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Prologue

Let us start with some quotes: „BIGNESS destroys, but it is 
also a new beginning. It can reassemble what it breaks.”1 
It is mentioned here both a new scale of architecture and 
a new type of city to which the new scale leads: “If BIG-
NESS transforms architecture, its accumulation generates 
a new kind of city. The exterior of the city is no longer 
a collective theatre where ‘it’ happens; there’s no collec-
tive ‘it’ left. The street has become residue, organisational 
device, and mere segment of the continuous metropoli-
tan plan where the remnants of the past face the equip-
ment of the new in an uneasy standoff. BIGNESS can exist 
anywhere in that plane”.2 Therefore, architecture appears 
here marked by a radical change in its paradigm, finding 
new potential expressions: „If urbanism generated poten-
tial and architecture exploits it, BIGNESS enlists the gen-
erosity of urbanism against the meanness of architecture. 
BIGNESS = urbanism vs. architecture”.3

At the dawn of the third millennium, a new urban scale 
is conformed to the new imperatives of the world market. 
The architectural discipline seems thereby to comply with 
the, apparently smooth, space of globalisation.

Architecture may find itself liberated and uncon-
strained by the traditional principles and parameters of 
Modernity (context, fabric, identity, history, progress-
ism, etc.) assuming the peculiar criterion of being of a big 
size: “BIGNESS, through its very independence of con-
text, is the one architecture than can survive, even ex-
ploit, the new-global condition of the tabula rasa: it does 
not rake its inspiration from givens too often squeezed 
for the last drop of meaning; it gravitates opportunisti-
cally to locations of maximum infrastructural promise, it 
is, finally, its own raison d’etre”.4

We could, thus, declare a completed transition to the 
postmodern – postmodernist era: „Bigness surrenders the 
field of after-architecture.”5 Rem Koolhaas’ modus scriben-
di can safely be counted as stylistically postmodern.

1 Koolhaas 2007: 260.
2 Koolhaas 2007: 262.
3 Koolhaas 2007: 262.
4 Koolhaas 2007: 263.
5 Koolhaas 2007: 263.

Modernity vs. Postmodernity

The ongoing ten year old debate about the distinction 
between modernity and postmodernity still has interest-
ing aspects to be investigated. Jürgen Habermas6 con-
trasted some theoretical tendencies of postmodernism, 
arguing that the „project of modernity”, initiated with 
the century of enlightenment, is still „incomplete” today.

David Harvey7 denied to postmodernism the real abil-
ity to represent a real paradigm mutation: postmodern 
thought claims to get rid of, or even to solve too simplis-
tically all the complex and complicated sets of thoughts, 
tensions, crises and contradictions that had crossed the 
historical course of modernity. Fredric Jameson8 pointed 
out that postmodernism is merely the „cultural logic of 
late capitalism”. These are only few authoritative exam-
ples of a critical attitude which, at the end of the last 
century, expressed either an essential non-acceptance, 
skepticism, or resistance toward the progressive rise of 
postmodern (or postmodernist) discourse. For what in-
terests us here, these examples represent important con-
tributions to draft a critical reading of what actually has 
changed in architecture and urban design today, once 
the crisis of modern/modernism was declared. Modern-
ism, in the two disciplines, represented a foundational 
theory able to heavily influence practice, especially 
during the XX century. Can we, these days, actually talk 
about postmodernism?

It is our opinion that the pro or against diatribe on 
postmodern/postmodernism is misleading. It seems 
evident that we are living in a new era whose charac-
teristics, although presenting much continuity with the 
previous period, is showing many new aspects, indica-
tive of important changes which have occurred. In the 
contemporary world, we live and effectively act within 
a „space-time compression”9, or rather within a world 
globalised through financial markets, the dominance of 
the economy, and the continually evolving Information 

6 See Habermas 1983.
7 See Harvey 1990.
8  See Jameson 1984.
9  See Harvey 1990.
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& Communications Technology (ICT). Furthermore, we 
are now looking at great spatial mobility: the permanent 
transnational circulation of goods, capital, and people. 
We are not motionless in front of a doorway, as if we 
were in the position to decide either to cross it or not. 
We are inside a new dimension that dilutes all the tradi-
tional divisions between the political and the economic/
social, the “cultural” and the “natural”, the “representa-
tion” and the “real”.10Therefore, it becomes necessary to 
understand how to act critically within such a situation. 
Undoubtedly, this new era is accompanied by a peak 
of recorded urbanisation. The study of some of the dy-
namics that cross contemporary metropolis (nowadays, 
Global/World Cities) identifies and circumscribes an in-
teresting and privileged sphere of crucial issues. David 
Harvey, for instance, speaks of the „right to the city”.11

From tabula rasa  
to new heights

Since its origin, the discipline of architecture has always 
shown a double status, both theoretical and practical, 
alternating between the need for aesthetic–cultural 
expression, and technical-craft one. At the same time, 
architect’s figure has been tipping between the roles of 
a critical intellectual (especially in the twentieth century), 
an artist sui generis, and a technically skilled practitioner.

Today the architect appears to be more specialised in 
the management of his professional activities.12 Indeed, 
Koolhaas writes: „architecture [has lost its] autonomy it 
becomes instrument of other forces, it depends. BIGNESS 
is impersonal: the architect is no longer condemned to 

10  See Debord 1997.
11  See Harvey 2008.
12  See Assennato 2011: 13–14.

stardom”.13 This indicates that, in the transition period be-
tween modern to postmodern, the both theoretical and 
practical status of architecture crashed (losing autonomy), 
on the theoretical side14, and the architect, losing words 
and concepts, has become a mere technical-functional 
figure. He is increasingly influenced to various degrees 
and levels, by decision makers, developers, and urban 
planners, who justify their decisions in light of a (glob-
al and techno-capitalist) „market realism”.15 Perhaps, it 
is due to the perceived lack of influence in the overall 
design process that architects are more and more be-
witched by the sirens of new digital tools and techniques. 
By focusing on a technological research as an „end itself” 
they seem to step down from the mission of making criti-
cal and socially responsible contributions, through their 
design, to the existing built environment (Fig. 1). 

Nevertheless, today, not a few are stressing and re-
claiming the need for more effective theoretical research 
into architectural practice. However, this necessity can-
not, be solely understood as an a priori task in its own 
right. Rather, theory (to contemplate, to see, to pre-see) 
can be considered as an essential component of the pro-
fessional architects’ practical activity, which is design.16 
Koolhaas shows how contemporary architecture (post-
architecture?) can only move within the „new-global 
condition of the tabula rasa”, or between the joints of 
capitalist globalisation. Are we looking here at a possible 
field for a challenge between theory and practice?

With each passing era, there is a fatal emergence of 
the idea and desire to make tabula rasa of the already-
given, the traditions, etc. This was the case during the 
Enlightenment’s struggle against the Ancient régime, in 

13 Koolhaas 2007: 261–262.
14  See Assennato 2011: 15.
15  See Huriot 2012.
16  See Assennato 2011.

Fig. 1. New heights (photo by G. Vellut, 
Creative Commons)
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order to free man from a state of minority, and likewise 
for the avant-gardes of the twentieth century, in order 
to reduce the distinction between art and everyday life. 
The same need and the same wish to annul the past and 
strive for a progressive future, were driving forces for 
the thought of many of the most celebrated modernist 
architects of the last century. How can one forget Baron 
Haussmann, who, since 1853, on behalf of Napoleon III, 
undertook the massive urban renewal of Paris? Hauss-
mann’s embillessement stratégique changed the city as 
a whole rather than just in its details17, packaging it and 
delivering it to the historical imagery as the Ville Lumi-
ère18. The artiste démolisseur, as the Baron used to de-
fine himself, will provide the eponym for each practice 
of radical urbanism revolutionising the existing context 
from the top: the “Haussmanisation”. Performing tabula 
rasa, as an act of forgetting (or resetting) the origin, the 
memory, the history and, consequently, the specific iden-
tity of a place, a population, or a culture appears to be 
an essential action in order to make space for the ris-
ing of the new. If so, then the question becomes purely 
theoretical and political. It is eminently at the core of 
architectural design. Vittorio Ugo competently, denied 
that making tabula rasa means „starting from scratch”. 
Wondering what tabula he could possibly have had once 
he had it rasa, the architect questioned the urgent need 
to rethink the origins, the roots, and the fundamentals 
of architecture as a discipline.19 Assuming that designing 
could just mean „throwing forward” (project from Latin 
proicere, from which proiectus) as well as „breaking away 
from” (from the German prefix Ent- from Entwurf), in 
order to step away from the concept of „already-given”, 
Ugo states that making tabula rasa means, first of all, to 
question certainties, values, and established systems of 
reference. It means, in short, to produce a theoretical/
practical critique. It also implies being able to recognise 
a crisis, or an ongoing phase that needs to be problema-
tised. Taking for granted this critical diagnosis, an old di-
lemma is currently faced with more dramatic intensity: 
should we aim for conservation, or destruction and/or 
transformation? Amid the disputes that were shaking his 
era, the modernist Le Corbusier titled one of his essays 
Architecture or revolution (1923)20. Not placing any ques-
tion mark, Le Corbu implicitly declared on which side he 
would have placed himself. Nevertheless, he did not re-
frain to act as initiator of major transformations in the 
discipline. Is something similar happening today?

The tabula rasa to which Koolhaas refers to is deter-
mined by the processes of capitalist globalisation. In the 
postmodern era it rises and spreads (especially in non-
Western parts of the world) an original type of Generic 
City. Compared to the past, it abandons “what doesn’t 

17 See Harvey 2008: 26–27.
18  See Benjamin 1995: 145–160.
19 Quoted in Assennato 2011: 22.
20 Le Corbusier 1986.

work – what has outlived its use – to break up the black-
top of idealism with the jackhammers of realism and to 
accept whatever grows in its place. In that sense, the ge-
neric City accommodates both the primordial and the fu-
turistic – in fact, only these two. [It] is the post-city being 
prepared on the site of ex-city. […] All generic cities issue 
from the tabula rasa; if there was nothing, now they are 
there; if there was something, they have replaced it”.21

In the Generic City „new notions of metropolitan 
identity, the history of the city, and public space, are de-
structured by a demonstration of the manner in which 
the metropolis become fractal, anomic, enormous and 
multinational”.22 The urban and architectural typology, 
recorded and theorised by Koolhaas, looks out over the 
phenomenon of Global/World Cities.

For Saskia Sassen23 towns-metropolises are particular-
ly deeply invested and redefined by current capitalist dy-
namics of globalisation. The financialisation of economy, 
the computerisation and liquefaction of the most solid 
social and political relations that marked the twentieth 
century, have not revoked the central role and function 
of the city and the production of urban space in general. 
On the contrary, cities still play a vital role for economic 
and cultural exchanges, although offering new aspects 
compared to the past. Global Cities represent a focal 
point of intersection and assemblage needed by the 
capitalist accumulation: They constitute an essential ar-
ticulation for the economy and for the social relations of 
which, the global capitalist system is in need now more 
than ever. Several contemporary metropolises have de-
veloped within transnational markets, showing several 
characteristics in common, nevertheless also showing 
significant differences because of the regional and na-
tional contexts in which they arose. Hence, their qualifi-
cation, which for most part is homologation, through the 
concept of Global Cities.

Founded and grown at incredible speed on the natu-
rally deserted tabula rasa without encountering any 
hindrance or constraint, arising with no urban fabric, 
or identity, to be preserved, Dubai has imposed its rel-
evancy on the world. This has occurred in full harmony 
with the current global „competitiveness regime” that 
opposes, but also assimilates the city, to other aspiring 
world-class metropolises. The wide range of gated com-
munities, luxury hotels, skyscrapers among the highest in 
the world, huge shopping malls, and a mild tax regime, 
very favorable to corporations, are the real oil of a me-
tropolis essentially devoted to consumerism/shopping. 
Dubai looks like a huge enclave containing multifarious 
social classes, as well as being a crossroads for a growing 
multi-ethnic demography. 

Not unlike other global-cities, the Emirate shows 
a „spectacular” image (in Guy Debord’s sense) of its city-

21 Koolhaas 1995: 37–39.
22 See Negri 2007.
23 See Sassen 1994.
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scape, decorated with iconic landmarks and spaces. To-
gether with the deployment of a massive urban sprawl 
whose leapfrog strategies are conquering huge portions 
of (only recently unattractive) deserted land, Dubai ex-
alts a celestial top-down/vertical axis of development. 
It should be said that the assault to the sky through the 
erection of more and more super high-rise buildings, 
is not an unknown issue, or concern, exclusive to the 
sheikhdom (Fig. 2).

Briefly but effectively, Jean-Marie Huriot24 demolishes 
the dominant rhetoric that cloaks, and captiously justi-
fies, the global competition to build „higher and higher 
towers”: „Towers present an image of wealth, success, 
strength and power – be it real or otherwise. They sym-
bolise power. They are the essence of power that seeks 
to assert itself, towers of power. They convey a clear, 
strong message of success, wealth, development and 
a dominant position on the global political or economic 
stage. This symbolism of power is no secret. However, it 
is in the interests of many decision-makers (politicians, 
architects, developers) to pretend it does not exist, as 
they use it to their advantage”. Of all the arguments used 
by the supporters of „towers at any cost”, one is particu-
larly interesting: „Prestige is also conferred by all that is 
«modern». Here, the skyscraper debate takes the form 
of a simplistic opposition between the Ancients and the 
Moderns. Those in favor of towers claim to be the rep-
resentatives of modernity, fighting against the conserva-
tism of those who defend heritage. The dual equation 
asserted here (modernity = contemporary architecture 
= towers) is, however, rather shaky. Fortunately, contem-
porary architecture, like modernity, is not essentially de-
fined by a race for height”. 

Huriot certainly identifies some dominant trends to-
day: the „race for height” is a necessary element in the 
configuration of metropolitan urban areas of the new 
millennium. They satisfy needs for densification and 

24 Huriot 2012.

centralisation of functional urban streams. However, we 
must reiterate that Dubai is not Paris, or London, or New 
York. Its traditional urban form, its legacy has not been 
claimed and preserved in order to define and to hand 
down a specific identity. The currently existing heritage 
areas have been re-qualified and in some cases re-built 
as they were. It is a strategy of museification that aims 
to assimilate these historical locations to the other more 
contemporary wonders of which Dubai needs a constant 
provision in order to keep its „urban spectacle” up to 
date.

Nevertheless, the strength of original identity 
achieved through historical local references is quite 
minimal. The urban language emerging from an Orien-
talist approach is more substantial and diffuse is which 
displays the simulacrum of an idealistic Middle Eastern 
formal aesthetic. Subsequently, globalisation provides 
the missing formal and typological characters through 
the replication of specific types that characterise the 
uniqueness of old euro-western cities. A sort of shopping 
for iconicity. In this light Huriot writes: „Heritage is not 
a fixed entity, and its content evolves as society evolves. 
For example, we might well consider that New York’s 
skyscrapers form part of the city’s heritage”.25 After his 
sensational debut in the world proscenium, Dubai will-
ingly participates in the frenetic „race for height”, happily 
assimilating the contemporary global culture.

This competition for the pinnacle resulted in the con-
struction of the Burj Khalifa tower designed by Adrian 
Smith a milestone for the urban identity of Dubai. The 
new landmark replaced in the global collective imaginary 
the hotel Burj Al Arab which was, and possibly still is, the 
built icon of luxurious tourism in the Middle East since 
1999, year of its completion (Fig. 3). The Burj Khalifa, 
highest tower in the world (still in 2016), is designed to 
satisfy the classical needs of such a capitalist venture. 
In this light, Adrian Smith says: „Right now we’re see-

25 Huriot 2012.

Fig. 2. Skyline of downtown Dubai 
with Burj Khalifa from a helicopter (photo 
by T. Reckmann, Creative Commons)
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ing in China and Dubai, and in other places, scenarios 
where the developer is building and looking at the en-
tire vision, which is much larger than the tower itself. 
They will realistically make money on everything else 
except the tower, which they’ll probably break even on 
in 10 years, because eventually these buildings do make 
money”.26Therefore, these tall buildings are not only 
contemporary urban landmarks but also, and mostly, 
a catalyst for investments. In the case of the, super high 
(so called) Calatrava’s tower in Dubai (Fig. 4), which is 
now under construction, we believe another milestone 
has been achieved. The tower is merely an observation 
device with no other functions as, for instance, the Burj 
Khalifa which contains a vast mixed use functional pro-
gram. It is worth reminding oneself, that for a period of 
time architecture promoted the foundational principle: 
form follows function. Umberto Eco argued that a build-
ing or an architectural object could be perceived as such 

26 Smith 2015: 27.

without necessarily connecting form and function: „the 
form [...] not only denotes the function; [...] it connotes 
a global ideology presiding over the operation of the 
architect. [It takes an iconic-] symbolic function. [...] All 
the genius of an architect or a designer cannot conceive 
a new functional form (and cannot shape a new function) 
if it does not rely on existing coding processes”.27

Thus Calatrava’s tower form can now enjoy its own 
contingent aesthetic ecstasy. It symbolically flaunts only 
or mainly its height, with no relation to its volume, which 
is almost absent. Nevertheless, it is designed with the 
usual attempt to relate such out of scale projects to 
the hosting cultural contexts in mind. Its form is said to 
be based on an alleged formal coherence, in this case, 
as a reference to Arab minarets. One goal, however, is 
clear: that is its intention to increase the land value of 
the surrounding buildable areas, as well as to attract in-
vestments. The observation tower does this in the most 

27 Eco 1967: 61.

Fig. 3. Coastline of Dubai with the Burj 
Al Arab Jumeirah in front in the United Arab 
Emirates (photo by C. Schulz, Good Free 
Photos)

Fig. 4. The Calatrava Tower  
(photo by C. Luchetti)
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efficient and profitable way. With almost no functions 
added, other than the voyeuristic observational program 
on the urban „spectacle” of Dubai, the tower exhausts 
its mission as a building and it becomes a pure capitalist 
architectural device. It saves money on its construction 
due to its light functional program but at the same time 
it maximises real estate profits of buildings built on the 
adjacent lots.

Conclusion

With its paradoxical specificity, Dubai shows us a generic 
contemporary metropolis typology. For Koolhaas28, mod-
ernisation blends into „space-junk”, a residual place of 
humanity: „Junkspace seems an aberration, but it is the 
essence, the main thing... the product of an encounter 

28 Koolhaas 2001: 64.

between escalator and air-conditioning, conceived in an 
incubator”. Junkspace emerges as the new architectural 
space, devoid of purpose or ethical requirements than 
those imposed by the consumer: a huge commercial 
space where history become quote and identity tasteless 
“typical product”. However, „The greater the critique of 
the city and its fading horizon, the more the metropolis 
becomes an endless horizon, the more this Junkspace 
loses the mathematical and plastic semblances of tradi-
tional architecture and takes on an extraordinary physi-
cality shifting its analysis from a surrealism reminiscent 
of De Chirico to the dreamy hyper-corporeality of Bacon. 
Junkspace is biopolitical […] and there it begins to discov-
er the body of metropolis”.29 Are postmodern super-high-
rise buildings, implementers of urban capitalist profit, 
the most notable legacy of the Junkspace city? 

29 Negri 2007.
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