
cognition and, per Parsons’ view of  the centrality of  design thinking to defining design, 
architecture cannot be folded into design.

2. Contingent Differences: Practices, Objects, and History of Concepts
The contingent differences between architecture and design that I have in mind are 

found in the ways those disciplines are pursued professionally, the sorts of  artifacts for 
which they provide plans or designs, and the historical discussions of  each discipline. 
While such matters are not my core focus, they help to identify what I take to be key 
and ineliminable distinctions between architecture and design. 

Professional practice. From a professional perspective, there are any number of  
similarities between architecture and design. Both are, in the main, market-driven 
pursuits or disciplines, although design is more directly and genetically so (see ‘History 
of  concepts’, below). In both disciplines, practitioners engage with classical texts of  the 
field that address theoretical problems and raise enduring questions, to grapple with and 

4   There are exceptions and in any case one should hesitate to talk about universality among the disciplines, as 
socially-constructed kinds. But as such kinds go, there are distinctions in this case of  a compelling, enduring, and 
rational character such that one would expect the distinctions, mutatis mutandis, to remain more or less in place. 

Saul Fisher / When is Architecture not Design? /panorama: filosofía del diseño
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bring to life their intellectual heritage.5 And, typically, practitioners in both disciplines 
do not directly realize their schema or plans –designers are rarely manufacturers, and 
architects are rarely builders. 

On the other hand, while professional design features some activities associated 
with professional architecture, only architecture features universal and legal 
responsibilities as pertain to documentation, contractual tasks, or post-construction 
services. In these ways, architecture is a more complex profession. So, too, are 
architecture’s complexities greater for the prescriptive or normative character of  the 
discipline. Architects are committed to conceiving how the built environment should 
look, act, and feel (Leatherbarrow, 95). The design discipline, by contrast, has a far 
weaker commitment in these regards –another indication of  the greater extent to 
which design is driven by consumer preference, even as design contributes to such 
preference-formation.

Objects of  the domain. In architecture and design alike, objects of  the domain 
comprise the realized (built, assembled, or manufactured) objects along with the 
plans for their realization, and –on one construal– the ideas those plans represent, 
too. Moreover, plans in both domains similarly constitute prospective representations 
of  imagined, future artifacts –moreover, in both domains such representations allow 
the viewer access to structures and aspects that cannot be naturally seen, as in cross-
sections or unusual perspectives (Leatherbarrow, 2001, 89). Although basic outlines 
of  an ontology may appear as roughly parallel across the two domains, there are 
differences, as well –among both plan-objects and realized objects.

As concerns plan-objects, the main differentiating aspect of  architectural 
representations (as against design drawings), is that owing to sheer scale and multiple 
levels of  detail, such representations are often compound entities (such as sets of  
multiple drawings) or collections of  perspectives dynamically generated by drawing on 
complex data sets (as in CAD or BIM representations). Only by taking together the full 
set of  such representations might we have access to the entire imagined structure, and 
even then we may only be accessing a fragment of  the whole (Hill, 1999; Leatherbarrow, 
2001).

As concerns the realized objects of  architecture and design, one prominent 
similarity in the present era is that each enjoys relations to industrial production, 
although historically design is almost exclusively so related. As Rappoport (2009) has 
noted, this close, even genetic, relationship of  design to industrial production has the 
consequence that design objects are by their nature replicable in practice. By contrast, 
whereas in principle built architectural objects may be replicable –conceivably as 
essentially so– in practice replication rarely occurs outside of  public housing or suburban 
developments., Other, more trivial differences among objects of  the two domains 
typically include scale or breadth of  utility. Further and more significant distinctions 
reflect the stable, lasting, and continual value of  built structures as compared with 
manufactured commodities or consumer goods. Thus, whereas design is often 
quotidian and even more often does not age well (e.g., from plastic shopping bags 

5   In architecture, for example, classical texts include Alberti’s De re aedificatoria (1443-1452), or Mimar Sinan’s 
autobiographies (Adsız Risale, Risāletü’l-Miʿmāriyye, Tuḥfetü’l-Miʿmārīn, Teẕkiretü’l-Ebniye, and Teẕkiretü’l-
Bünyān) (c 1588); cf. Crane, Akın, and Necipoğlu, 2006. In design, for example, classical texts are of  more recent 
vintage and include Dresser, The Art of  Decorative Design (1862) or Tschichold, Die Neue Typographie (1928).
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to ocean detritus, within weeks), architecture often aspires to create structures that 
aesthetically transcend their particular era and are built to last (e.g., Pyramid of  Khufu at 
Giza (c2580-2560 BCE, or Angkor Wat (12th century CE). In general, architecture is not 
oriented towards obsolescence and instead may generate value in re-use and even in 
ruins (Rappoport, 2009). Yet other differences consist in the tendency of  architectural 
objects to interact with environmental conditions and to shape space (as design objects 
do not), and the greater degree to which architectural objects are static and grounded 
in the earth; these are, however, tendencies and by degree (Rappoport, 2009).

Even as tendencies or by degrees, however, these sorts of  distinctions among 
realized objects of  architecture and design give some suggestion as to how to think 
about differences among the disciplines.6 If  architectural objects are generally conceived 
of  and planned for relative to long timespans, as rooted in their sites, and maintaining 
value over the long haul, they may feature, or require, qualities that do not pertain in 
the case of  other, more quotidian and obsolescence-prone objects, and the ways that 
we approach their design may vary accordingly –perhaps systematically.

History of  concepts. The histories of  these two domains, loosely understood 
as matching to their modern disciplines, intertwines from earliest times, as seen in 
compendia, manuals, or other recordings of  different ancient or antique traditions.7 As 
a modern discipline dedicated to commodity and consumer goods, design has a very 
recent history, rendering its traditions entirely and distinctively of  recent vintage in 
ways that cannot be attributed to architecture, with its clear ancient roots. Design was 
born of  the mercantile and manufacturing world of  mid-eighteenth century Europe, 
with concomitant motives of  meeting manufacture, market, and consumption needs. 
Design as a discipline was initially intended to augment the look, feel, build, and 
durability of  goods, in order to signal their overall quality and thereby represent added 
value, drive taste, and advance socially-promoted preferences.8

Despite clear differences among the domains, distinguishing architecture from 
design over the course of  history is muddied by several considerations. First, prior 
to the birth of  modern design, architecture was seen as executed through design in 
the sense that Vasari (1568), among others, indicated: the ‘…visual expression of  the 
concept” of  the artist or architect. This use of  ‘design’ –shortly thereafter transformed 
slightly to stand for ‘building schema’ or ‘plans for built structures’, or even ‘ideas 
for built structures’– quickly gained currency in architectural writing.9 In some such 
writings, there have been notable attempts to define ‘design’ as indicating a particular 

6   Such tendencies can be categorically determinative even as tendencies. For example: Design objects appear to be 
more generally what we might call maniable artifacts (M), as compared with architectural objects, which more 
closely resemble rooted, structural artifacts (R), where an artifact is M iff  it can be held, moved, or is pliable; and 
an artifact is R iff  it is not maniable. Now, not all structures in the built environment are Rs. Notably, transient 
and nomadic populations build in temporary ways sometimes to be re-created after transport (e.g., teepees); 
others not. That some elements of  the built environment are M or hybrids of  M and R does not mean, of  course, 
that they are not architecture. But it might mean that their design framework is, at least in part, shaped by and 
characteristic of  non-architectural design. 

7   On Greek architecture and design, cf. Vitruvius (15 BCE); on Indian architecture and design, cf. Mānasāra 
(            ) (sixth to eighth century CE; Acharya, 1928); on Chinese architecture and design, cf. Yingzao fashi  
(營造法式) (eleventh century CE; Feng, 2012). The link of  Aztec architecture to design is harder to discern in 
writings but imagery in codices is suggestive; cf. García Ocampo Rivera (2016).

8   Cf. Sir William Chambers (1759/91), 75; Forty, 140.

9   Cf. notebooks of  the seventeenth century British architect Roger Pratt (1928), who refers to designs and drafts 
synonymously.
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sort of  architectural idea, whether related to composition (Soane, 2000); the specifically 
unconstructed or not-yet constructed (Scott, 1914); or the intellectual and immaterial, 
as characterized architectural practice increasingly divorced from construction in 
modern times.10

Second, after the birth of  modern design, architects –individually or especially in 
groups and movements– have occasionally taken a great interest in pursuing design 
as integrated, to some degree, with architecture. Indeed, the word ‘design’ gained 
increasing currency in professional architectural circles in the West over the course 
of  the twentieth century, as emblematic of  growing interests of  architects beyond 
the built environment and buildings in particular. Among numerous such instances, 
Joseph Hudnut organized all architecture-related disciplines at Harvard University 
into the Graduate School of  Design, and in the following year brought in as Chair of  
the Architecture Department Walter Gropius, who subscribed to the slogan “from the 
spoon to the city”. This slogan (“dal cucchiaio alla città”), was initially formulated 
by the Italian architect Ernesto Nathan Rogers (1946), as based on the similar adage, 
“from sofa cushions to city building” (“vom Sofakissen zum Städtebau”), formulated 
by the German designer Hermann Muthesius some years earlier, in announcing the 
Deutscher Werkbund remit (1906, 1912).11 The core notion is that architects can design at 
all scales, from the very small to the very large, inclusive of  the standard built structures 
which fall somewhere in the middle of  the fullest scale. In Buckminster Fuller (1949), 
we find a similar view, promoting ‘comprehensive design’, the idea that all facets of  
life and instruments for living are subject to design, through the guidance of  social 
science, materials engineering, and systems analysis. Such efforts range widely –from 
Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s nearly-practical Hill House chairs (1902) to Archigram’s 
phantasmagoric cities of  the future (1960s)– and there is no principled or practical 
obstacle to such pursuits in a ‘spoonist’ key, or overlap of  architecture with design at all 
scales. Nor, however, is there anything in those efforts or their advocates that suggests 
an inherent or even compelling persistent link between the disciplines. 

These differences in architectural and design practices, objects, and histories, give us 
ample reason to suspect PHA or anti-autonomism more generally, as contingently false. 
The notion that architecture is a branch of  design reflects neither how the two domains 
or disciplines have developed, nor how they relate to one another at present; moreover, 
objects of  the two domains frequently differ in character and nature. However, there is 
a yet more compelling reason to see architecture as autonomous from design, rooted 
in the ways that each discipline is pursued, according to what might be thought of  as 
ways of  thinking, or cognitive norms, of  their respective professions.

3. Disciplinary cognitive norms: What are design thinking and architectural 
thinking?

All these differences affect the nature of  architecture and design as disciplines, with 

10   Cf. Forty, 137-138.

11   Muthesius’ Werkbund conception offered a variation on earlier motivation for design of  commodities and goods: 
industry can mass-produce culture and art to bring standardization to manufacture of  goods of  increasing and 
intentional aesthetic quality and so promote consumption of  ever-greater value. In short, aesthetic qualities 
continued to represent added value, but also stand as an intrinsically good quality of  the manufactured product. 
A similar notion was adopted by the Bauhaus (as advanced by Walter Gropius and others) and by the Ulm School 
of  Design, as advanced by Max Bill (1954); cf. Kostešić (2017).
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their attendant ways of  viewing the world, of  collecting and analyzing information, and 
of  applying resulting insights to planning or designing for new artifacts that contribute 
to aesthetic and functional betterment. Yet it seems unlikely to devise a detailed causal 
mapping of  contingent features of  architectural and design practices to the essence of  
architectural practice or of  design practice, if  only because it seems unlikely that those 
practices have any such essences. There are nevertheless marks of  distinction among 
those different practices, which we can see more readily if  we take their primary charges 
as modes of  identifying problems and seeking solutions to them. This is a notion at 
the heart of  Parsons’ view of  design –therefore, as well, of  PH and PHA– and reflects 
the package of  concepts, in design literature old and new, of  ‘design thinking’. Much, 
though not all, of  the history of  that literature is intertwined with reflections on design 
thinking as specific to architecture, and teasing the two apart can be difficult. Here I 
assume that such literature is, on the whole, primarily intended to address the nature of  
design thinking generally –and only secondarily, to address the nature of  architectural 
design thinking. This turns out to be a reasonable assumption given attempts in more 
recent literature to identify hallmarks of  design thinking specifically associated with 
architecture.

What, then, is design thinking supposed to be, and how did it evolve? A most 
general conception of  design thinking is that it offers, alternatively, descriptive or 
normative accounts of  the sorts of  thinking, and norms governing such, relative to 
design of  artifacts– where such design carefully tracks the identification and resolution 
of  problems.

The older literature on design thinking (1960s) traces back to Herb Simon’s The 
Sciences of  the Artificial (1969) and Christopher Alexander’s Notes on the Synthesis of  
Form (1964). For Simon, designing is a cognitive process of  feedback loops in which 
the designer identifies problems to be addressed and potential solutions, that are next 
prototyped and tested, to facilitate artifactual creation and advance our understanding 
from performance –which ostensibly yields new problems to be solved. In his early 
work, Alexander also tries to identify the flow of  cognition in design thinking, rendering 
the problem of  planning a new artifact into parts: first, assessing what its required 
components would be; next, identifying their needed relations; and finally, developing 
plans for the whole new artifact as based on a fuller grasp of  those constituent elements 
and their logical relations. In the later A Pattern Language (1977), Alexander and 
colleagues appear to have abandoned a cognitivist approach to design thinking, in 
favor of  a culturally-bound repertoire of  solutions to design problems –and yet, the 
notion persists that design consists in identification and resolution of  problems. The 
difference, whether an advance or otherwise, is their suggestion that we can usefully 
generate design efficiencies by providing solutions of  a standard and ready-to-use 
nature.

A next, more self-aware generation of  design thinking theorists –Donald Schön 
(The Reflective Practitioner, 1983), Peter Rowe (Design Thinking, 1987), and Bryan Lawson 
(How Designers Think, 1990)– seeks to identify ways of  thinking special to, and common 
across, all design processes. Some proposed elements in their conception of  design 
thinking are still borrowed from broader cognitive strategies. Thus, framing the problem 
as an initial, defining stage, as coupled with a stage of  relating new problems to prior 
catalogued experiences, resembles Minsky’s notion of  representing information per 
stereotyped situations (1974), along with other general cognitivist theories in a Kantian 
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vein posing the mental structuring of  experience. Other elements are more clearly 
attached to specifically design challenges. Notably, a central conceptual challenge in 
design concerns identification of  solutions in scenarios where the attendant problems 
have themselves not been identified, at least perspicuously. This challenge has elicited 
a variety of  responses; in Schön, we find the suggestion that designers draw on 
imagination and intuition to creatively identify the broadest dimensions of  a problem 
space (‘divergence’), before focusing on prospective solutions (‘convergence’). 

A third generation of  design thinking research forks into practical, managerial 
advocacy on one hand and empirical studies on the other. On the advocacy side, 
design thinking incorporates a utility calculus –typically gauged at the individual level 
(particularly relative to product design) but with the assumption that in the aggregate, 
this totals to broad social utility.12 A further step, towards social cognition of  design, 
has it that– along with traditional product design– problems of  management, policy, 
and other social character can be addressed through iterative cycles of  ideation and 
execution (Brown and Wyatt (2010); Kelley (2001)). Finally, recent empirical studies 
assess design thinking as specialized cognitive operations and practices, as iterations of  
the familiar range of  such operations: gathering, storing, and retrieving information; 
analyzing and reasoning; accumulating and representing knowledge; developing ideas 
and understanding; and directing actions on the basis of  intentions and synthesized 
understanding. Specific research in this tradition centers on such dimensions of  
design cognition as development of  design expertise (cf. overview in Cross, 2018); 
apportionment of  cognitive tasks over time in a given design process (cf. Huysentruyt, 
Lespinet-Najib, and Chen, 2012; Alexiou, Zamenopoulos, Johnson, and Gilbert, 2009); 
roles of  the visual or of  drawing in design thinking (cf. Goldschmidt, 1994); analogy, 
nonlinearity, or divergence in design thinking (cf. Özkan and Dogan, 2013; Nguyen 
and Zeng, 2012; Bila-Deroussy, Bouchard, and Diakite Kaba, 2015; and Goldschmidt, 
2016); and sources of  creativity and individual style (cf. Chan, 2015).

Over generations of  reflection on design thinking –and particularly in contemporary 
empirical study– the scope of  design cognition seems sufficiently broad as to range over 
whatever might be thought of  as architectural design thinking. Indeed, some prominent 
design thinking scholars, as architects themselves, take architecture as the base case in 
design. Indeed, conceptions of  architecture as focused on problem-solving are much 
older than the mid twentieth century design thinking tradition; as Plowright notes 
(2014, 25-26), we find talk about problem-solving in Serlio (16th century) and Durand 
(1802-1805). More to the point, design thinking and its constituent cognitive tasks 
are described in intentionally abstract terms, so as to capture the broadest range of  
design domains and tasks. But this level of  abstraction carries a risk of  skimming over 
important and distinctive features of  the given domains that span all fields in which 
design plays some role. This, it turns out, is true of  architecture: there are aspects of  
architectural thinking that are so distinctive as to not be captured in design thinking.

What is architectural thinking? One tack in defining architectural thinking as 
distinctive is to start with the generalized problem-solving conception of  design 
disciplines and show that architecture does not fit that conception. This is Plowright’s 
strategy; he argues that architectural projects do not have discrete or ‘containable’ 

12   This depends on how many people buy iPhones (for example).
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character –rather, per Rittel & Webber (1973), such projects are typically ‘wicked’ 
problems. Further, the situation or scenarios that architectural projects address are 
not really solutions, after all, because they do not correspond to actual problems 
(Plowright, 26). Instead, Plowright says, architectural projects are responses to sets of  
“pressures, forces, perceptions, desires, priorities, and values” (26). What he is alluding 
to here as forcing non-discreteness, non-containability, and non-problem status is the 
extraordinarily complex nature of  architectural competitions, requests for bids or 
proposals, and other contemporary scenarios in response to which project designs are 
created. The responses so crafted, Plowright proposes, are far greater in complexity 
than design solutions focused on ‘merely’ aesthetics or functionality. 

Plowright’s alternative picture of  architectural thinking features three principal 
modes in which architects appeal to different norms for reasoning and starting points. 
First, he suggests, architects appeal to patterns and rules to determine the design; 
Durand (1802-05) is an early proponent and Christopher Alexander et. al. (1977) are 
late proponents. Second, architects appeal to a norm-guided negotiation of  forces, both 
internal and external to the project and planned structure, as may characterize systems 
comprising the structure and its context –and as prompt navigating opportunities 
and constraints that complex projects present. Pertinent historical cases include 
construction of  the Centre Pompidou (Beaubourg) in Paris (Renzo Piano and Richard 
Rogers, 1971-77) and the first and second World Trade Centers in New York (One and 
Two World Trade Center, Minoru Yamasaki, 1968-71; and One World Trade Center, David 
M. Childs (SOM), 2006-13), or reconstruction of  Potsdamer Platz (Renzo Piano, 
Hans Kollhoff, Richard Rogers, Helmut Jahn, Rafael Moneo, et. al., 1991-present). 
Multidimensional cases like these show how architects gauge competing interests, 
preferences, and needs of  varied stakeholders (as well as site- or use-specific concerns), 
requiring not merely sensitivity, perspective, and tact –but also adherence to rules of  
political engagement and negotiation, such as reciprocity, trust, fairness, or objectivity. 
And third, architects appeal to some central, overarching concept that drives all 
design or other considerations, such as are associated with ideologies like Modernist 
formalism or, more generically and traditionally, the parti or simple guiding idea as 
initially identified in the design process. Each of  these norms and starting points for 
architectural reasoning has a variety of  historical and contemporary advocates, and in 
the architectural design process each may be used with others, non-exclusively. That 
said, it is the second sort of  appeal, with its emphasis on normative negotiation of  
forces relative to a system, that Plowright poses in particular as the sort of  thinking that 
architects pursue in response to the complexity of  scenarios they address, particularly 
in light of  the public engagement of  architects. 

There is much that is correct in Plowright’s proposal: as an empirical matter, these 
are among the norms and starting points for architectural reasoning. That said, it is 
not clear that these are sufficiently distinctive to separate architectural reasoning from 
other or generic design thinking. For one, the challenge of  navigating “pressures, forces, 
perceptions, desires, priorities, and values” is a sort of  problem, albeit of  possibly 
varying complexity by degrees, and perhaps even by kind, frequently encountered in 
product, commercial, or other design. Thus, movements for socially-responsible and 
participatory design promote design processes that are user-engaging and community-
based, culturally and ethically sensitive, and welfare-maximizing (Papanek, 1973; 
Margolin and Margolin, 2002; Bannon and Ehn, 2012; Clark, 2013). The products 
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of  such processes optimally advance quality of  life and avoid costs to humanity 
(e.g., energy-efficient transport or low-cost prosthetic limbs). But at all events they 
should demand awareness of  norms for negotiating diverse interest and perspectives. 
Accordingly, what for Plowright represents the most distinctive aspect of  architectural 
reasoning ends up as no more distinctive than a special sort of  problem-solving in the 
classical framework of  design thinking. 

For another, while architecture features a notable complexity or non-discreteness 
(wickedness), it’s not just those features that distinguish architecture –if  they distinguish 
it at all– from design generally. For truly distinctive features of  architectural practice 
and reasoning, we would do well to look at the distinctive nature of  architectural 
objects. A different tack, then, to identifying specifically architectural thinking follows 
a bottom-up approach. We start with distinguishing features of  architecture and see 
what those require in architectural thinking –and as may be unavailable in design 
thinking generally.

As noted in section two, numerous features of  architectural objects –particularly 
among realized, built structures– distinguish them from other sorts of  artifacts. In 
consideration of  some such features –and yet other distinctive features of  architectural 
objects– architectural thinking also takes on a distinctive character. Such features of  
built architectural objects include their (1) capacity for spatial structuring and for 
environmental impact (traffic, flow, and other behavior); (2) persistent, diverse, full-
body engagement of  people; (3) interconnectivity with other architectural objects, 
to jointly constitute networks of  architectural objects and topographical and social 
context; and (4) prospectively lengthy lifespan and flux over that lifespan. All these 
features in turn motivate a fifth feature –but of  architectural representational objects– 
with potential to drive distinctive sorts of  reasoning in architecture. This fifth feature 
is the quality of  architectural plans of  being neutral, open, or extensible so as to 
accommodate future activity, behavior, choices, and change. Architects need plans to be 
not-fixed, to the greatest extent possible, to account for the nature of  built architectural 
objects lasting for what may be a very long time, with the various capacities for open-
ended engagement with users and surroundings even during the planned program for 
the built objects, and with re-use possibilities that are perforce unknown. Plowright 
is correct to highlight the non-discrete and non-containable nature of  architecture; 
however, his focus on those features of  scenario prompts (in effect: design challenges 
or problems) doesn’t provide architectural thinking with a mark of  distinction. The 
non-discrete and non-containable nature of  the possible responses or solutions –that is, 
built architectural objects and their corresponding plans– however, does.

4. Architectural Thinking as Distinctive
In light of  these special features of  architectural objects, at least two aspects of  

architectural thinking distinguish it from design thinking generally.
For one, the open-ended, indeterminate nature of  the life of  a built structure 

means that architectural thinking should allow for recalibration of  the knowledge base, 
of  understanding, and of  ideas regarding that structure. This is to accommodate new 
information introduced at any stage of  the designing process or subsequent to it, from 
construction through the course of  the structure’s lifespan. For example, architects 
routinely orchestrate on-site changes as prompted by site- or construction-driven needs 
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and requirements.13 A designer of  pencils or wall brackets has a limited role in this 
regard –limited, that is, by the nature of  the objects, their expectable re-use and life 
cycle, and their manufacture (and patent rights) as much as by anything else. Design 
thinking likely incorporates feedback on something like the Simon model, but does 
not incorporate recalibration as in architectural thinking.14 The recalibration built into 
architectural thinking anticipates and facilitates re-use over the long haul –namely, for 
the same designed artifact, at least as concerns the same version.

For another, and of  greater import, design and architecture feature entirely 
different sorts of  solution-types. General design produces schema for broadly-
applicable, complete, and fixed solutions to problems. Thus, for example, the designs 
for the Helvetica font (Max Miedinger and Eduard Hoffman, 1957) or the K-brick 
(Anna Keichline, 1927) addressed practical challenges with design solutions that were 
deployable across a wide variety of  contexts, because mass produced and simple to 
distribute; were self-contained, in that execution on the design realized or produced the 
whole item; and non-extensible, in yielding more or less the functionality for which they 
were designed –and no more. Not all of  general design may have all of  these features 
yet they appear to be broadly characteristic. It is a further question as to whether such 
features represent constraints on aesthetic intentions or appreciation relative to general 
design, as much as they do on the functional character of  designed objects.

By contrast, architecture produces plans that (a) while they may be broadly 
applicable, also may only be applied once and in a given context; (b) may be 
incomplete solutions; and (c) are almost never fixed solutions. As concerns (a), built 
structures may come in multiples but even an architectural plan specifying multiple 
structures may only eventuate in one instance being realized. As concerns (b), the 
incompleteness of  architectural solutions is evidenced by the contributions of  
contractors in contemporary construction, who make any number of  changes to build 
structures under development, as supplemental to highly detailed specifications drawn 
up by architects.15 And as concerns (c), every extension ever added to a house, castle, 
factory, or museum is a case of  what was, in its initial plan, a non-fixed solution to the 
initial design challenge. All such cases point to solution-types that shape architectural 
thinking as approximations addressing an indefinite future, in contrast with solution-
types that shape design thinking as viable schema for present use and experience. 

13   As Leatherbarrow notes, Vitruvius himself  highlights the role of  architects in making adjustments to buildings 
under construction.

14   One regular exception here is code design, which often shares with architecture the characteristic feature of  
open-ended, indeterminate life-cycle –though typically in the case of  code, lifecycle is far more constrained than 
in the architecture case, by external factors such as rapid change in programming environments, viz. platforms 
and languages.

15   What architects call ‘design intent’ illustrates the incompleteness of  solutions in architectural design (Grondzik 
2004). The intent is more detailed than the project programme or brief, which outlines the nature of  the structure to be 
built and the basic goals and requirements for the building project. Further details of  design intent spell out how, 
from the architect’s perspective, the built structure would realize those goals and meet those requirements in the 
resulting spaces, with the forms so created, and in terms of  necessary systems. All of  this, however, is significantly 
less detailed than more granular solutions provided in further stages of  defining technical specifications (‘specs’) 
and construction or contractor details. There is, in fairness, a great deal of  flux historically and at present as to 
where the architect’s job ends and the technical detailer’s job begins. Yet the basic notion of  design intent is that 
the architect’s core design idea is at a level of  detail that, being highly incomplete, allows for multiple –perhaps 
very many –modes of  realization.
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Conclusion
In light of  the nature of  its objects, representational or built, architecture has at least 

these attendant cognitive norms: requiring recalibration in thinking about plans for a 
given built structure, and reasoning to solutions that are incomplete or non-fixed. Given 
the PH view of  design, those norms appear sufficient to embracing autonomism. The 
problem for the anti-autonomist, in short, is that design cannot subsume architecture 
if  design thinking cannot accommodate all of  architectural thinking, and architecture’s 
varying cognitive norms indicate that such accommodation is not possible.

On the other hand, it may be thought that, rather than taking these features of  
architectural objects and architectural cognitive norms, plus the PH view of  design, as 
evidence for autonomism, we should sooner throw out or amend PH (or, in particular, 
Parsons’ view). Thus, given the open-ended nature of  architectural solution-types 
that drives a sort of  reasoning distinctive to architecture, Parsons’ plausibility test is 
not easily gauged in the moment, at creation of  the plan or schema –and is nearly 
impossible to gauge for the long term– in light of  the high incidence among built 
architectural objects of  re-use, disuse, destruction, or even simpler changes. On the 
other hand, many built structures last over great timespans and many more still are 
built to do so. So the very notion of  a plausibility test may be untenable, if  we insist 
that architectural reasoning is a species of  design reasoning generally.

That approach, however, requires tinkering with a view about the nature of  design 
that appears to cover just about all standard cases, once we exempt architecture from the 
ranks of  general design. Aside from posing a less costly solution, we have ample reason 
to take architectural objects, the solution-types they represent, and the corresponding 
cognitive norms of  architecture, as distinctive enough to mark them as autonomous 
from design as a whole.
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“Lo impreso exige una humildad de espíritu por cuya falta muchas de 
las bellas artes se tambalean ahora en experimentos de autoconciencia 
y sensiblería. No hay nada simple ni aburrido en lograr una página 
transparente. La ostentación vulgar es el doble de fácil que la disciplina”.

 Beatrice Warde, The Crystal Goblet, 
 or why printings should be invisible (1930)

“El diseño que es objetivo, comprometido con el bien común, 
bien compuesto y delicado, constituye la base del comportamiento 
democrático”.

 Josef  Müller-Brockmann, Grid and Design Philosophy (1981)
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