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A constituted disciplinary idea is 
likely in crisis. The report of the re-
search underway in the year 2024 
in the Auid (Architectural Urban In-
terior Design) doctoral program pro-
duces a vast and varied panorama 
both because of the high number of 
candidates and of the lack of a com-
mon center of gravity that can iden-
tify a dominant axis capable of ex-
pressing, synthetically, a position or 
a trend. Scrolling through the texts 
of doctoral students means taking a 
journey through the territories of ar-
chitectural design, continuously sub-
ject to encroachment and hybridiza-
tion. 

At the end of the reading, the question 
that arises is, to quote the title of 
Vittorio Gregotti’s most famous book, 
where and what is the “territory of 
architecture” today? The generation of 
professors who are now the supervisors 
of these doctoral students has grown 
up under the powerful influence of the 
disciplinary autonomy established by the 
so-called Tendenza. In that framework, 
architectural composition and the 
reading of urban phenomena were the 
two primary tools for the theoretical and 
practical elaboration of the architectural 
project. 
The disciples of this generation, the 
doctoral students at work here, travel 
different paths, and it is not easy to 
understand their trajectories and the 
destinations to which they head. The 
distance, compared to the generation of 
the supervisors, is often due to a different 
cultural matrix, in the case of many non-
European PhD students. However, it still 
expresses a recognizable generational 
gap in all the research recounted here. 
Indeed, it is proper and necessary that 
there be a discontinuity, and a difficulty 
of understanding, between teachers 
and students, and it is interesting to 
investigate, in these embryonic writings, 
the dawn of a new era that is partly 
already consolidated and partly is still in 
search of an author capable of giving it a 
name, a focus, a credible description.

In the activities of the AUID program, 
the PhD student is recognized (often, 
with a few exceptions) the right to 
explore new and different paths, 
compared to those trodden by the 
supervisors, and this is an important 
feature, a challenge and a bet on the 
future of these young but already adult 
researchers who apply themselves to 
find, independently, a point of view,  an 
original outcome for their research. I 
believe that in other doctoral programs 
of Italian universities, the attitude is 
more conservative, oriented towards the 
consolidation of a culture anchored to 
the theories and personalities of the past 
century; an attitude that undoubtedly 
reinforces the identity of some schools, 
understood as repositories of important 
cultural traditions that intend to continue 
to exert, over time, their scientific and 
academic influence. 
In the case of AUID, looking at this 
photograph dated 2024, it appears 
instead that a vigorous, and often even 
adventurous, momentum towards 
horizons that are still little explored 
and, above all, still little sedimented in 
architectural culture is winning. 
An interesting effect of this 
effervescence, of this indiscipline, is 
the questioning of the architectural 
field, the tensioning of its statute and its 
boundaries, and a solid indifference to 
the preservation of certain principles that, 
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www.ca2re.eu
Design-driven Research

for some decades, were untouchable. 
The most emblematic case concerns the 
relationship between architecture and the 
city: a mantra that, endlessly echoing the 
title of Aldo Rossi’s inaugural book, has 
defined for a long time the theoretical 
field of Italian architecture, which, 
through an infinite number of different 
meanings and nuances, has tenaciously 
commensurate with these two polarities, 
the architectural and the urban. In the 
research of our doctoral students, both 
these polarities seem weakened, blurred, 
and surmounted by other parameters 
that often find their motivation outside 
architecture and draw heavily on politics, 
ecology, economics, technology, and 
other fields of knowledge and research.
Doctoral research in AUID is essentially 
perimetric, marginal, concerning the 
discipline, but it would not be a correct 
assessment. Perhaps it is more interesting 
to ask ourselves if it is not fair to 
recognize the fact that the discipline is 
nothing more than, quoting a famous 
saying by Dana Cuff, “what architects 
do,” and here, in the AUID doctorate, 

it is the architects who operate, for 
their part, in the vast world of research, 
adapting their tools to the changeability 
of a dynamic and complex reality, in 
the overlapping of typical issues and 
contingent and little-explored problems.
In other words, today’s research in 
architectural design needs this oxygen 
from other environments. On the other 
hand, this approach and departure from 
the heart of architecture (assuming we 
know exactly where it is) is periodic; 
it is a pendulum that swings from a 
maximum of disciplinary autonomy to a 
maximum of heteronomy, accompanying 
and, sometimes, anticipating the epochal 
mutations of our societies. It is an 
oscillation that Michelangelo Sabatino 
has described well, tracing the overlaps, 
contradictions, and redundancies 
linking cultured architecture to popular, 
ethnic, rustic, vernacular, spontaneous 
architecture, as many authors have 
explored in the last century and recently.
In this schism between the world 
of design and the reality of the 
built environment, approaches that 
directly address territories, to popular 
and vernacular architecture, to new 
typologies dictated by the needs of 
logistics and new technologies, to 
the impact and potential of existing 
infrastructures, to climate control 
techniques in urban environments, are 
becoming increasingly important. 

Much works refer to a vast biopolitical 
framework, where field research is more 
important than theoretical research and 
where the project can become the point 
of conclusion after the analytical phase, 
data collection, and the examination of 
recent comparable experiences.

Design-driven research
We recognize a loss of centrality of 
thought that is authentically architectural 
today, in the world of architecture 
in general, and it is also evident in 
these presentations analyzed in their 
dominant lines. It is so in the language, 
the bibliographies, the iconographies, 
and the themes treated. In recent years, 
we have faced this centrifugal thrust 
full of many energies but also subject 
to many easy illusions and dangerous 
misunderstandings. Sustainability, post-
covid, tactical urbanism intended in 
various meanings, have often legitimized 
lines of research that have clashed with 
the generic nature of the issues, the 
ideological cages, and the repetitiveness 
of some easy formulas that wear out 
quickly. In other ways, stimuli distant 
from architectural culture have then 
allowed in-depth, valuable and promising 
studies. But the methodological tool 
that more than any other contributes to 
giving shape and substance to the work 
in progress is design-driven research, an 
expression that has recently become the 

main focus of the Ca2re (www.ca2re.
eu) consortium, in which AUID has 
been permanently sharing, since 2019, 
milestones, seminars and workshops 
with other European programs, 
experimenting and comparing methods 
and results of doctoral research. 
Design-driven research (DDR), 
therefore, is proposed as a wide-ranging 
method capable of including different 
paths and methods, which, however, 
are all based on the centrality of the 
project. This methodology replaces the 
centrality of architecture, understood 
as a discipline, with that of the project, 
intended as a practice in which we 
find an essential contribution in terms 
of research in a transversal way, with 
respect to specific tools and objectives, 
including, for example, the practices of 
design and art. 
That said, researchers practice, analyze, 
prepare, and discuss the project in 
infinite ways, in a breadth of variants 
summarized by the sum of the 
prepositions that we can insert between 
the terms research and design: by, in, 
about, through, etc. The methodology, 
widely discussed in the various Ca2re 
publications reported here in the 
bibliography, is a multipurpose device 
that can inspire and guide routines as 
diverse as archival methods, analysis of 
architectural facts, the elaboration of real 
design hypotheses, the deconstruction of 
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Research Risky Topics 
Themes of Architecture

creative processes, the historical, critical, 
ethnographic analysis of architectural 
artifacts and urban contexts. Keeping 
the project as a reference point allows 
research to explore the most diverse 
fields without losing substance and 
interest. 
The project is the shield that will enable 
us to defend ourselves from the rigid 
norms of scientific culture without losing 
credibility, adopting the rules, tools and 
routines of the project as a guarantee 
of authenticity and originality of the 
research: creativity but also objectivity, 
synthetic but also logical construction, in 
a process that adopts its non-linearity as a 
qualifying peculiarity.
The Charter on Architectural Research 
drawn up by the European Association 
for Architectural Education (EAAE) 
indicates the three essential parameters 
of evaluation: rigor, relevance, and 
originality. Considering these objectives 
throughout the project immediately 
makes them more precise and achievable. 
We note that the first difficulty most 
doctoral students encounter is the 

recognition of an objective, scientific 
reliability of their work. 
They often seek positive feedback 
through quantitative or mapping methods 
unsuitable to architectural culture. When, 
on the other hand, they approach their 
issues through the project, they find an 
environment where every investigation 
leads to a relevant discovery, being able 
to count on the essentially original and 
non-repeatable nature of the design, on 
its intrinsic hermeneutical richness of 
complex action that never reduce to a 
formula or a guideline, projected towards 
an outcome that is never just a result 
but is also a contribution of knowledge 
and exploration at the service of the 
community of architects.
Discipline thus becomes a term of 
reference on which to measure a 
necessary component of indiscipline, 
a conscious renunciation of some pre-
established certainty to enter the woods 
of the paths that fork equipped with the 
architectural knowledge but without the 
ballast of fixed stars, of indisputable 
principles, of values taken for granted. 
This exercise requires a quite challenging 
labor and the ability to take risks and 
construct discourses that cantilever 
beyond the perimeter of what is already 
accepted. This risky aspect is the one that 
most clearly outlines a mode of research 
closely linked to the architectural project 
in terms of modality and mentality.

Display: research topics
It was not easy to organize the research 
presented here into chapters. From the 
beginning, it was evident how difficult it 
would be to divide them into disciplinary 
areas: architectural composition, 
landscape, representation, technology, 
history, theory, etc. These elements are 
all present but mixed and regenerated in 
assemblages that don’t correspond with 
those categories. Therefore, we preferred 
to identify transversal themes that appear 
particularly relevant and fertile today. 
Themes of architecture include issues 
that go beyond the limits of the discipline 
to involve problems of various kinds: 
political, economic, scientific, etc. 
The first theme, proceeding in 
alphabetical order, is Commons, and 
identifies a point, which we have 
underlined with the expression Social 
Design, which concerns the regime of 
every citizen: borders, accessibility, 
quality, the reasons for living and 
working collectively, in a logic of shared 
value, of common good. The quotation 
from a text by Ivan Illich, which opens 
the chapter, refers to an idea of the 
common good as an alternative lore 
to the logic of society based on the 
principles and myths of capitalism. Ivan 
Illich’s common good belongs to no 
one and serves everyone; it links to a 
condition of necessity and subsistence; it 
refers to situations that are increasingly 

widespread on every continent, even 
in the territories of the first and second 
world, and which are often hidden, 
removed, circumscribed within the 
boundaries of marginality and difference.
The second chapter, Environments, 
collects contributions that include the 
relationships between the artificial 
and natural worlds, the human and the 
non-human, comfort, energy balance, 
CO2 emissions, and climate change. 
The opening sentence is taken from an 
essay on entropy by Yves-Alain Bois 
and Rosalind Krauss that derives from 
the exhibition of the same curators 
“Formless. A user’s guide.” The aim is, 
therefore, to highlight the problematic 
relationship between the objectives 
of sustainability, ecology, the fight 
against climate change, the fight against 
territorial and social fragility, and the 
culture of architectural design that cannot 
fail to measure itself under penalty of 
its decadence and end, with formal 
invention.
The third chapter, Facilities, returns 
to collective architecture by analyzing 
space in a logistical and social function 
concerning the movement of people 
and things, studying different ways of 
reproducing or negating space through 
infrastructures. The purpose is, therefore, 
not to limit the field to the design or 
transformation of infrastructures but to 
use this term, based on the theoretical 
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The Seven Themes

approach developed by Stan Allen, cited 
at the beginning of the chapter, as a vast 
field in which different instances and 
potentialities converge, held together 
by the shared nature of an entity not 
attributable to the univocity of the 
architectural object but articulated in a 
plural way through different possible 
meanings: polycentric, systematic, 
rhizomatic, reticular, neuronal, etc.
The fourth chapter, Heritage, concerns 
memory, conservation, the relationship 
between architecture and historical 
time and values, and the problem of the 
regeneration of places, buildings, and 
territories that risk disappearing under 
the wave of mutations that are only 
apparently unappealable. The opening 
quote is taken from a text by John 
Hejduk, the architect who, perhaps more 
than any other, has sublimated memory, 
the tragic legacy of the short century, into 
the thought and form of architecture.
The fifth chapter, Home, returns to the 
eternal and primordial theme of the home 
through a series of proposals that relate 
it to health, comfort, and social needs, 

with essential insights into the Global 
South but also with historical reflections 
on bourgeois and proletarian living in 
the Italian and European context. The 
quote from Andrea Palladio wants to 
underline how the domestic project 
contains in its heart the most intimate 
part of the architecture, the one aimed 
at hosting man’s individual and social 
life. Therefore, there is nothing so 
intimately linked to the founding core of 
architecture as the domestic project.
The sixth chapter, Tectonics, deals with 
the constitutive aspects of architecture, 
the relationship with the soil and gravity, 
the relationship between form and 
structure, the cycle and recycling of 
materials, and the question of traditional 
technologies and local lore. Kenneth 
Frampton’s quote pays homage to an 
author, and above all to a book, who 
had the merit of reformulating the 
question of tectonics and the relationship 
between form and structure in updated 
terms, putting it again at the center of 
architectural design theory.
In the seventh chapter, Techniques, 
research converges that studies some 
specific modes of the project and also of 
the theoretical discourse in architecture: 
the prerogatives of the digitization of 
the project, temporariness, architecture 
that damages, reduces, or excludes the 
human presence, archival, performative 
and exhibition design, re-naturalization, 

literary transliteration. Peter Eisenman’s 
phrase indicates how we intend 
techniques in this chapter, examined 
as narratives, conceptual and formal 
contexts, “fictions,” and performative 
constructs programmed to communicate 
the theoretical and critical contents of the 
architectural project.
In conclusion, the picture that emerges 
from this yearbook is promising 
and destabilizing and points out a 
widespread tension toward the opening 
of new research paths and a strong 
adaptability of the project tools to the 
themes suggested by society, economics, 
ecology, politics, and the changing 
world. It is significant that in the division 
into chapters, the highest density is found 
in the Commons section, testifying to 
a predominance of social impact issues 
over more strictly disciplinary ones. 
It is a significant reflection of cultural 
trends taking place on a large scale, 
and this alignment manifests in most 
of the research through specific studies 
oriented towards well-defined themes 
that effectively constitute opportunities 
for genuine advancement of knowledge 
and the operational capabilities of 
architecture.
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