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In a self-declared age of knowledge-based societies, it is no surprise that we keep on 

building universities. The advocates of the knowledge economy remind us that, indeed, 

higher education institutions play a central role in relation to a contemporary industry that 

is more ‘intelligent’ than in past times, and that requires a workforce with higher cerebral 

skills1. As for any phenomenon, the present one also has its detractors and critics. For 

them, our time should be more aptly interpreted as one in which any labelling – 

knowledge-based, creative, innovative, etc. – is merely the neutralised and inverted 

version of its original promise. Instead of being havens of freer self-formation than in 

past times, knowledge-based societies are shaped by precariousness, uncertainty, and 

enhanced disparity. Alternatively termed, this is the age of cognitive capitalism, where 

mass society has given way to a ‘multitude’ of individualities that never reach synthesis 

as a ‘people’ – a multitude made of subjects at the continuous search for employment, 

paradoxically always working because permanently unemployed2. In such scenario, 

universities are ‘factories of knowledge’3, production plants of individuals that have to be 

flexible to adapt to a life of instability because any fixed point of reference – from the 

Welfare State to the very factory of older days – has gone.  

The present situation captures a fleeing moment within a longer historical trajectory. The 

projects for university spaces presented in these pages build upon some established 

tradition of design and planning for higher education: the building set in direct 

confrontation with an open landscape, as represented by BIG’s design for Glasir 

Torshavn College; an exercise in modularity and interior maze-creation, in the project for 
                                                
1 See Ali Madanipour, Knowledge Economy and the City: Spaces of Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2011). 
2 See in particular Paolo Virno, A Grammar of the Multitude (Los Angeles: Semiotext, 2004). 
3 See Gerald Raunig, Factories of Knowledge: Industries of Creativity (Los Angeles: Semiotext, 2013). 
 



Aalto University by Vertas Architects; and an exploration of verticality in C.F. Moller 

Architects’ Maersk Tower, which deals with a lesser common line of higher education 

design (indeed mostly developed as a history of horizontality). These architectural themes 

and, more generally speaking, the very roots of the contemporary condition of knowledge 

and its institutions can be located around the 1960s, a period that in turn, continues to 

attract the interest of current architectural discourse as an epoch of experimentation from 

which we can still learn. During the 1960s, university design drove architecture through a 

most delicate moment of rethinking in its recent history. Universities became a favourite 

ground to test the passage from a before to an after that has been variously narrated - 

modernism to post-modernism, CIAM to Team X, functionalism to participation, etc.  

Concomitantly, starting five decades ago new tropes renovated the very vocabulary of 

architecture, that is, the ways in which space is talked about. Besides the return on the 

scene of the street – on the ground or ‘in the air’ – the flexible, the adaptable, the 

informal, the unexpected, appeared as the agents of renovation to go beyond, yet learning 

from, the teachings of the Modern Movement. Taking advantage of a demand for higher 

education spaces at an unprecedented scale – both in numbers and in the size of the new 

campuses and academic buildings built throughout the 1960s and 1970s – those terms 

structured the narratives of some of the major architects of the time, in turn providing 

them with the opportunities of a lifetime to leave their trace on the books of architectural 

history. A specific chapter on university design and planning was thus written up, its 

pages illustrated by the likes of the Berlin Free University, the British new universities, 

the Canadian and Italian megastructural proposals, the many new campuses scattered 

around the western colonial territories, and many other projected visions of academic 

spaces that were discussed and defended as the possible agents to shape new democratic 

societies along more equal learning opportunities4.  

The contemporary production of university spaces is no less heroic in its statements, and 

if we look at the evolution of higher education design over the last fifty years we see how 

we have come to a situation invariably characterised by utmost faith and insistence on the 

                                                
4 Stefan Muthesius, The Postwar University: Utopianist Campus and College (New Haven, CT, and London: Yale 

University Press, 2000); Francesco Zuddas, The University as a Settlement Principle: Territorialising Knowledge 
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potential of the common spaces inside universities to forge learning opportunities well 

beyond the traditional, static image of the scholar sitting at a desk or of rows of students 

facing a lecturer. Read in this way, the projects here presented are variations on a single 

idea – the university as common space - so that focusing, for reasons of word space, on 

one of those projects allows interpretation that applies, more generally, to the current 

production of academic space. 

The Glasir Torshavn College sits on a hill overlooking the sea in the Faroe Islands. A 

series of stacked linear boxes depart tangentially from a common centre – or, seen the 

other way around, a central communal area gets unfolded at each level of the building to 

reach out to the surroundings in different directions. Such strive for dynamism is 

reinforced by the photos chosen to depict the project, which follow a narrative line that 

has become familiar for anyone studying the evolution of higher education space in 

recent times. In these images, bodies are captured in movement, channelled through the 

pathways that lead from the town to the building, and further depicted on the move inside 

it. This never-ending journey portrays isolation as something that is possible on the move 

(walking alone) but rarely presented as a component of what a university is. Association 

and its postulate of social learning are the protagonists of a space where individuals 

assemble in temporary configurations that are always set in the plain view of a wider 

community/audience. Here, studying (that old word whose validity in the contemporary 

university has started to be questioned5) and flirting are similar spatial practices, the 

image of three boys and three girls’ complicit mutual smiles across the stepped interiors 

being as paradigmatic of the contemporary university as a photo of a crowded lecture 

auditorium would have been for a university of the past. The latter – the auditorium or, 

more generally, the lecture hall and the classroom – have disappeared from the way 

universities are talked about in words and images that relentlessly orient their gaze on the 

spaces ‘in-between’. Such disappearance stimulates the legitimate question of ‘in-

between what?’, if the only spaces discussed - but, one might suspect, also the only ones 

really thought-through architecturally - are the non-specific ones, that is, those common 

spaces other than the ‘formal’ spaces of instruction. Of course, anyone acquainted with 
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the everyday practices of academia knows that the lecture hall and the classroom have not 

disappeared, and that they are still defined by walls because, despite the informal learning 

rhetoric, chalk-and-talk remains a core means of knowledge exchange. The question 

remains as to why those spaces are never shown or described, as if corrupted by some 

original sin that makes architects ashamed at conceding them a role in the learning 

process. Conversely, trying to write a history of the classroom might unveil as rich a 

repository of ideas as the obsessively portrayed common areas and ‘learning landscapes’ 

of today’s higher education narratives. 

The present condition of higher education appears as the antonym of what was hoped for 

fifty years ago, in the vast wave of protests that shook universities around the world at the 

very time when architects were envisaging the new academic environments. Set against 

the 1960s calls for non-paternalist education, personalisable paths to learning, more equal 

educational opportunities across races, genders and social classes, and closer ties of 

higher education studies to the needs of society, the contemporary commodified and 

corporate university is often still a controlling machine that has substituted its earlier 

disciplinary mentality to one based on surveillance. Interpreted in a slightly different 

way, the current university might perhaps more aptly be described as the neutralised, 

normalised version of the vision that was depicted as a disruption of the status quo in the 

1960s. As such, any of the concepts that gained currency then as the mediators to achieve 

liberation from an elitist and old-fashioned understanding of higher education – life-long 

learning, informality, flexibility – have become nothing but the very instruments by 

which universities retain top-down control. The situation is made even worse by the fact 

that anything in the contemporary university is treated as an economic transaction, using 

knowledge (in the broad sense of teaching and research) as a commodity to be purchased 

on the market.6  

Set within such critical scenario, the current production of university architecture can 

easily be the target of suspicion. How much are the current projects, relentlessly based 

and promoted according to those very categories recalled above – life-long learning, 
                                                
6 See Derek Bok, Universities in the Marketplace: The Commercialization of Higher Education (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2003). For more recent criticism on the commodification of universities see Raewyn 
Connell, The Good University: What Universities Actually Do and Why It’s Time for Radical Change (London: Zed 
Books, 2019). 



informality, flexibility – nothing else than the complicit spatial mechanisms of a vaster 

system of commodified knowledge and cognitive capitalism?7 Leaving to the reader such 

question as a possible line of inquiry into the current, still conspicuous construction of 

new spaces for higher education, we can turn our attention to the projects presented in 

these pages and try to observe them in their own right as media of spatial reasoning, and 

as the latest products of a most beloved brief for experimentation by architects. In other 

words, we can momentarily suspend the invitation to consider these projects as cliché-

ridden designs, something that their architects’ explanatory texts would suggest (in fact, 

such criticism applies as easily to almost any project description, so that its agency might 

too quickly aliment a conspiratorial mentality). This means also resisting interpretation 

based on how business is the blood running through the veins of these projects (most 

explicitly when a business school is being presented as the companion of the arts in a mix 

allowing an innovative idea of university, as stated by the designers of the new building 

for the Aalto University in Otaniemi). Finally, we might also try putting on hold – or, 

perhaps better, renouncing – any deterministic attitude that seems to be excessively 

embedded in a common way of approaching higher education design as ‘behavioural 

machines’ capable of influencing – or directing? –life inside their walls. So, we can 

temporarily forget about the ‘hubs of socialisation’, the interiorised ‘streets of learning’, 

the ‘platforms of unexpected encounters’, and the other recurring explanations that 

populate projects like those published in these pages. Instead, let us more simply consider 

the projects in their nature of instances showing how we still need universities as 

important opportunities for collective life. Or, to use the words of Bill Readings, let us 

approach universities as one among many other places where we live together, despite 

any possible corruption of the ‘idea’ of the university – on which we can agree or 

disagree8. 

Putting on hold an inquiry into the relations between architectural design and its 

complicity in the current commodified nature of our basic institutions does not mean 

abandoning such inquiry. Yet, it allows loosening the possible ties of negativity and 

                                                
7 See Douglas Spencer, The Architecture of Neoliberalism: How Contemporary Architecture Became an Instrument of 
Control and Compliance (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016). 
 
8 Bill Readings, The University in Ruins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996). 



conceding that any space – even the most controlled one - might be re-territorialised to 

better ends and according to a way of relating to the world that is less mono dimensional. 

Approached under this light, the continuous production of university spaces can, and 

should, be welcomed as a crucial contribution to the continuous production of future 

societies capable of retaining collaboration and cooperation as core values, no matter how 

much the current higher education climate makes all efforts to sink optimism down as to 

the truthfulness of such possibility. Just as, today, we wonder about what to do with the 

remnants of the Welfare State and its spatial products – including the many universities 

built in the second half of the last century – we will similarly be confronted with a similar 

question when, and if, the current stage of late capitalism will be overcome. In the 

meantime, we should hail any new space for higher education as a gift never to be a-

critically received, but personally and collectively appropriated and negotiated.  


