
Analysis of the intersection between architecture and politics is central to the interdisciplinary project of current 
architectural history.  Yet the ways in which we define the ‘political’ and the aspects of politics with which we engage vary 
widely.  For some, especially historians of modern architecture, a political analysis means the dissection of discourses of 
knowledge/power, or the spectacle, as instantiated in buildings, and architectural or urbanistic culture more generally. 
Studies of earlier periods have considered architecture’s mobilization in the service of the state, the city, and other 
claimants to authority, and have examined the ways in which the ‘jurisdiction’, that form of property which is at once a 
territory and a power, or a privilege, was affirmed and secured through architectural means.
Others engage with politics as an arena of conflict between ideologies (or less coherent bundles of ideas and aims) 
within which architecture and its destruction are used as tools or weapons; or with the fine grain of legislation around 
property ownership, planning and infrastructure in which the state and the built environment are inseparably implicated.  
The importance of specificity and care in the delineation of the particular geopolitical conditions is widely accepted, but 
less attention is perhaps paid to the fluidity of these conditions and their internal contestation. 
Close attention to what, exactly, we’re doing when we engage with architecture in political context, or with a politics of 
architecture, can reinvigorate the discussion.  The aim is not to attempt firm definitions but to open up new possibilities, 
and enable fruitful dialogues between different periods and regions of architectural history as well as with the related 
disciplines of urban, design, and landscape history.
Pairs of position papers will be followed by open discussion, with the chairs providing a summary analysis at the end 
of the session.

Analyzing Architecture and States: Which Cases, What Scales?
Greg Hise — University of Nevada, U.S.
If a researcher sought to test the premise that architecture has been constitutive of states and that this process has 
been operative across geographic areas and time periods how might they proceed?  Which aspects of politics and state 
building would one choose to examine?  At which scale, or scales, would a scholar frame such an investigation?  These 
are questions of research design.  The choices scholars make, how they answer these questions, have implications 
for methods.  The latter ought to be understood broadly to include the selection of cases studied, the data collected 
or generated, the techniques employed when analyzing sources, and the narrative strategies adopted for presenting 
findings.  For this roundtable I will consider the issue of case selection and the related issue of scale. 
The case, drawn from current research in legal records, housing surveys, property deeds, and policy, will illustrate 
how the practice and ideology of law served as an unintentional and unacknowledged determinant for design and 
construction in American cities during the twentieth century.  Analyzing housing conditions, residential segregation, 
legislation and the law as entwined processes with consequences for the built environment is itself multi-scalar.  From 
the micro scale of activists, individuals and affiliations of the politically engaged whose direct action tactics engendered 
public debate about discrimination in housing, to the mezzo scale of institutions and organizations such as the NAACP, 
to the macro scale of federal legislation and judicial rulings the struggle to open housing to all citizens was a movement 
that helped define politics and that in the process redefined relations among citizens, communities and states.  Ideas 
and practices enacted in the United States could be compared with housing programs in Europe in ways other than 
judging one superior or engaging in a search for better practices and proscription.

Twentieth-Century Historiography, Twenty-First-Century Architectural Enactment
Felipe Hernández — University of Cambridge, U.K.
Scholarship on Latin American architecture has been largely limited to modernism. However, the recent re-emergence 
of Latin America at the centre of contemporary architectural debates has introduced a new set of political issues that 
simultaneously re-intensifies discussions on modernism and questions its validity. 
By examining two key texts on Latin American architecture and through a detailed analysis of Medellín, Colombia, this 
paper argues three main points: 
a. That the modes of historical inscription that have been used to register architectural production in Colombia (and 
Latin America) have been equivocal and inappropriate –because the scholarly debate is about tracing a European and 
North American genealogy as a way of validating Latin American architecture.
b. That recent practices in deprived areas can be understood as a critique of modernist discourse, evident in the diversion 
from the provision of housing to the provision of urban infrastructure, in the reduced scale of recent interventions, and 
in the tendency to mix programmes. 
c. That the very recognition of the poor as a constituent of the city in recent practices is a challenge to the principles 
of the Modern city.  At the same time, though, such a recognition is countered by the fact that the poor only appear in 
architectural discourse due to the insertion of new buildings in the shantytowns. 
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In this way, this paper engages with the politics of architectural history, by questioning its methods of inscription, and 
with the politics of architectural enactment, by revealing the effects that buildings have on the social fabric of one of 
Medellín’s most complex deprived areas.

Rulers and Great Churches in the Gothic era – Limits and Possibilities: The Case of St Stephen’s 
in Vienna and the Habsburg Dynasty
Andreas Puth — University of Leipzig, Germany
The ruler-based approach to the phenomenon of the Gothic cathedral – epitomized by Hans Sedlmayr’s ideological concept 
of the French Gothic cathedral as Königskirche (1948/50) – has long pervaded the historiography of Gothic architecture 
and survives today in spite of significant methodological questioning. A few prominent cases where an individual ruler’s 
direct impact on the building process has been argued forcefully – King Henry III and Westminster Abbey, or the Emperor 
Charles IV and Prague Cathedral – still overshadow what tends to be much more diverse great church patronage.
It has to be stressed more emphatically that architecture is by no means easily ‘readable’ in a particular way. Ruler-
specific objects inside a church cannot simply be taken as partes pro toto; more attention must be paid to actual historical 
complexities with regard to societal groups and layers other than the ruler/court involved in the funding and decision-
making processes; and more reflection is needed on the implications of tying long-term construction projects to very 
specific short-term constellations during the reign of a particular ruler.
These issues will be exemplified by the case of St Stephen’s in Vienna – parish church, subsequently collegiate church 
and ‘mausoleum’ of the Habsburg dukes of Austria, and cathedral only from 1469. The church has long been interpreted 
as owing its large-scale if protracted rebuilding during the 14th and 15th centuries to the immediate impact of the 
dynasty: witness a recent monograph on St Stephen’s with the programmatic sub-title ‘Architecture as Symbol of the 
House of Austria’ (Böker 2007). Yet questioning the notion of the ruler as a patron directly involved in artistic and 
architectural decision-making allows other, more nuanced, political analyses to be made. 

Shortcomings of Political Control on Architecture in Totalitarian Regimes: The Example of 
Socialist Romania after WWII
Adriana Diaconu — Ecole nationale supérieure d’architecture Paris - Val de Seine, Frankrijk
Architectural histories of European totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century have evolved especially since the 1960s. 
While previous art-historical works (Hellmut Lehmann-Haupt, 1954) claimed an absolute control of political power on 
architecture, later researchers (e.g. Barbara Miller Lane, 1968; Anders Åman, 1992) have argued against an implicit relation 
between architecture and politics (i.e. architecture and ideology, form and its political meaning) during the Nazi and Stalin 
eras. Control over architectural creation proved to have been a lot less efficient than previously considered, mostly because 
the instructions given in this area had often been vague and contradictory. The gap between discourses and practice was 
obvious, especially in the field of housing. Continuities with the architectural practice of earlier periods also emerged.
Our claim of a soft relation between architecture and politics is equally inspired by the work of historians, political 
scientists, geographers, sociologists (e.g., on the USSR, like Mosche Lewin, Alain Blum; DDR - Sandrine Kott, Jay 
Rowell; Poland - Lydia Coudroy de Lille, etc.) that have focused on different aspects of “real socialism” and not on the 
claims of political regimes. This bottom-up approach focusing on societies instead of political agendas questions the real 
functioning of these government systems in their repressive aspects, but also in their limits and malfunctioning.
The example of the political change in Romania after WWII as reflected in the field of housing construction allows us 
to discuss this approach. The analysis of the evolution of the relation between architecture and politics from one regime 
to the next brings out continuities over the longer term. Moreover, it considers the political field as made up of state 
institutions, policies and planning strategies, social classes’ transformation, and inertia … – that often contradicted 
official discourses.

Architectural Space and Informational Space in Modern Politics
Richard Wittman — University of California at Santa Barbara, U.S.
The functions of architectural space in public culture were dramatically transformed with the emergence of an 
informational public sphere during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The emergence of modern media culture 
effected a historically unprecedented reconfiguration of the spatial bases of culture and society. For the first time, 
spatially exploded, socially heterogeneous, anonymous publics were able to conduct informed and detailed discussions 
of public matters; to “make something public” began having more to do with availability in the disembodied information 
economy of print than it did with a presence in actual public space. This spatio-informational shift brought about major 
changes in virtually every sector of social existence, but it also created enormous anxieties about the supposed loss of 
more intimately scaled forms of traditional experience and culture; anxieties that have subsequently surfaced repeatedly 
as an underlying stake in various political ideologies. 
My intervention will examine how, in a variety of different political contexts, the embodied, humanly scaled qualities of 
architectural space have been used, implicitly or explicitly, positively or negatively, as an emblem of earlier, supposedly 
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superannuated modes of existence. These notions are probably most familiar in twentieth-century politics, where 
the identification of monumentality with fascism, and of the distributed information network with liberation, is a 
commonplace; and in twentieth-century theory and philosophy as well, where they surface in the work of figures 
ranging from Georges Bataille to Manuel Castells. I propose in my presentation to put these more recent examples in 
a longer context by presenting the example of eighteenth-century Paris, where the figure of architectural space played 
a key rhetorical role, via the recent proliferation of print culture, in the deeply politicized cultural debates by which 
contemporaries – forbidden by law from discussing politics openly – managed to argue about the myriad upheavals that 
preceded, and ultimately erupted into, the French Revolution.

The Politics in the Silence: A Method for a History of Architecture during Franquista Spain
Maria Gonzales Pendas — Columbia University, U.S.
The relationship between architectural forms and political ideology has repeatedly proven to be anything but binding; 
just as forms do not intrinsically hold political values or ideas, neither does one architect’s ideology or claims, which 
are too often ambiguous. Rather, architecture is political as a discourse—or a matrix of built objects, images, words and 
institutions—and in as much as it produces, and is produced by, the social and cultural values of the place and time in 
which it takes place; inevitably. The task in hand is then to reconstruct the social and cultural landscape around which 
certain forms evolve. The question becomes less what do we mean by the “political” in architecture, than how can 
thinking through architecture help in grasping the political scenario of a particular time in place; an scenario hardly ever 
self-revealing. Arguably, and ever since the alleged general withdrawal of architecture from explicit political alliances 
in the wake of World War II (what has been acknowledged as architecture’s retreat to aesthetics and technology) the 
challenge is increasingly how to discern the political dimensions of a seemingly apolitical architecture, as curtailed by 
that very divide between political, technological and aesthetic discourses. 
I will nuance this position through an exegesis on my research methodology and my argument on the rapport 
between architecture and politics in Spain during the 1950s, when Francisco Franco’s dictatorship went from being a 
military autarky to somewhat of a technocracy, while maintaining the conservative, Catholic, and authoritarian values 
fundamental to the dictatorship. In this context the dialectic architecture/politics assumed a very particular discursive 
form, one best characterized in terms of silence. By this I mean that architecture took on a seemingly non-theoretical 
theory that focused on construction and materiality, rejected critical and literary production, and redefined engagement 
in terms of technical expertise and the ethics of social service. This building-based mode of architectural discourse 
apparently depoliticized architecture and distanced it from ideology, thus conforming to Franquismo in its technocratic 
phase. Given that architects occupied themselves primarily with building, I choose the building as the point of departure 
for a multifarious inquiry about the participants, agents and conditions gathered in it. This way, I present a case study 
in which the political arises from the architectural object when this is placed in the midst of the cultural relationships 
that conform it, and that are in turn conformed by it.
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