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Teaching ethics in architecture: contexts, issues
and strategies

Abstract

An exposition on teaching ethics in architecture is long overdue.
While all research on ethics in architecture agrees to its importance,
none has ventured further to consider how to teach ethics in
architecture. It is presumed that ethics is either transmitted tacitly
in the architectural design studio, or introduced within a seminar
on professional practice. But neither option is adequate if the goal
of teaching ethics in architecture is the capacity for heightened
ethical awareness, sound moral reasoning and keen judgment. What
then, is the recourse for the educator interested in developing this
capacity in the student? In this paper, I suggest that the context
where ethics in architecture is taught is just as important as how
to teach it. Subsequently, I suggest four pedagogical strategies for
teaching ethics in architecture. This paper should appeal to every
educator in higher education, especially to educators teaching
architecture, urban design and planning.

INTRODUCTION: ETHICS IN THE MODERN UNIVERSITY?

“Can you tell me, Socrates — can virtue be taught? Of'if not, does
it come by practice? Or does it come neither by practice nor by
teaching, but do people get it by nature, or in some other way?”

Meno

How to teach and to acquire virtues remains an important question for higher
education today. But today, it is presumed that the task of teaching ethics and
the acquisition of virtues rest primarily with the institution of the family and
religion, and not with the institution of higher learning. The primary mission
of the modern (research) university lies in the development of specialised,
technical and scholarly competence rather than moral development (Wilshire,
1990; Fish, 2003). And while there are universities that have integrated ethics
into the general curriculum, the debate on the exact role and extent of ethics in
higher education — even within the professional schools — remains a contested
topic (Kiss & Euben, 2010a).

At the same time, social diversity and value pluralism today further reinforce
moral relativism: that insofar as moral questions are concerned, there are many
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answers relative to the time and place (Lukes, 2008, p. 18) — and they are all
“correct”. While moral relativism may be interpreted as an indicator of ethical
maturity (Kiss & Euben, 2010a, p. 10), in the university moral relativism may
just as likely consolidate the belief that there is no teacher who is sufficiently
authoritative to teach ethics. This belief, coupled with the fact that not every
educator interested to teach ethics in the professional schools has specialised
training in moral philosophy, renders the prospects of teaching ethics very dim
indeed — despite growing interests in higher education to embrace some kind
of moral education today (Berube & Berube, 2010).

Even so, the university is ceding precious strategic ground by its tentativeness
towards ethics. After all, the university occupies a pivotal position in educating
and grooming tomorrow’s future leaders: managers, scientists, policy-makers and
professionals all will pass through the university. Inadvertently, the university
also occupies the last frontier where moral development for these future leaders
could be made through the formal process of learning (Bok, 1976, p. 26).

As future leaders, it is vital that our students have the ability — and also the
willingness — to advise others who would come to them for counsel, and at the
same time, to judge competing claims brought before them in a judicious manner
(Selat, 2010, p. 39-40). Furthermore, ethics is also an advanced form of critical
thinking, as Immanuel Kant reminds us in this enduring question — “what
ought I do?” It is thinking that enables the student to reason and further, to act
responsibly beyond known and internalised rules against the threat of paralysis
or the corruption of recklessness. And in this process, the student attains his
or her status as an autonomous moral agent (Frankena, 1973, p. 4). Without
mastering this advanced form of critical thinking through ethics, the student’s
education in critical and independent thinking remains incomplete at best.

The student engaged in professional studies is likely to face an additional
challenge without ethics. This student, who will go on to accept various
professional and leadership roles, would eventually discover that traditional
morality or norms provide little guidance on many issues and problems in the
workplace (Gardner, 2012). In the professions, these issues and problems are
likely to emerge from the unintentional and long-range consequences of applying
new technologies to human problems (Jonas, 1984; Verbeek, 2011), or from
the conflict of values in the globalised workplace (Lukes, 2008), or the many
unforeseeable dilemmas and quandaries encountered in professional practice
(Spector, 2001; Salomon, 2012) — all for which no traditional moralities or code
of ethics could be counted on for substantive guidance.

Therefore, this gap between the need for ethics today and the university’s
tentativeness for ethics is very great indeed. But in no place is this gap more
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salient than in schools of architecture, where “interest [for ethics and architecture]
exists, but there is neither clarity nor consensus on the subject, either within
or beyond the practices of architecture and urban design or moral philosophy”
(Bess, 1996, p. 373). This gap is rendered even more perplexing when one
considers — by a landmark study commissioned by the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching on architecture education — that slightly less than
half of all students surveyed who have elected to study architecture did so not
because of money or prestige, but because they wanted to improve the quality
of life in their community and the built environment (Boyer & Mitgang, 1996,
p. 7). Yet to these students who come into our schools eager to do good work
(Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi & Damon, 2001), we have comparatively little to
offer from an ethical perspective.

In this paper, [ suggest — along with Bok (1976), Boyer and Mitgang (1996), and
more recently Hoekema (2010) — that there are students in our universities who
are both interested and disposed to act morally, but they do not know how, and
would benefit from some degree of deliberate and discursive moral education.
I will first describe how ethics is being taught today in the architecture school.
I will then argue why the current strategies and venues for teaching ethics in
architecture are inadequate. Subsequently, I suggest an opportune venue where
ethics can be taught and also strategies for teaching ethics in architecture.
Finally, I conclude by grounding ethics in the larger system of contemporary
world events today.

ETHICS IN SCHOOLS OF ARCHITECTURE: THE DESIGN STUDIO
OR THE PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE SEMINAR?

In schools of architecture today, ethical knowledge is either tacitly transmitted
through the design studio or more explicitly, through the introduction of the
professional codes of conduct within a seminar on professional practice usually
required before graduation.!

The design studio has long served as an ideal venue for imparting virtue (Fisher,
2012). According to Dana Cuff, the studio is the sine qua non of design education

1 Here, it is important to note that there are other venues where ethics may be taught, for example
in architectural theory classes and the community service studio. Consider the former: I co-teach
ARS5221 Contemporary Theories in Architecture at the National University of Singapore, where
out of the eleven topical issues covered in this course, one is architectural ethics. Then there are
specialised elective classes on ethics in architecture, for example, taught by Professor Graham Owen
of Tulane University (Owen, 2009). And then there are community service studios, where students
go to underserved communities to help design and build (for example, see Hyde, 2012, p. 84). But
these examples suffer from the limitation that each is an exception rather than the norm. For this
reason, | have only focused on the design studio and the professional practice seminar for teaching
ethics, which are standard staples in any architectural curriculum in the world today.
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(Cuff, 1991, p. 43-44). In the design studio, a professor (or studio-master) — who
can also be a professional practitioner — directs a dozen students on developing a
solution to a design problem carried out over the entire semester. In this design
studio, the student usually meets with the professor at least twice a week in a
one-to-one session where the student presents his or her progress and also shares
the problems encountered in this design process.

Although Fisher did not specify why the design studio is an ideal venue for
imparting virtue — hence presumably, also ethical knowledge — it is however
not difficult to understand the reasons behind his choice. First, although not all
ethical issues can be solved by design, arguably many can be resolved along with
the student’s emerging design solution (Lagueux, 2004). In other words, in the
process of learning how to solve design problems, the student also learns how
to resolve ethical issues that are raised by design. Consider an example where
the value of fairness (i.e., non-discriminatory) should be factored into the design
of a civic building: the student may then rely on a symmetrical design to his or
her building such that the spatial concept of symmetry also coincides with the
ethical concept of equity (Scarry, 1999, p. 93). Second, because of the extended
amount of time spent in the design studio, the student becomes acculturated to
the norms and standards of what is deemed as good and acceptable design by the
design community, made up of his or her professor(s) and peers (Stevens, 1998).
This inherited ethos then become part of the student’s own ethical repertoire
from which the student could draw to evaluate design solutions.

But even if there are merits to this manner of transmitting rather than teaching
ethics, these merits remain tacit and uncertain at best for developing ethical
knowledge. Consider the seminal studies of Donald Schén on design studio
teaching (Schon, 1983, p. 76-104). In his studies, Schon discovered that as the
learning experience between the professor and the student in the design process
deepens (i.e., that the student understands the professor’s direction better,
and vice versa), their dialogue tends to become “elliptical and inscrutable to
outsiders” (Schon, 1983, p. 81). In other words, design learning has a tendency to
become increasingly closed and obscured, rather than open and communicable,
the deeper the professor and the student delved into the design process.

While Schon did not go on to analyse the ethical implications of this pedagogical
process, he suggests however that the communication that occurs between the
professor and the student during the design studio is problematic in several ways
(Schon, 1987, p. 96-99). For example, the lesson that the professor conveys in
design is usually rich and packed with different meanings, but some of these
meanings cannot be made explicit (Schon, 1987, p. 96). It is therefore clear that
even if some ethical concerns were communicated with design suggestions
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this way, these concerns are ineluctably tacit or worse, these ethical concerns
have little chance of being openly scrutinised and debated by the community
of learners in the design studio. In this context, the least desirable aspect of
ethical education as indoctrination (Kiss & Euben, 2010b, p. 62-63) thereby
becomes its most plausible prospect. And, conversely, because ethics — if any
— becomes so intertwined with the emerging design solution, the student is
unlikely to understand the implications for ethics when the design solution has
to be modified due to other concerns.

This is not to suggest that the design studio is an ill-suited venue to teach ethics.
On the contrary, the design studio is a robust venue for teaching ethics because
it is there where students inevitably interface with ethical considerations on a
first-hand basis through the design process. This analysis only goes to show
that if there is any ethical instruction here at all, ethics is only at best tacit
and inscrutable, and will benefit from being more explicit, focused and openly
discussed with other learners present in the design studio.

If these are the limitations of the design studio in teaching ethics, then what
about the seminars on professional practice? In schools of architecture, lectures
on ethics are common in professional practice seminars (Fisher, 2012, p. 313).
But here, it is important to make a distinction between lectures introducing
the professional codes of conduct, and lectures instructing ethical reasoning:
lectures introducing the professional codes of conduct are likely to comprise of
only a familiarising lesson on the professional codes of conduct, while lectures
instructing ethical reasoning are likely to rely on an issue-based approach
for training moral reasoning. Using Ryle’s dichotomy, at the risk of some
simplification, if the former is the declarative knowledge of “knowing-that”, then
the latter is a procedural knowledge of “knowing-how” (Ryle, 1949, p. 27-32).
It is the rare professional practice seminar that can move from “knowing-that”
towards “knowing-how” as moral reasoning for architecture.

However for most professional practice seminars, there is an overwhelming
consensus suggesting that just learning the declarative form of the professional
codes of conduct is insufficient to address the complex ethical demands of
practice (Cobb, 1992; Boyer & Mitgang, 1996; Fisher, 2000; Spector, 2001;
Saint, 2005; Fox, 2009, Fisher, 2010; Till, 2009).

First, while the professional codes of conduct may address the business, fiduciary
and liability functions of the architectural practice, they however do not address
the ethical issues of architecture that arise out of design considerations (Fisher,
2000, p. 172): for example, is there a code that guides the architect on the beauty
(or ugliness) of architecture? Clearly not, if one is to survey the growing stock
of aesthetically challenged buildings in the world! To design an aesthetically
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fitting building remains the domain of ethics (Fox, 2009).

Second, codes only apply if, and when, a decision has been made to design and
build a work of architecture. However, one of the perennial ethical dilemmas
for the architect is: should a building be built in the first place (Goodman, 1971,
p. 96; Somerville, 1994, p. 70-71; Fisher, 2010, p. 39)??

Third, even if codes were to apply, they cannot substitute for the architect’s
ethical judgment of prioritising values. After all, the architect is hired because
he or she alone has the overview and capacity to make difficult choices among
competing constituencies — the clients, the building’s users, the neighbours
and the general public, as well as “voiceless others” that include the poor and
marginalised, as well as the environment, both natural and man-made — all
of which will make different claims on this architect’s sense of duty (Cobb,
1992). Which of these constituencies should the architect prioritise and which
should the architect de-prioritise, and at whose expense? And how justifiable
is the architect’s decision? These important questions are not ones that can be
answered by appealing to the professional codes of conduct or to the technical
expertise of the architect, but to ethics alone.

And finally, the architect has other social and aesthetical responsibilities that
are not addressed by the professional codes of conduct (Crawford, 1991; Saint,
2005, p. 8; Till, 2009, p. 182). Should an architect design a “super-brothel” to
increase tourism and vibe for the city (Day, 2012)? Is not the brothel first an
exploitative space, and second, a place degrading human dignity for the sake of
carnality — and much more now packaged in a “super” form? The professional
codes of conduct is silent; and in the case accounted by Day, the clients, fellow
professionals, and the public are even happy and permissive. But what is legal
may not be right; and further, what about the social and aesthetical implications
of this design, which despite all permissiveness and commercial promise, now
represents the concrete institutionalisation of prostitution?® Hence to address
all of these issues and questions raised by architecture, the architect must also
be capable of moral reasoning.

From this analysis, it is clear that the professional codes of conduct remain
necessary and legitimate but insufficient. Importantly, knowing the professional

2 It may be useful to cite Somerville (1994) in full: “The architectural drawings for the concentration
camp at Auschwitz were discussed earlier at the conference. If the primary question had been about
the ethics of what was being planned rather than about the camp’s architecture, those ‘beautiful’
drawings would have never been made...We need to be aware that when we take the starting points
of our analyses as givens, we are not necessarily correct in doing so. We have already made a choice
— often a very important value choice — in determining these starting points.” (Somerville, 1994, p.
70-71).

3 I credit this insight to Professor Jean-Pierre Protzen.
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codes of conduct in its declarative form does not necessarily lead the students to
know first-hand what it means to be caught in an ethical dilemma or to rely on
moral reasoning as the first recourse to resolve the dilemma. Moral reasoning
is also necessary to reap the benefits of knowing these codes (Fisher, 2010, p.
13). To respond to the limitations of both the design studio and the professional
practice seminar, as well as to draw on each of their key advantages, next, I will
suggest where and how ethics can be taught in the architecture school.

THE JURY REVIEW: AN OPPORTUNE VENUE TO TEACH ETHICS?

While landmark studies have been done on understanding the design studio from
the pedagogical perspective (Schon, 1983; Schon, 1987), from a sociological
perspective (Cuff, 1991; Stevens, 1998) and even from the perspective of the
design jury (Anthony, 1991; Anthony, 2012), none of these studies alludes to
the educational potential of the design jury for teaching ethics. On the contrary,
in one recent account, it is suggested that at its worst, the design jury fosters a
“destructive atmosphere” where jurors exhibits insensitivity and erodes students’
morale (Anthony, 2012, p. 400). Despite these findings, I suggest that the design
jury remains unexplored as a potentially important venue where ethics can be
openly taught and discussed in architecture school today. This is primarily
because the design jury combines the advantages of both the design studio
and the professional practice seminar without suffering from their respective
limitations.

The design jury is a pedagogical institution created to openly examine, evaluate
and judge the student’s design solution. First used by the French Ecole des
Beaux-Arts system where jury reviews occurred behind closed doors (Anthony,
2012, p. 396), the design jury subsequently evolved into the present open system
currently practised in most architecture schools today. In the design jury, a
panel of different professors and external practitioners convenes as jurors to
evaluate the student’s design. Following this presentation, jurors then discuss
issues pertaining to the design solution before all the students attending the
review. This evaluative institution is similar in structure for all students in
the architecture school, and only differs in duration and depth depending on
the seniority of the student involved. Finally, it is common to have up to three
design juries every semester — the first a design jury on the conceptual phase
of the student’s design; then a design jury on the developmental phase of the
student’s design; and finally, a final design jury upon the completion of the
design project. Cumulatively, a student upon his or her completion of a five-
year architecture programme would have had at least 30 design juries — not an
insignificant amount of curricular time.
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What then are the advantages of the design jury for teaching ethics? First, the
ethical issues that emerge in the student’s design are experienced on a first-
hand basis by the student rather than through the theoretical manifold of the
professional codes of conduct. One of the primary obstacles for learning ethical
reasoning is under-appreciating the ethical issue in question because one is
approaching these issues vicariously (Bok, 1976, p. 27). But by knowing the
parameters surrounding these ethical issues on a first-hand basis, the student is
then argued to have a better grasp — and also an incentive — to understand and
to resolve these ethical issues in a responsible way.

Second and unlike the design studio, the design jury process is characterised
by openness, transparency and many voices. One of the strengths of the design
jury is that this process allows for the debate and discussion about design from
many different viewpoints (Anthony, 1991, p. 158). In such a process, it is nearly
impossible for moral indoctrination by any one party to occur because of the
plurality of persons involved. In order to convince, the interlocutor is burdened
to make coherent arguments and to persuade by reason, which in turn are either
further supported or refuted by other participants present under conditions
of communicative discourse. The many-horned aspect of an ethical issue can
be pursued under different viewpoints within this confluence of openness,
transparency and many voices, all of which are also promising factors for
broadening the student’s moral horizon.

Third and most importantly, the design jury is a sustained pedagogy stretching
across the five or six years of architecture school in varying intensities but
nonetheless, in regular frequency. This characteristic permits the determined
educator to persistently recall and reinforce ethics in varying degrees but
regularly throughout the student’s career in the architecture school. In doing
so, the educator avoids a common pitfall where ethics in architecture is taught
in a piecemeal, independent and disconnected fashion, rather than the more
effective approach of reinforcing ethics repeatedly throughout the curriculum
(Owen, 2009, p. 91).

However, there are clearly some practical constraints that limit the potential of
design jury for teaching ethics. Time is always too short for explicating every
relevant issue pertaining to the student’s design solution; and not everyone is
interested, or feel sufficiently confident or motivated, to raise and explicate
ethical issues.

Yet even if substantive ethical issues could be raised, the jurors’ main obligation
is to attain an overall assessment of the student’s design. Ethics is surely an
important factor in design; however, ethics is also only one of the many important
factors for design evaluation. Because of this, it is therefore unclear just how
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the design jury should be weighted for teaching ethics despite its suitability.
Should the design jury seek to increase the student’s awareness of ethical issues
and thereby sharpen his or her ethical perception? After all, the student cannot
know about an ethical issue until he or she is aware of it! Or should the design
jury help the student in analysing the ethical issues in question, and through this
effort, trains this student’s moral reasoning skills? Or should the design jury
focus on the ultimate goal of keen ethical judgment for complex moral problems?
Unfortunately, the jury review as a pedagogy — coupled with the contingent
choice and disposition of the panelists involved — cannot in itself prioritise
these important pedagogical goals even when it provides room for them, and
therefore holds no exact answer to these questions. Nonetheless, these are not
insurmountable questions — it remains possible for the jurors to agree to some
order of prioritisation beforehand. As alluded to earlier in the paper, the main
obstacle is primarily one of ideology: are the jurors sufficiently convinced of the
importance of ethics to warrant a place for moral education in the design jury?

HOWTO TEACHETHICSIN THE DESIGNJURY: KEY PEDAGOGICAL
STRATEGIES

How to teach ethics is a broad and important question that has many implications
for other learning venues, courses, and disciplines within the university. While
I intend these four strategies as direct suggestions to educators in architecture,
urban design and planning where all share the common pedagogy of design
jury, these strategies are also sufficiently general in nature to be applicable and
adaptable for educators interested to teach ethics in other disciplines.

The first strategy, which I also suggest as the most important, is for the aspiring
teacher of ethics to educate himself or herself (Callahan, 1980, p. 71). There is
a cognitive and also a moral aspect to this suggestion. On the cognitive end,
many ethical quandaries do not immediately yield clear solutions. But students
who witness their teachers educating themselves in trying to wrestle with ethics
will be persuaded by their efforts and persistence to try ethics out. And on the
moral end, teachers are also role models to their students (Bok, 1976; Callahan,
1980; Hoekema, 2010). While this is no exhortation for saintliness, the task of
teaching ethics becomes more streamlined when the student is able to see the
teacher — as well as the institution that this teacher belongs to — striving to act
consistently in ethical ways.

The second strategy is to develop ethical awareness. Ethical concerns in
architecture are notoriously difficult to recognise because they are internal to
the practice of architecture (Pérez-Gomez, 1994). On this, the teacher may rely
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on a series of general but provocative questions, for example, “what is going
on in this case?”, or “by what criteria should this design decision be made?”
(May, 1980, p. 212-213). The aim here is to provoke the student to surface the
ethical dimensions that might have been taken for granted during the student’s
design process without immediately engaging in questions of goodness and
rightness. Or the teacher can direct the student’s attention to certain clear
indicators of ethical misadventures (Kaufman, 1981). Returning to the example
of the “super-brothel”, the teacher should be able to immediately tell that even
in a situation where nearly everyone is happy and permissive about the design,
the idea that this remains a brothel that not only supports prostitution (which
is surely inequitable even if it is a legal profession in many places) but further
reinforces this practice in a “super” form, must be morally problematic.

The third strategy is to help the student build his or her own ethical toolbox.
The different frameworks of ethics, such as utilitarianism, deontological ethics,
justice and virtue ethics can be considered as different tools used in moral
reasoning. Admittedly, not all educators in architecture have training in moral
philosophy. However, this is not an insurmountable challenge. Pared down
to the essentials, with some risks of simplification, these tools are measured
perspectives of how we reason and value. Take the example of a recurring
controversy in architecture: “does the end justify the means”? Returning to the
case of the “super-brothel”, suppose that the “super-brothel” eventually improves
tourism and job prospects, and ultimately, also increases the general level of
happiness in the city: but then can all these benefits justify the degeneration of
a thriving urban area into a seedy, red-life district? A utilitarian perspective
would likely weigh the issue in terms of dollars and cents, or more abstractly,
on some measure of happiness; but a deontological or justice perspective would
set certain limits, beyond which the end stops justifying the means. On the
other hand, a virtue perspective may suggest that unless this building edifies
the people who use it, it is counterproductive for this building to exist despite
the architect’s good intentions. Despite a well-equipped ethical toolbox, it is
unlikely that one will have a final and uncontested answer on the case of the
“super-brothel”. But to seek a final and uncontested answer is missing the point.
The paramount task is to reformulate what is suspected as hazy quandaries
into objective ethical questions or propositions. One can only do this with the
help of these ethical tools. With some patience and practice, there are excellent
books for example, by Baggini and Fosl (2007), and Fisher (2010), where one
can refer to, to build this ethical toolbox necessary for sound moral reasoning.
Here, it is important to remember that while these ethical tools may not always
eliminate quandaries in architecture, they are however capable of opening
up a new horizon where things may be seen for what they are and thus, have
become other than what they were (May, 1980, p. 241). Hence, even the effort
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of using these tools is capable of extending the student’s moral awareness in
an expanded moral universe.

The fourth strategy is to cultivate moral tolerance in the student. In design
juries as in today’s classrooms, moral disagreements are likely to be intense and
unforgiving especially given the range of different moral viewpoints possible.
The last thing we desire as educators is to open the Pandora’s Box of ethical
issues only to discover later that we have also considerably worsened civility in
the classroom. But moral tolerance does not mean unthinking permissiveness as
well. To foster moral tolerance, it is important first for the student to recognise
that others may hold on to different but equally consistent moral values.
Returning to the case of the “super-brothel” again, a student may rightfully
argue that prostitution can be considered ethical under certain conditions, for
example, when a mother has to prostitute herself to feed her starving baby. But
this reality is checked by another student’s realisation that this conditionally
legitimate practice does not automatically grant moral acceptance of the brothel,
which is the normalisation of prostitution. From this example, it is possible then
to cultivate moral tolerance by holding two opposing yet consistent arguments
within a single view. Subsequently, with the aid of the teacher, the student must
find the common points he or she shares with these others, and from there,
discover exactly where they might have come to disagree. The disagreements
discovered through this measured process of deliberation can only be less
prone to bitter discords and more likely to result in respectful enlightenment
and moral tolerance.

These four pedagogical strategies are by no means the only strategies available.
However, they are the key strategies that aim to consolidate the cognitive
or theoretical aspects with the character or developmental aspects of moral
education. Furthermore, these four strategies are strategies that one would
naturally count on in a design jury to question, understand, analyse and judge
architectural issues within a community of other learners. For this reason, they
are neither entirely novel nor untested strategies that would burden the teacher.

CONCLUSION: MORAL RESPONSIBILITY AND MORAL
CHARACTER

In this paper, I addressed the gap in existing literature on teaching ethics in
architecture. I further highlighted why the present practice of teaching ethics
in the design studio and the professional practice seminar is insufficient.
Subsequently, I highlighted the design jury as a hitherto unexplored venue
for teaching ethics and offered four different strategies for teaching ethics in
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architecture. In all, I underscored the importance of a sustained engagement with
ethics across the architecture curriculum. To the extent that ethics is presently
taught —if at all — in a piecemeal and disconnected fashion in architecture, there
remains much room for the integration of ethics into the architectural curriculum.

Here, I conclude by suggesting that much of why we are concerned with ethics in
architecture today has to do with the ethical issues that are raised by architecture.
In recent decades, it has been noted that architecture has been produced to chiefly
satisfy the aims of city marketing (and imagery), and serving as investment
vehicles, rather than actual needs (Hyde, 2012). At the same time, the larger
social and natural environment in many places has visibly deteriorated, and for
the first time in the history of architecture, there is recognition that architecture
can become a social ill and an environmental liability. Therefore, the question of
why we build — and how to justify that ethically — has become as important, if
not antecedent, to the design and technical questions concerning how we build.

But this question of “why we build” is ultimately cognitive in nature. To realise
the potential of ethics the architect must answer the Kantian question of “what
ought I do”, which in other words, is to consider just the kind of ethical problems
and situations that would call for the service of the architect and architecture
(Somerville, 1994, p. 70). Urbanisation is anticipated to accelerate worldwide.
For the billions of people that would ultimately come to inhabit in growing cities
around the world, the discipline of architecture has yet to offer a compelling
ethical solution to this problem of rapid and unprecedented urbanisation.

On this note, teaching ethics has to go beyond the goals of developing ethical
awareness, sound moral reasoning and keen judgment. Ultimately, teaching
ethics must also develop the architect’s sustained moral character in taking
special care to avoid harm, and in seeking out pressing issues and problems
where the public mission of architecture could again be reaffirmed.
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