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Marco Biraghi
Politecnico di Milano

The Destiny of Critique
The question of critique is crucial, today perhaps more than ever, 

since we are—as is clearly evident—in a “post-critical era.” We must 
therefore dedicate the utmost attention to critique, trying to shed 
some light on it while avoiding at the same time to indulge in the 
usual “complaints” regarding its alleged “disappearance,” or declaring 
its death, as is often done. And this for the simple reason that in 
no way we can declare “dead” expressive forms such as critique, 
as well as art, architecture, the novel, cinema, whose definitive 
passing is affirmed in recurring phases, but at most we can note its/
their temporary eclipse. And at the same time we should follow—
and consequently try to interpret—its/their continuous transforma-
tions, incessant metamorphoses. 

Having clarified this, what is meant by “destiny of critique”? At 
first glance it might appear to be an unnecessarily melodramatic 
expression. To understand the correct meaning of this expression, 
it is necessary to approach the two terms that compose it: destiny 
and critique. The word destiny derives from the Greek ístemi, 
which indicates something that is stable (a sense that resonates 
for example in words such as static, stele, obstinacy); something 
that is established. But in what sense is destiny “established”? 

And above all, by whom or what? Here, we must be very careful, 
because we can believe that destiny is established by someone or 
something acting from the outside, in the sense in which we refer 
for example to fate, fatality, or “divine will,” or that it is established 
by him/her who embodies it. In short, the difference is between 
believing that we have a destiny, and that therefore what happens 
to us is completely “fatal,” and believing instead that we are a 
destiny; that is, that—at least to a certain extent—the orientation 
of the actions of those who accomplishes is the fruit of his/her 
decision, his/her choice. The difference is evidently essential, 
and through it passes the possibility of thinking of destiny as 
something in which each of us can have a say in the possibility of 
directing it in one way or another.

Faced with this, the perspective on the destiny of critique changes 
completely: from being something entrusted to a totally uncon-
trollable and therefore accidental “fate”—something about whose 
“disappearance” or “death” we can question ourselves as an inevi-
table event—to being on the contrary something on which we can 
in turn intervene: something that we can influence in some way, 
although certainly not completely control. In this sense, in making 
the decisive transition from having a destiny to being a destiny, it 
“happens” that we ourselves can be the destiny of critique: to the 
extent that we do something to keep it alive, even transforming it 
into its current forms, or if we confirm its “death,” with our negli-
gent attitude towards it. 

Being the destiny of critique, therefore, clearly implies, on the 
part of whoever is the subject of this “action,” the assumption of a 
responsibility: that is to say that its life or its (even if temporary) 
“death” can literally depend on this subject.

But what does the second term— critique—mean? The apparent 
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banality of the question should not distract us from the need to 
provide an answer that is as exact as possible. The term critique 
derives from the Greek verb κρίνω, I distinguish, I judge. For the 
Greeks, κριτική τέχνη was the art of judging. Critique then involves 
a judgment that has nothing vague about it, which is not simply 
based on “taste,” and which instead requires an ability to distin-
guish, to discriminate, or rather to see the differences.

As a specific activity, critique is what is practiced by professional 
critics. Outside of this perspective, however, critique belongs to 
everyone: that is, to all those who are endowed with thought, or 
rather, with critical thought. In order to judge, critical thinking is 
certainly essential: on the basis of what else could one formulate a 
judgment? Certainly not on the basis of superficial impressions, of 
an epidermal “pleasure” (like or dislike). To possess and express 
these, non-critical thinking is sufficient. To be able to be called such, 
however, a judgment needs to be based on fundamental reasons. 
And the founding reasons in turn are rooted in critical thinking.

But—one might ask—what critical thinking? Referring to ar-
chitecture, critical thinking today should present itself first and 
foremost as ethical thinking. To make a judgment on today’s 
architecture one must possess ethical thinking, that is, ethics: since 
with increasing frequency in our era architecture finds itself facing 
issues related to the consumption of resources and environmental 
sustainability, for example, and therefore must be judged on the 
basis of its greater or lesser “correctness,” on its being more or less 
“appropriate.” Moreover, the judgment on architecture requires 
also aesthetic thinking, for reasons that are easily understanda-
ble. Finally (to limit it only to these), it requires political thought, 
because in an equally evident way architecture acts politically, that 
is, it acts on the polis: to be understood—the latter—not so much 

in a literal sense, but as that extended social sphere, that “public 
sphere” within which architecture necessarily fits (architecture, as 
Paulo Mendes da Rocha said, is always public, even when its clients 
are private).

With all this, it is not easy to have an ethical, aesthetic and political 
thought. And it would be even more difficult if having it meant 
knowing Spinoza’s Ethics, Hegel’s Aesthetics or Aristotle’s Politics, 
to name a few famous works. Does this mean that we have to give 
up on critical thinking? And even more: should we give up making 
a judgment on architecture because we do not have a sufficiently 
well-founded thought on which that judgment can be based? But 
we actually have a thought! (We know we have a thought, other-
wise we couldn’t even think this thought). What is this thought 
based on? One could say, in a large of cases: on an “unthought” 
thought; a thought that does not have precise roots, from an 
ethical, aesthetic, political point of view, but which was formed on 
the basis of cultural habits, school learning, circulating ideas. A 
sum of different factors, which change with the changing era and 
environment, which nevertheless provides each of us with “parame-
ters of judgment” in the ethical, aesthetic and even political fields. 
Although they are very rarely based on solid “foundations” such as 
Spinoza’s Ethics, Hegel’s Aesthetics or Aristotle’s Politics, however 
uncertain and changeable they may be, we have critical judgments 
on ethics, aesthetics and politics (and of course on many other 
things too); judgments constructed by means of “instrumentation” 
collected during our experience of life.

And so, as subjects of that destiny of critique (of architecture, in 
our case), or—it should be remembered—as “incarnations” of the 
possibility of judging it in ethical, aesthetic and political terms, how 
should we exercise this “power”? First of all, we should exercise our 
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judgment in a more conscious way, strengthening our thinking as 
much as possible, giving it more solid foundations and making it 
more critically aware. Furthermore, we should always keep in mind 
that there is no fundamental difference—a constitutive difference—
between exercising critical judgment as architecture critics and as 
any other thinking subject. As already mentioned, critical activity 
does not “belong” to the critic: it belongs to our being thinking 
human beings. But be careful: it does not belong to us as something 
that is physiologically part of us. As human beings, we can be criti-
cal, that is, we can exercise that critical judgment mentioned above, 
but there is no condition that makes being critical transcendentally 
indispensable. To be critical or not is the result of our decision.

To what extent then can it be worth being critical, or to what 
extent is it worth deciding to be the positive destiny of critique, 
making it live, rather than the negative one, leaving it to remain 
in its condition of crisis, of eclipse? We could answer this question 
by saying that our freedom is at stake when we are critical. This 
statement, which might appear arbitrary, is founded on an evident 
reason: if in fact a thought is not critical—as already noted above—
it does not mean that it is not a thought: a non-critical thought is 
not a non-thought. Rather, non-critical thought is a thought that 
has been thought by someone else. It is a thought that—rather than 
carrying out thinking as an activity, as an active fact—is thought in 
a passive sense; it is a thought that acts reflexively. And this deter-
mines the fact that non-critical thinking puts those who embrace 
it in the condition of not being free. Which necessarily means that 
those (like us) who believe they are free—and who actually make 
freedom a sort of “flag” of their own identity—end up revealing that 
they are not free at all, and they are rather “enslaved;” since free-
dom consists in the possibility of choosing. What other condition 

makes us aware of being free, if not the fact of being able to make 
choices? As we well know, those who are not free have no choice.

This, therefore, is what is at stake in the destiny of critique: not 
only the possibility of giving (or not) a judgment on architecture or 
any other topic, but also that of exercising (or not) one’s freedom. 
And for this reason it is important to push the discussion on 
critique beyond the “specialist” dimension, concerning exclusively 
the professional critic, to broaden it to all its possible subjects: 
because it is only by broadening it to this collective dimension 
that we can understand the truly crucial dimension of critique.                           
As long as it remains confined only to the small elite of “critics,” 
or in any case only to those who write in newspapers, magazines 
or online, the discussion on critique has a relative importance; 
and like all things that have a relative importance, sooner or later 
they risk disappearing. From this point of view, the eclipse of 
critique mentioned above evidently does not take place by chance; 
it is not an inexplicable event, a “fatal” event: on the contrary, it 
is the outcome of destiny—of destination, one could even say—in 
which we ourselves, with our lack of interest, with our negligence 
towards it, end up to direct it. This lack of interest does not mean 
that critical thinking is something that cannot be useful to us 
today; rather, it means that the contemporary era does not require 
critical thinking for the simple reason that in current times we are 
increasingly rarely active subjects of our “decisions,” and much 
more frequently “we are decided” by other wills. It means that—if 
we look closely—we are not as free as we usually think, and without 
realizing it we are often “enslaved.” Which makes critical thinking 
even more indispensable.
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An Unsurpassed Gift
In recent years, with few exceptions, critique—in these notes 

referring to critique in the visual arts and architecture—has, in my 
opinion, no longer sought, in the necessary explorations, the crea-
tive processes and their outcomes, the reason of the works. Instead, 
it has chosen not to engage with research directions, Instead, it has 
chosen to focus only on getting attention from the media and con-
temporary trends. Critique has narrowed its horizons by reduc-
ing itself to mere propaganda and celebration. In doing so, it has 
forgotten the precedents that have influenced our present and the 
differences in the content and meaning of recent works. In contrast 
to trends that thirty years ago could be identified in a limited num-
ber of works, today almost all critics believe that every painting, 
every sculpture, every installation, and every building is a carrier of 
a trend. In this way, the idea of an evolution of already known and 
active trends disappears in favor of an overestimation of each work. 
The result of all this is not only the impossibility of classifying and 
evaluating the meaning and language of what is being produced, but 
also a positive view of the labyrinthine situation of artistic activity, 
as if the homogenization of writings inherent in globalization were 
the domain of new artistic concepts. 
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