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From the Editor: The Future Is Now

In April, the Monterey Design Confer-
ence begins our countdown—1000 days
until the 21st century. The global com-
munity will celebrate 2000 years of the
“Common Era,” since the so-named
Anno Domini. Travel advisors around
the world are booking exotic venues
from which to ring in the new millen-
ium. I am as much a popular culture
addict as anyone, and [ tend to actually
believe my fantasies are real. Therefore,
I have already selected a flight that will
let me circle the planet and bring in the
new year twice. But what would I really
be celebrating?

Like you, I've read several dozen
millenial manifestos, including my own,
and the righteous challenge to punctuate
the turn of a century with self-reflection
followed by jubilation is beginning to
get old. As I face my own future, I real-
ize that today is the measure of yester-
day’s understanding of “the future.”
To the extent that futuristics serves to
frame our daily decisions within our
responsibilities to coming generations,
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its practice serves us well. But the de-
gree to which our millenial fever be-
comes a justification for anything and
everything, it dangerously displaces our
obligation to act responsibly today.

The articles that comprise “The
Future of the Architecture Profession:
Part Two,” therefore, have a somewhat
different character than the first. They
are selected to embody the future as it
exists In our present, to encourage us
to embrace the breadth of work and the
variety of practices that already engage
each other on the terrain of architec-
ture.

When every computer clock in the
world passes 11:59 pm January 31,
1999 and chaos reigns in our new infor-
mation society, perhaps we will remem-
ber that our visions are always tested in
real time, where history is now and our
dreams, as lived, are revealed.

Mike Martin takes the helm with
the next edition. It has been a pleasure
serving as your editor.

Lian Hurst Mann, AIA
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The Place of Design in the
Fluid American Landscape

Barton Phelps, FAIA

The 1996 program of the Committee
on Design has unfolded a structured
examination of the tenuous relationship
between the efforts of professional
designers and the look and feel of the
everyday built landscape of America
today. Entitled Changing American
Landscapes: the View from the River,
its aim has been to better understand
the rational and irrational forces cur-
rently shaping our countryside, towns,
and cities and to learn if and how de-
sign can play a more significant role in
the ongoing changes we are all observ-
ing. The unifying context of these stud-
ies is the great valley of the Mississippi
River and the distinctly different re-
gions outlying three cites that display a
built record of formative 19th century
development followed in this century
by differing physical responses to social
and economic change, expansion, re-
newal, preservation, and the colossal
overlay of modern infrastructure.

One focus of the program is on
communities—neighborhoods, towns,
new developments—as examples of
change or continuity. Other studies in-
clude comparing old and new patterns
of spatial use—both designed and “un-
designed”—and examining relation-
ships between architectural form and
history, demographics, lifestyle, and
national/regional mythologies and their
expression in the built environment.
Throughout the year we have examined
what has been called the fluid land-
scape that has emerged across America,
trying to understand what it produces
and what it abandons, and asking how
designers can participate more usefully
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in the altering dynamic around us as we
move into the 21st century. Based on
the point of view of this study, I offer
the following thoughts on the future of
our profession.

The most significant change for
architecture in the immediate future has
taken place already—over the past forty
years—and without much notice by ar-
chitects. It is the transformation of the
American landscape from a composi-
tion of well-defined spaces to a fluid
landscape largely influenced and con-
trolled by high-speed roadways. Cul-
tural geographers have observed that
orientation toward place as a socio-
cultural definer is being supplanted by
an orientation toward time that is
marked more by how we spend it than
where. The gradual disappearance of
regional identity in the built landscape
can be traced to the same sources as
can the eclipse of architecture’s former
symbolic functions as an influential
expression of order and permanence.
Much has already been written about
the reasons for this—increased mobil-
ity, corporate media inundation, and
the “Information Super-Highway” that
has begun to produce what MIT Dean
William Mitchell has described in a
recent book on the spatial impacts of
computer technology as “the City of
Bits.” None of this is good news for
traditional architectural practice.

One result is increasingly intense
competition for a limited amount of
planning and design work in controlled
landscapes that, usually for symbolic
reasons, continue to operate under tra-
ditional design principles—college cam-



puses, regulated urban streetscapes, his-
toric public spaces, government build-
ings, etc. The parallel and often-cited
demise of the general practice in archi-
tecture probably represents the begin-
ning of the end for independent, private
architectural practice as it is tradition-
ally known.

Another aspect of the fluid land-
scape is the explosion in roadway-re-
lated design work that purists formerly
might not have considered to be the
realm of architecture. Now that most
small town main streets have been eco-
nomically evacuated by the shopping
mall or the WalMart, the most influen-
tial anti-urban agents appear to be
corporate-run, travel-related franchises
and entertainment venues, frequently
not related to gambling. Much of this
construction is viewed as “temporary”
by its developers, and it now occurs
without traditional planning input. The
eventual urbanizing of this new land-
scape will require public and private
design and planning intervention.

The advanced state of decay in the
building stock, both urban and rural, as
well as much of the infrastructure pro-
duced in this century will, in the context
of predicted slow economic growth and
increasingly intolerable levels of pov-
erty, eventually require a massive re-
placement response. Architects will
probably play a larger role in both the
public and private sector aspects of this.
Prefabricated and mobile buildings and
their incorporation into the landscape
in a controlled way will be a significant
part of this replacement.

An increasingly important attitude
shift for architects will be to see their
training and analytical/synthetic exper-
tise in terms of its usefulness in the col-
lective built environment rather in terms
of individual buildings for individual
clients. This will allow observant de-
signers to develop new roles for them-
selves in both the public and private
sector as traditional practice disappears.

Such self-definition has in the past been
relatively rare in this extremely norma-
tive profession. The shift from fixed,
place-based political landscapes of the
19th and 20th centuries to the mobile,
time-related, vernacular landscapes cur-
rently emerging in the United States will
play an important role in redefining the
work of designers.

Increasing, diversity in client types
is closely related to enormous diversity
in architectural practice, and the range
of services and delivery strategies contin-
ues to expand. One important gradient
in this demand is cultural. It is exempli-
fied by the differing urges of clients to
see themselves, on one hand, as part of
a permanent culture creating an appro-
priately permanent built expression of
its history and, on the other, as part of
the tradition of the Enlightenment eco-
nomic philosophy of John Locke and
the Frontier Thesis of Frederick Jackson
Turner, to view the landscape as a tem-
porary mechanism for the production
of capital and, usually less consciously,
as the traditionally American expression
of its mythic domination by pioneers of
one sort or another.

The service requirements demanded
by these different orientations can differ
greatly in speed of delivery and cost. A
single client may embody either or both
attitudes in response to a proposed
project. An interesting demonstration
of this duality can be found in the typi-
cally schizophrenic public approach to
historic preservation in this country (we
want to save it and we want to tear it
down), and architects can usually be
found to support either side. A critically
important question is whether clients
will continue to define the limits of ar-
chitectural practice or will practitioners
succeed in inventing their own signifi-
cance and defining their own expertise
in the future landscape.

Survival of the profession appears
to have become an acceptable topic for
conversation. It will be interesting to ob-
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serve just how strongly architects want
to preserve architecture as a distinct
profession and how this will affect the
ability of architects to continue to
present even the modest attraction to
clients that they traditionally have had
in the United States. Many practitioners
now speak with great enthusiasm about
the effects of removing the word “archi-
tect” from their stationery because of
its too-limiting and rigidly-stereotyped
recognition among client types looking
for flexible consulting and accommo-
dating management expertise. Redefin-
ing the nature of architectural services
and renaming the profession in re-
sponse to client needs might be seen an
overdue recognition of what economists
have long characterized as the “elastic
demand curve” for architectural ser-
vices as distinct from more constant
demands in law and medicine.

On another level, the emerging
fluid landscape is not generally held to
be beautiful, coherent, or meaningful in
any complex way. It will probably fall
to the civic and cultural motivations of
designers, planners, and clients, work-
ing together, to perfect the new product
and to give it expressive significance.

As in other professions, some of
the most formidable barriers to change
often come from within the mentality
of the profession itself. One particularly
arrogant tradition within the modern
architectural profession is represented
by the often heard urge to “educate the
public.” Most thoughtful practitioners
have concluded that education between
architects and clients or a larger public
is, at least, a two-way street. Many
recognized designers have built a repu-
tation on their ability to make listening
the basis of their design philosophy.

Changes in professional services
offered by architects and emerging al-
ternative roles for persons trained in
architectural design suggest that at least
some members of the profession are ca-
pable of shedding its traditional elitism.
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A similarly erroneous projection can be
found in the common complaint that
“the schools are failing the profession.”
Clear-minded evaluations of recent
graduates today suggest that they are as
well or better trained than the graduates
of a generation ago and in many cases
now surpass their employers in technical
skills. The recurrence of the denuncia-
tion of academic endeavor is perhaps
more revealing about the profession
than about the educational milieu.

The logic of such fallacies failing,
it would appear that architects may
need to become even more self-reliant
in demonstrating the value of their ser-
vices—they need to be better at what
they do. This means that their work
needs to be recognizably superior in
some way, and also suggests that the in-
ternal development of professional skills
is probably of equal or greater signifi-
cance than external promotional efforts.

For example, it long has been rec-
ognized by many that the primary im-
portance of professional awards and
recognition programs is as a means for
architects to share and compare their
own professional accomplishments.

The value of such recognition to the
profession is directly dependent upon
the full evaluation and discussion of
award- winning work and the broad
dissemination of this discussion to all
interested professionals.

In the past, the profession has
usually had to rely upon brief AIA an-
nouncements or the stilted promotional/
editorial approaches of architectural
magazines whose interests may be
quite apart from demonstrating the true
diversity of contemporary architectural
practice or supplying thoughtful, con-
structive criticism.

Barton Phelps, FAIA, is 1996 Chair

of the AIA Committee on Design and
principal of the firm Barton Phelps and
Associates.



