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Cosmopolitanism and Architecture

Cities that once hosted nations now host a rich array of ‘cosmopolitans’ through processes of
globalisation. Continually redefined by the people who occupy them and their requirements, cities
are no longer singular ‘wholes’ but molecular compositions that are differentiated. Whereas the
nation formerly provided cities with a singular ideal identity, the cosmopolitan society that inhabits
the contemporary city is made up of diverse and active constellations that unite to co-habit the city
in ‘connected isolations’.

Within this post-national condition, cultures and societies are internally differentiated. In his
discussion of the case for cultural contamination and cosmopolitanism, the philosopher Kwame
Anthony Appiah argues that even in our world of opposing ideas, there are many similarities 
and shared values amongst individuals that transcend boundaries.1 Through their cosmopolitan
societies Cairo, Leeds, Istanbul and Kuala Lumpur are being drawn ever closer together. Hybrid
identities and cultures are emerging through the ‘intersection and combination’ of identities 
with other identities (Ulrich Beck), which then determines social integration. Cosmopolitanism 
is generated through hybridity and the transformation that arises from new and unexpected
combinations of cultures and ideas. Unlike universalist ideas that enforce one vision of reality,
cosmopolitanism is avowedly pluralist. 

Whereas the architecture of the city could once represent the singular nation, today it needs 
to embody multiplicity: in Appiah’s words, ‘human variety matters, cosmopolitans think, because
people are entitled to options’. As architects we produce options in the form of buildings and, 
in doing so, we make decisions on behalf of future inhabitants. In this sense at least a building is,
like fundamentalism, ‘universalist without being tolerant’, to the extent that it offers limited choice
within itself. There is a limit to how many options an architect can programme into a building
before it acquires a sense of the fallible, the imperfect or the provisional. Buildings are required 
to fit within a certain set of fixed requirements, their durability even needs to be indemnified.
Alternative options are ultimately introduced by people, the inhabitants. 

There are many instances of people hybridising buildings and spaces through a reappropriation
of use. The pedestrians who populate De Certeau’s The Practice Of Everyday Life find subversive
uses for architecture while walking in the city. The Sunday picnics orchestrated by Filipino women
under the raised lobby of Norman Foster’s hsbc bank building in Hong Kong are another example
of the reappropriation of architecture. Emerging extreme sports such as parkour, buildering or
base jumping also reconfigure the urban environment as a field of play. However, this remains an
opportunistic annexing of architecture for activities that the architect or urban designer has usually
not foreseen or made any specific provision for. 

Since buildings in their completed state are not conducive to Appiah’s ‘endless process of
imitation and revision’, the pursuit of cosmopolitanism should be diverted to the architectural
process, to see if architecture can emerge out of the hybridisation of multiple forces and materials
and, like people, be both unique (and local) and plural (and global). Earlier years of globalisation
were captured by the architects of ‘Deconstruction’, who used collage to express diversity but
failed to make new combinations or generate new ideas and identities in this way. Now that
difference is found everywhere, it seems that the critical question for architecture has changed.
Instead of declaring that differences are un-combinable, the point is to identify differences that are
singular, look for connections, define systems of negotiation and find larger areas of consistency
among these differentiated entities that can produce new hybrid organisations. Addressed to
architecture, these issues question the way we relate parts to whole.

Architectural problems bring into play a multiplicity of forces. Many different types of material
are involved in the design process, from wood and steel to programme, lifestyle, time, imagery,
economy, context, atmosphere and culture. Any architectural process searches for a transversal
connection across these diverse materials to form a design concept. This transversal link can
integrate a range of specific materials, producing unique hybrid materialities. Alternatively, style
can be pursued as a form of purity that overrides material specificities. The first leads to a process
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that constructs new identities through a hybridisation of material, the second produces ‘style’ as a
pure concept deployed onto reality. Certainly, in the 1980s, architects pursued an approach in which
the architectural product was based primarily on individual authorship or style. Having witnessed
the early stages of globalisation in the 1970s, they devised branding strategies to be applied wherever
they might operate, thus maintaining a degree of consistency in the work of their practice. A critique
that style produces ‘global homogeneity’ led architects in the 1990s to move away from imposing
their idiosyncrasies onto the site and, instead, to develop projects from the local situation. 

However, neither the proposal to derive each project purely from the situation every time nor
stylistic approaches that insist on the same everywhere in themselves allow for the ‘endless process
of imitation and revision’ that Appiah advocates. The architectural potential of Appiah’s argument
lies in the hybridisation of different existing domains to create new identities and therefore new
knowledge over time. His proposal interestingly requires the coming together of the two earlier
reactions to globalisation, so that the ongoing research of a practice intersects with the specificities
of given projects to grow new identities that are unique to a situation, yet benefit and evolve from
expertise and knowledge gained in other domains. 

In all this, it is vital to avoid the sheer mixing that leads to stylistic eclecticism. Appiah’s model
applied to architecture needs to go beyond Venturi + Scott Brown’s use of multiple sources from
high and low culture, which tended towards the mixing of the original iconography rather than its
integration. Likewise, the Disney building by Michael Graves or the Chiat Day by Frank Gehry
and Claus Oldenburg failed to assimilate an original iconography into new productions, and
simply laid one material on top of the other. In order to move beyond mere mixing and produce
new hybrid materialities, we need to construct a mechanism whereby different architectural
materials can hybridise, producing new material aggregates. 

The main challenge for architects is to merge their own evolving expertise with the specificities
of each project – the particularities of the site, economics, environmental issues, the agencies that
inform the process or will later use the project. Given the opportunities for cross-cultural
exchange, their expertise can travel across domains and hybridise with local cultures to breed new
and unique identities. In line with Nicolas Bourriaud’s proposals of Postproduction, in which new
meanings and ideas are generated through the recycling, repositioning and reorientation of existing
ideas,2 architects can construct new hybrid materialities from the intersections of this diverse
material. The architect’s skills – rather than being applied to attach an artificial symbolism to each
new project – can be exposed to materials that are not already internalised within his or her work,
triggering new experimentation for the practice and producing new and unexpected combinations
of material. In this way, the consumption of reality becomes a site of resistance, a tactic that allows
ideas and products to be assimilated to generate architectural opportunities that evolve knowledge
as well as breed new identities. 

Hybridisation suggests a completely different approach to how one constructs architectural
identities or ‘wholes’. As opposed to starting from an imagined whole (as is the case with stylistic
approaches), the whole is grown out of the hybridisation of the parts, akin to the way hybrid identities
evolve in individuals. Hybridisation transforms fixed architectural categories and unleashes
possibilities for architectural experimentation. Each cycle of the award brings new formulations:
a high-rise hybridised with Malaysian culture (Petronas Towers), a primary school in Burkina Faso
applying the knowledge gained through a German education to local building practices, the ancient
library of Alexandrina revived by a Norwegian practice, an embassy in Addis Ababa that marries
the red-ochre earth of Ethiopia with the watery landscape of the Dutch polder.  All these diverse,
cosmopolitan constellations introduce certain transformative forces which cause the type to mutate
into new forms of organisation. 

Farshid Moussavi

1. K. Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism, Ethics in a World of Strangers, Princeton University Press 2004.
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