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From: Thresholds 12 (1996) on "What is Thesis?"

1 for the faculty under whose auspices it comes
o say that in principle a thesis constitutes the
ssional and between architecture as a subjectivist
iscourse. A thesis should try to transmit knowl-

th rigorous in locating boundaries in an existent
reach beyond the immediate problem to some

1 of architecture’s position in society. This ideal
text of a constantly mobile whole. Insututions,
history of their pedagogical, ideological, and aca-
bout what 15 and is not a ‘thesis’ without those
expressed in words. The thesis thus becomes part
mravel. The result is an almost Darnwinian-styled
best equipped emotionally and intellectually for
stitution 1s absolved from the responsibility of
successes and failures of its approach.

d onesclf that a ‘thesis” is part of an intellectual tra-
xt of a particular institution. In essence, it defines

dual and a disciplinary collective. In architecture, if
an interest in defining and controlling the identity
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of this ‘collective’, one would hist the thesis
advisor with Ins or her umque approach,
the discipline of architecture as defined by
the institution’s curriculum, and finally the
profession itself. Given the various scales at
which these interests operate (sometimes
one against the other), it 1s dithicult to find
a Jevel of enticahty that would be accepred
i all places. Ultimately an architecture
thesis, unlike a thesis in the sciences and
even m the humanistic disciphnes, works
on a scale that favors the local rather than
the meta-local intellectual community.
This works in two directions. It gives the

nstitution a degree of autonomy that in

cir thesis.

1s means that i
ay be more open
cd than in other
jore dependent ox
created and evalu
)t to be lamented

unds so chaotic.

self~examination which are more encom-

passing than what one nught find in a
traditional studio environment. For exam-
ple, as professors should ask, is a thesis
simply a re-sumniation of the process of

schooling, or does 1t begin to go beyond
what was taught in the studio? Is it an act of’
‘coming nto consciousness’, or 1s it the
demionstration of institutional mdoctrina-
ton? [s it the site where the institution
reveals its culminating power to produce
the next generation of architect-thinkers or
15 it the site where the hmitations of the
mstitution are masked by the rhetoric of its
potentiality? These questions play them-
selves out in each and every thesis whether
or not a student is aware of it. The thesis
process, theretore, becomes important to
the msttution, perhaps more so than to the
individual students. Each and every thesis
on a wholC Tangc of problemms
to do with the nature of architec-
cducation, from its status as
a-professional enterprise, to its status as
ndependent intellectual discourse, and
om the compulsions to control the stu-
nt's mind to the freedoms that only the

stitution can perimnit.

good thesis, I would argue, will recognize
el debate and position itself within the
1 oing polemic that is at the heart of crery-
iy architectural. A good thesis will also
he design project as a means of coming
erms with that polemic in its ambigious
state. The thesis thus has the possibility to
work within the obscure doman of idenury
and difference which structures other
aspects of our personal, cultural, and institu-

tional life, not simply the ones having to do
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with architecture. In that sense, the work
becomes less a statement about professional
preparedness and more about a scudent’s
growing intellectual competency in dealing
with the complexity that 1s intrinsic to
architecture. If done well, the thesis gives
something back to the institution which
both legitmates it and helps guarantee its
survival. It gives not only fresh perspectives
on old problems, but a sense of energy and
commitment that will be nec-
essary if architecture is to

# 5 maintain its relevance to our

world.

: Achieving this is no easy task
and not all thesis students (and
thesis advisors) are equally
capable. This does not mean
that a thesis which fails to
excel in this respect does not
warrant faculty praise and

honor. Some students are not
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served well by the thesis
procuss, espectally ina 3-year
M.Arch program where a
potential architect, though wl-
ented, mighe stll lack the
expenence of handhing the
obhgations that thesis work
constitutes. This 15 all the

v more reason tor the student
and instructor to discuss and
understand not only what a

thesis 1s but what it can be, If

this 1s done mn the spint of cnitical openness,
most theses will imevitably accommodate
themselves to the dynamic situation of our
modermty and can thus transcend the
immediate problem that has been set out for
them. They can mvestigate the process in
which thinking and doing reflect each other
and do this in a way that can make the
thesis expenience essential to the intellectual
world of the insticution. Most students sce
their thesis as the end of their education,
and most will find little or no opportunity
ever agan to think with such freedom. But
this 15 only half of the story. A good thesis
has two lives. For the faculty, who after all
resain in acadenma, 1t can be an inspirational
experience, a true mysterinni, that reninds
them of the original purpose and mission of
cducation. I have directed many thesis pro-
jects, too many to remember them all. But
there have been some that have affected me
in a profound way, and I am sure thac all
faculty members have had smular expen-
ences. These theses live on in ways that

their authors could hardly have nmagined.
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