
“LEIBNIZ. In a certain sense you never see the sea, just as you never 

see the sky. The perception of the sea, with all its waves and reflec-

tions, is made up of thousands of miniscule, fleeting, imperceptible 

sensations. The wave that you see coming is made of movements of 

water that are so fine, tenuous and swift that you could never see 

them. This is why, although the sea is there right before your eyes, it is 

as if it remained eternally possible – it is the very image of possibility.”

(Giorgio Agamben, Pulcinella)  

INTRODUCTION: THE BEST OF ALL POSSIBLE ... 

This essay is prompted by a single phrase embedded in the call for 

papers – “…the best of all available knowledge…”1 It would be easy to 

overlook the significance of this brief extracted fragment by taking 

for granted we know and understand what is indeed the best in the 

context of the education of an architect. Within the overall frame-

work of the conference such considerations could be seen as offering 

a relevant dialectical antithesis to the main thesis of the conference. 

It is important to consider how questions of the ‘best’ in relation to 

knowledge have come to be seen by some as being of lesser impor-

tance in our conversations about education. If we do not strive for 

what is the best then we may loose an overall sense of telos or purpo-

siveness in our various endeavors. The best is the highest good (both 

in theory and practice). So the best is at least a double condition rath-

er than a singular condition. In Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics there are 

no less than three philosophical meanings of the word “best”. First 

there is best as the Idea of the good (here Idea in a Platonic sense and 

the good are synonymous), secondly the best as the common good 

and thirdly the best in a practical sense.2 There is then a noble best 

and a practical best. 

The viability of the conference theme on “The Practice of Teaching 

and the Teaching of Practice: The Teacher’s Hunch” may actually rely 

upon establishing a foundation for determining what the best of all 

available knowledge consists of towards our common pursuits. Here 

one might propose the word ‘available’ be replaced by the word ‘pos-

sible’ so the fragment would now read – the best of all possible knowl-

edge. The distinction between availability and possibility although 

seemingly minor becomes a crucial one. Availability has to do with 

use and acquisition in the sense that something or someone is either 

available or is not available. The notion of availability lacks the gravi-

tas of possibility that can lead to actuality. With the idea of possibili-

ty emerges the transcendental question of the freedom for good and 

evil adjudicated under a form of divine justice. Invoking possibility 

over availability is an acknowledgment of the perennial importance 

of the ancient Aristotelian dyad of potency/act in the deeper back-

ground of our theories and practices. In a world of crass availabilities, 

“need is so many bananas”.3 In what follows the word “knowledge” 

is understood in Aristotelian sense of the fourfold of causation giv-

ing us the possibility to bring forth what we know, what Heidegger 

poeticized as modes of occasioning – the material, formal, efficient 

and final causes.4

A series of questions now arise. In a world seemingly overtaken 

by a kind of identity-based relativism is it still possible and worthy to 
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strive for what is best? The idea of the best may strike some read-

ers as an outdated authoritative quest for establishing an impossible 

universal against the exigencies of the individual but clearly we are 

in need of some general concepts to guide our common endeavors 

in teaching and practice. Could this simple fragment from the call for 

papers potentially assist us in assessing our current situation as edu-

cators and practitioners of architecture? What would it mean to bring 

the best of all possible knowledge to the setting of an academic design 

studio and the education of an architect in general? Can we know 

what is the best outside of an ontotheological framework?5 Here one 

veers with caution and some trepidation into questions of faith in a 

post-secular age.

TOWARDS A THEODICY OF THE EDUCATION OF AN 
ARCHITECT

Almost immediately when thinking of the idea of the best the 

thought of Leibniz’s Theodicy comes to mind and his idea that despite 

of (an even because of) the existence of evil this is indeed the best of 

all possible worlds, as God would not have done otherwise.6 To better 

understand the general intention of any theodicy Kant, a strong critic 

of theodicy, clearly articulates what theodicy is. He writes theodicy is 

“…the defense of the highest wisdom of the creator against the charge 

which reason brings against it for whatever is counterpurposive in the 

world.”7  An example of something counterpurposive is the existence 

of evil. Why would the best permit evil? The problem of the existence 

of evil has vexed the most brilliant philosophers for centuries. It is 

however important in this particular discussion.

Critics of the Theodicy such as Voltaire responded with disdain, 

especially in light of the great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755 arguing if 

this is the best of all possible worlds how does one account for the 

actual existence of evil, injustice and calamity under the so-called jus-

tice of God? Other critics such as Immanuel Kant, like a lawyer pros-

ecuting a case in the “court of philosophy”, made a point-by-point 

refutation of any form of theodicy. For Kant all theodicy (literally 

meaning the justice of God) including Leibniz’s was a presumptuous 

“miscarriage” of the architectonic limits of knowledge and reason 

claiming to make what is inscrutable to us (God’s way) be an open 

book to be read by mere mortals.8 While accepting the powerful cri-

tique of the idea of theodicy undertaken by Kant and others it is the 

intent of this essay to remain open to the ‘optimistic’ and ‘extravagant’ 

possibilities articulated by Leibniz. For in the end we must believe in 

what we teach and how we practice. Confusing knowledge with belief 

can be a fatal error especially in education. You must know some-

thing to teach but more importantly one must believe in something. 

In a non-theological sense we do not teach what we know but what 

we believe.9 These considerations may in fact have a real bearing on 

how we frame our questions as educators in and practitioners of 

architecture in the particular moment we are in. The ideas of prac-

tice and research are now forming a new coalition within the academy 

that may in fact change the face of academia in ways not foreseen. All 

things practice-based have supplanted scholarship formerly ground-

ed in the history of ideas.10

FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY

“Freedom belongs not to the empirical but solely to the intelligible 

character The operari of a given human being is determined neces-

sarily from outside by motives, from inside by his character: there-

fore everything he does happens necessarily. But in his esse , that is 

where freedom resides. He could have been another: and in what he 

is resides blame and merit.”

(Arthur Schopenhauer)

Giorgio Agamben in paraphrasing Schopenhauer writes that we 

are responsible not for what we do but what we are.11 What we are 

provides sufficiency for what we do. After Leibniz Schelling’s trea-

tise on the essence of human freedom becomes a crucial piece of the 

puzzle.12 For Schelling freedom was the possibility for good and evil.13 

The inclusion of evil in relation to freedom may strike some readers 

as surprising however it allows for a fuller account of the nature of 

our common essence. Schelling saw a dark ground at the heart of the 

essence of freedom - what he termed a non-ground.14 He wanted 

to challenge the generally accepted notion of good and evil as mere 

oppositions. The proclivity towards the non-ground was the discov-

ery of an abyss. The turn towards the abyssal leads to Heidegger’s 

course on Schelling’s treatise.15 One is now poised somewhere 

between Kantian morality and Heideggerian ontology. On the one 

hand there is the architectonics of an imperative of moral duty in sup-

port of the good life and on the other the mystical search for a dark 

ground emanating from the question of Being. Also important in this 

context is the work of Heidegger’s brilliant students such as Werner 

Marx and Hans Jonas whom along with Arendt detected a significant 

void in Heidegger’s refusal to incorporate questions of ethics into 

his philosophy.16 

In view of such broader considerations, what is our responsibility 

as academics and architects towards offering the best of all possi-

ble educations in architecture? The notion of an ethics of “extended 

responsibility” as articulated by Hans Jonas appears to be relevant to 

our situation. By invoking the idea of responsibility our timeless the-

oretical speculations can be measured by the impact they may have 

given the possibility of their realization in time. In other words we take 

responsibility (as a parent does for a child) for our ideas vis-à-vis oth-

ers and the concrete actions stemming from these ideas. 

Central to the idea of theodicy is the idea of human freedom espe-

cially as it involves the status of the willing individual harboring cer-

tain inclinations towards good and evil. It is striking in many of our 

recent attempts to change the nature of what and how we teach 

architecture the ideas of freedom and free will are overlooked. As has 

been said freedom is the capacity or faculty that gives us all the oth-

ers.17  Freedom is the possibility of good and evil. In the realm of free-

dom both good and evil are possible. The best of all possible worlds 

depends on the possibility of the mystery play of freedom. Freedom 

understood transcendentally makes knowledge possible.  

Is there a model for the education of an architect offering the req-

uisite educational freedom and responsibility for both faculty and stu-

dents to thrive? It may be too late for experiments like Summerhill but 

this educational experiment should not be disregarded relative to the 

importance of freedom in an educational setting.18 There were rules 
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at Summerhill without which the place would have tended towards 

total chaos. What would be the nature of such freedom in a school 

of architecture today and how would this play out in reality? A school 

without freedom is not a school. In order to take up such questions 

recourse to both the horizons of theory and practice are necessary. 

Theory allows us to generalize and practice to specify. What are the 

general conditions for the “best” education in architecture and what 

are the specifications? The general conditions would be the structure 

and the curriculum would be the organization for such as education. 

Are we able to adequately relate our generality to our specificity?

THEORY AND PRACTICE

Reflections on the idea of theory and practice are relevant to the 

main theme of the conference seeking to bridge academia and prac-

tice. One could posit a simple analogy such that teaching is to theory 

as the profession of architecture is to practice. In this respect theory 

and practice are the twin ground(s) of our co-related activities. One 

of the first philosophers to take up the question of ‘theory and prac-

tice’ was Immanuel Kant in his essay “On the Common Saying: “ This 

May be True in Theory, but It Does Not Apply in Practice”.19  As the 

title suggests such a widely held belief, challenged by Kant, serves to 

totally neutralize the self-efficacy of theory leaving practice exposed 

on its own shoal of the empirical. As to the conjoining of ‘theory and 

practice’ Kant writes; “It is obvious no matter how complete a the-

ory may be, a middle term is required between theory and practice, 

providing a link or transition from one to the other.”20 He adds; “For a 

concept of the understanding, which contains the general rule [theo-

ry], must be supplemented by an act of judgment whereby the prac-

titioner distinguishes instances where the rule applies from those 

where it does not.”21 

How did it come to pass we somewhat lazily conjoin the terms the-

ory and practice? What does the middle term mean in this case? Slavoj 

Žižek has attempted to see the middle term “and” as a conceptual cat-

egory bridging ideology and science. In his view the ambiguity in the 

use of the word ‘and’ tautologically combines the same content in two 

modalities.22 Stated another way the “and” is the common part of both 

theory and practice. Once could contend the taking for granted of the 

union of the two has done more harm than good. One could lay blame 

on the Marxists shift from ancient practice grounded by phrónesis 

or practical wisdom to the idea of modern praxis but this accusation 

would not be quite fair. In Marx and others theory became a critique 

of political, economic social conditions.23 The question of theory and 

practice was redirected towards material conditions of our existence 

rather than the life of the mind. The ancient disinterest of theory was 

of no interest to Marx and his generation. In Marx there is a deliberate 

turn where ‘theory and practice’ became ideological and ‘critical’ in 

nature and breaks from its classical moorings. In either a materialist or 

idealist view we appear to be on shaky ground by insisting on thinking 

of the assumed totality of ‘theory and practice’ coloring most of our 

thinking on teaching and practice. We know more about theory and 

practice considered separately than we do in the combination of the 

two through the little word “and”.24

TOWARDS A PHILOSOPHY OF PRACTICAL PRACTICE IN 
ARCHITECTURE AND ARCHITECTURAL EDUCATION

There has been notable increase globally in many forms of 

‘practice-based research’ activities in schools of architecture. 

This is part of a larger desire to bring academic legitimacy to 

those teaching architecture in the academy and to contrib-

ute to communities the academy serves. Community ser-

vice or outreach is then charged to simultaneously address 

research innovation. This may be asking too much from fac-

ulty and students. It is not enough to serve well one must also 

innovate while serving.25 Given these evident sea changes 

the relationship of the ideas of theory and practice are espe-

cially in need of examination and perhaps reformulation. The 

notion of sea change is invoked in the Shakespearian sense of 

a metamorphosis rather than its more limited prosaic mean-

ing in the world of business or institutions.26 In a remarkable 

reversal our practice may have metamorphosed unwittingly 

into our poeisis.  

Practice is now studied and permeated for its own sake as a 

kind of practice of practice. Practice itself is valued over what 

practice produces – a building. Poetics then becomes of lesser 

importance and subsumed by notions of current social viabili-

ty and trends. What becomes of poetics overrun by the tech-

nologies of practice? It is becoming common to study a firm 

as if it were a society. Firms now receive awards such as the 

AIA firm of the year in the US. Such awards are impressive 

and noteworthy however the judgment as to the quality of the 

built work becomes secondary. These considerations dramati-

cally challenge the ancient distinction based on the fundamen-

tal bifurcation of action to that which is made (poeisis) and 

that which is decided (praxis). Given the above considerations 

is even more important to better understand the ancient com-

posite we somewhat lazily conjoin as ‘theory and practice’. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s idea of “practical philosophy” plac-

es the propositional (theory) and the decisive (practice) side 

by side as intertwined correlates. The doctor cures, the law-

yer defends and the architect acts through making. There 

are no claims to universality in these practicing actions mak-

ing the teaching of these professions complex. However the 

legitimacy of those practicing medicine, law and architecture 

is based upon an idea of practical wisdom known as phrónesis. 

The questions becomes how does one teach practical wisdom 

or reasonableness? This wisdom leads to practical decisions 

pertaining to what is good in certain situations. These deci-

sions may be otherwise but still occur within an idea of reason. 

There is a tendency to believe given this lack of universality 

theory holds a superior position to practice. For Gadamer 

both theory and practice are supreme forms of reason. 

Practice is a form of practical reason about what is good or 

what he calls “ the right thing to do”.27 This is very different 

from the search for immutability theory seeks. The ‘bliss of 

theory’ grazes up against the hard edges of practice. Theory 

and practice are not oppositions but rather in Gadamer’s 
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sense exist as contrasts within knowledge. The aim of practical phi-

losophy is practice. Gadamer writes; “… in the sphere of practice the 

conclusion is not a proposition (Schluss) but a decision (Entschluss).”28 

The realm of practice in architecture is a realm of extended responsi-

bility where measured decisions have consequences upon others and 

generations to come.

LEARNING FROM LEIBNIZ: TOWARDS THE BEST OF ALL 
POSSIBLE STUDIOS?

In the preface to Leibniz’s Theodicy he distinguishes between what 

he calls two great labyrinths where reason loses its sway – one is prac-

tical and the other theoretical or speculative. The Theodicy is a guide 

to navigating these labyrinths. Under the rubric of the practical is the 

question of how evil necessarily arises in the lives of human beings. 

The question of continuity and how indivisibles arise falls under the 

theoretical. The practical question gives rise to theodicy (the justice 

of God) and the theoretical to his theory of indivisible monads. The 

Theodicy famously states this world is ‘the best among all possible 

worlds’ since God would have not done otherwise. The argument is 

theological and faith grounds its rational necessity. 

Leibniz acknowledges evil does indeed exist but this alone is no rea-

son to lose faith in the overwhelming goodness of the created world 

in which evil makes its exceptional appearance. In the constant face 

of the provisional, contingent and the flaring up of evil one of the only 

recourses available is searching for a necessary rational order amidst 

prevailing conditions. This was the core of Leibniz’s Theodicy and one 

that could inform our notions of an academic studio today. 

A series of questions arise viewing the state of our academic design 

studios today through and beyond the supra-rational lens offered by 

Leibniz. Should our studios respond to surrounding contingencies/

circumstances or should they seek harbor in search of more stable 

incorruptible ground? Should the best of all possible studios be a 

rational studio (if this were at all possible)? Should the pursuit of the 

best (either for a teacher or student) be the purpose of a studio? Can 

the idea of theodicy (meaning literally the justice of God) be analo-

gous to the construction of a just and jussive pedagogy of the studio? 

Lastly, what is the place of memory, desire, imagination and phantasm 

in our studios?

The jussive mood would suggest both teacher and student have 

desires, wishes, obligations, and responsibilities to respond poet-

ically to the call of architecture. I would term this an inner authori-

ty from both the individual and architecture itself. Here one seeks a 

grounding of the best bracketed from theism - a kind of secular the-

odicy of the individual. The best would have two modes – an over-

arching Platonic metaphysical best and a down to earth Aristotelian 

practical best. For something to be best it must have virtue in a world 

and in a particular situation. The best of all possible studios would be 

framed by questions about the possibility of practicing perfection 

realizing full well imperfect things will result. Peter Sloterdijk reminds 

us there is a vestige of the summum bonum (highest good) within us 

allowing us to practice fateful imperfection.29  Without the trace of 

the highest good (the best) our practice is without fate or destiny. It 

lacks a greater purposiveness. This purposiveness requires a notion 

of justice whether of divine or early origins. The Theodicy of Leibniz 

reminds us that the elimination of idea of justice from our consider-

ations becomes a fatal error. To paraphrase Aristotle, justice is the 

proportional practice of virtue.30 As a corollary one might add prac-

tice without virtue is not practice.31

RE-ATTUNING THE ACADEMIC STUDIO: QUESTIONING THE 
PRIMACY OF THE PROJECT 

As studios are tending towards projects of increasing socio-po-

litical relevance we move into a circumstance of contingency deter-

mined in large part by the news cycle. The overwhelming demand 

for offering such projects can overtake and negate the possibility for 

seeking poetic ideas of greater duration in architecture. Why has the 

ballistic notion of project gained such a position of primacy in the edu-

cation of an architect?  If an object stands over and against us a proj-

ect is cast away from us. In neither case are we dealing with a things 

standing presence before us.32 Much like random projectiles projects 

are objects willfully projected into the future but never things in the 

here and now.33 

As Habermas has stated the modern project is by nature ‘incom-

plete’.34 This difficulty at the heart of modernity suspends the pos-

sibility of entelechy indefinitely and is a form of infinite regress. The 

education of an architecture must include the modern but not at the 

expense of the ancient. This suggests the employment of modern 

means side-by-side with an ancient ethos.35 The dialectic between 

incompletion and completion is at the heart of the education of the 

architect and of architecture. This is the challenge all projects pres-

ent. The virtue of projects is they allows for mistakes to occur.36 The 

adjustment to mistakes projects the project forward while the mis-

takes themselves hold the project from moving forward. This hold-

ing is of paramount importance. This is particularly true when groups 

of students work on design-build projects at any scale. The setbacks 

that occur during construction are valuable to their practical moral 

education. This is the ‘back and forth’ fateful imperfection invoked 

by Sloterdijk. 

There appears to be little alternative outside of proceeding on a 

project centric basis whether on paper or in the field. The project 

itself is never and will never be enough. The projective focus can 

overshadow the importance of the free and ethically autonomous 

development of a student. There is the project we as faculty give and 

there is the ‘project’ of education – the formation of the character of 

an individual – what some have termed paideai.37 In an office projects 

perhaps have a different status. However there is still the need for a 

greater motive beyond single projects that ties many projects togeth-

er making them into a singular project over time or what one could 

better term a body of work. There is a rich dialectic between a body 

of knowledge and a body of work.38 The work of Aldo Rossi may serve 

as one such example of a coherent line of thought carried across mul-

tiple projects over many years of practice. Projects are necessary but 

may not be sufficient either for the education of an architect or the 

practice of architecture. The best of all possible knowledge would 

be a search for this sufficiency. Over dependence on projects can 
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distract us from establishing this sufficiency. One is lead to the fol-

lowing rhetorical conclusion – less projects more sufficiency.

The status of projects notwithstanding the world of the studio 

should guide students to become more attuned to the importance of 

practical wisdom grounding acts of poeisis. This effort strives for the 

dialectic of theoretical propositions and the wisdom inherent in refin-

ing practical decisions. We need to think both under the ‘aspect of 

eternity’ and in the temporal present. This endeavor requires modes 

and moods of en-souled action to find one’s way into the best possible 

twin overlapping labyrinths of the education of an architect and the 

practice of architecture. In the words of Goethe –

“Let us enter, calm of mind.

Confident that we shall find

Somewhere, certainly, the best.”39
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York: Harper and Row, 1971), pp. 163-186. For the idea of 
the dominance of the technological object over the poetical 
thing see Heidegger’s essay “On the Question Concerning 
Technology” cited in note 4 above. 

33.	 For a deeper understanding of the idea of “project” and

the related idea of “projection” see, Martin Heidegger, 
Contributions to Philosophy (Of The Event), trans. Richard 
Rojcewicz and Daniel Vallega-Neu (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2012), pp.349-359. The original text in 
German was written between 1936-38 and published 
posthumously in 1989. For Heidegger the project of 
projection is meaningful only in relation to the temporality 
and historical throwness of Daesin or beyng. Projection tied 
to the traditional study of being (ontology) is caught up in 
regimes of representation and the human being as a Kantian 
subjectum. Projects in this sense lack the projection of being 
and are mere objects.

34.	 Jürgen Habermas first presented this idea in his acceptance 
speech as the recipient of the Theodore –W.-Adorno Prize 
in 1980. This was published as an essay under the title, “ 
Modernity — An Incomplete Project”, The Anti-Aesthetic: 
Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port
Townsend: Bay Press, 1983), pp. 3-15. For an enlightening 
study on the unconsidered pathologies of modernism see, 
Louis A. Sass, Madness and Modernism: Insanity in the Light 
of Modern Art, Literature and Thought (New York: Basic
Books, 1992).

35.	 This idea was suggested to me via an E-Mail correspondence
by Emeritus Prof. Salahuddin Choudhury, August 2019 
(Virginia Tech). Carlo Scarpa was an exemplar of this 
rich dialectic.

36.	 Conversation with Prof. Steven Thompson July 2019. The idea
of undertaking projects where one can and often must make 
mistakes and overcome mistakes is in fact a virtue. This is true 
whether one is designing (or building) a small garden shed or 
an entire city.

37.	 See, Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek 
Culture, 3 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965).
The current emphasis on projects can overwhelm the 
importance of paideia.

38.	 The notion of an undisturbed body of knowledge or body 
of work, and by analogy a body itself has been intelligently
challenged by the notion of disfiguring. See, Mark Taylor, 
Disfiguring: Art, Architecture and Religion (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992). 

39.	 Goethe, Faust: Parts One and Two, trans. George Madison
Priest, Great Books of the Western World, Vol. 47. Goethe 
(Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 1952), pp. 134.
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