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Notes on Architectural Identity 
in the Cultural Context 

I t is well worth mentioning at the 
outset that by architecture it is 
meant to be a man-made or man
chosen spatial entity, with an adap
tation in mind, that is, in a struc= turalist sense of some sort, such 

as stated by J. Piaget. 1 Let it be known 
also that any spatial entity called architec
ture is deliberately made or chosen. It 
should be so since it would be meaning
less otherwise. On the other hand, design 
according to most literature - is a deli
berate and purposeful act. And certainly 
architecture is a work of design. 

This ·is not to advocate functionalism. 
It merely tries to say that by a deliberate 
act, a tint of consciousness is involved in 
the process. The degree of consciousness 
may differ among different cultures: 
(psychic-)consciousness is culture-bound. 
It depends, I believe, on their perceptual 
relationships with nature (weltanschauung), 
with one's external world, with things or 
matter. Stones, trees (wood), mountains 
(earth), lakes (water), etc. may have a 
specific meaning to a certain culture, just 
as well for architecture. If meanings are 
closely related to consciousness, we may 
then have to have a new theory of con
sciousness (schemata instead of gestalt?), 
or ifI may indulge to the luxury ofleap
frogging, we will have to have a new 
theory of individualism. Loneliness in 
contrast with privacy, for instance, may 
have different overtones among many 
cultures, not to mention the-much
debated terms of alienation, anxiety (fear 
insecurity), happiness (contentment), and 
of course (Enter the Dragon!) identity. 
Much 'urban jargon' certainly will have 
to be taken into account in any creation 
of a spatial entity: this is a classic problem 
for architects the world over. 

The omnipresent problems have 
socio-political implications. 

Identity, I think, is the result of a self
conscious way of thinking, of separation 
between man and nature, an ontological 

1 There are three main points of relevance in this'briif 
paper to be quoted from Piagetian lexicon, namely: 
wholeness, self-transformation, and self
regulation. Any structural entity should have these 
three characteristics. A human being, as a structural 
entity, has the ability to modify his/her physical 
environment (i.e. accommodation) as well as 
his/her well-being (i.e. assimilation) in order to be 
able to adapt (a point or condition of balance 
between accommodation and assimilation). 

Now, assuming that architecture is the man
made or chosen spatial entity with the idea of 
adaptation, we may then safely say that designing 
is any act or priference that induces the users in one 
way or another to reach the condition of adaptation. 
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one. Identity in this sense, incredibly, for 
better or worse, becomes a human need; 
it has unbelievably transformed itself into 
a necessity. Here is where the trouble 
begins. One needs identity, as if by 
obtaining it one has reached the goal; 
identity becomes an end in itself. Do we 
then really need identity? It's true that 
being recognised (for having identity) is 
most gratifying. But still it is only half
way up the hill, since one may then 
immediately ask: so what? Is it wise to 
consider identity as a goal or as an aim? 
I for myself doubt it. To be somebody 
should not begin by having an identity; 
identity will come by itself after, not 
before, someone is doing or becoming 
somebody. 

This is one way oflooking at the issue 
of identity.2 I must confess that I am sur
prised by all this fuss and noise about 
identity, especially its connections with 
architecture. I believe that it is a mistake 
to take identity as a point of entry for dis
cussing architecture. Architecture should 
first and foremost be considered as part of 
the man (person) who makes and uses it, 
while identity, to my mind, is just its by
product. 

However, it does seem worthwhile to 
ponder upon identity as an authentic cul
tural expression. Not in the cadaverous 
sense of a cultural brand or as it is implied 
in the words "ID card", but in a much 
more 'semiotically-dynamic' form. But 
then the discussion may dangerously 
become academic in nature and mode, 
although it may serve quite well episte
mologically, that is to say, considering its 
possible contribution to the establish
ment of the science of architecture. 

Identity is an eel-like word, slippery; 
and it has fallen victim to constant 
scrutiny and changes in accordance with 

2 We may, by all means, use identity as an in
strument (or societal-guidance) to boost motiva
tion. Just like a gold medal for record breaker in 
sports; honour for those who accomplish honourable 
deeds. It is here considered as incentive of some sort. 
I think, this phenomenon is linked to, or applies only 
to, an "active society", following Etzioni's theory 
where the three factors which count are knowledge, 
commitment, and power. One may need incentives 
to exert those three factors. 

Recent literature on psychology is also prone to 
list identity as human needs (e.g. Maslow, Erikson, 
etc.). I believe this is due to the openness and self
consciousness of individuals in the Western 
community. Here, again, we run into the issue of 
individualism, of societal absurdities of loneliness, of 
a "structural" vicious circle in developmental 
theories. Nowadays, however, identity has more 
political overtones than psychological, or even than 
cultural ones. 



the drift of human civilisation (other 
similar words are, e.g. function/func
tionalism, technic/technique, system, 
economy/economics, or even needs) . A 
cynic may perhaps say that identity is one 
word out of a host of words invented by 
psychologists, and later on by socio
logists, to cover up a realm of uncer
tainty. I am nota cynic, rather I am the 
victim of this noisy feedback-world of 
information. Architecture, in a sense, is 
also stigmatised by uproarious informa
tion through publications and other 
forms of the mass-media. It is getting 
more and more difficult, not to say im
possible, to distinguish the true ex
pression from the false. 

This global information network is 
the hardest of all against which to fight 
back, culturally speaking, since it attacks 
individuals straight on, internally. 
Coming up against this onrushing 
'tsunami' , it seems futile to speak of con
tinuity and discontinuity, unless of 
course, we do - at the same speed at least 
- counter by producing the same 
amount and quality of information 
authentically, that is, from within 
overselves, right from our deepest pos
sible consciousness. Again it is easier said 
than done. What is more, information 
are only one aspect of the whole titanic 
monster called technology. We cannot 
afford playing with technology and 
accidentally producing a Frankenstein. 
Architects should familiarise themselves 
with technology. In the creation of spatial 
entities, architects are the sole persons 
responsible for choosing kinds and levels 
of technology. There should be a positive 
and contributive rapport between the 
new technologies and the indigenous 
ones. How is that to be achieved? Well, 
that is another battle to fight. For one, 
technology, be it from outside or from 
within, should be considered as a de
pendent variable; there should be a 
'technological dialogue' , not a mono
logue. To be of value, the dialogue 
should be institutionalised, otherwise the 
result may vaporise within minutes. This 
is exactly the socio-political matters 
mentioned above. 

Surprisingly enough, it seems to me, 
styles cannot be planned beforehand. 
They are something reserved, by nature, 
to human unpredictability. They have 
their own life, so to speak. I have a 
complete confidence in this and not in 
vain, I hope. 
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