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How is Good Architecture Produced?

Why do some collective housing projects

succeed in creating vibrant urban environments,
while others fail despite having similar budgets,
comparable programs, and sometimes even
architects of equal talent?
At first glance, this may seem like a simple
question. Yet it leads us to one of the most
complex and least discussed issues in
contemporary architecture.

For  decades,
architectural discourse
has concentrated on
analyzing buildings once
they are completed. We
have debated facades, I
materials, architectural f H
language, construction = A
technologies, and SN
formal innovation. The
quality of a project has
often been measured Py
by its appearance, ‘ ;
its originality, or the >
creativity ofitsarchitect.
Far less attention has
been given to a more
fundamental question:
how are these projects
actually produced?
Can architectural quality
truly be understood
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finished building?

Or is the building merely the final outcome of
a much longer process, shaped by decisions,
policies, institutions, and relationships that
begin years before construction starts?

For many vyears, my research has
focused on collective housing, not simply as an
architectural design problem, but as a complex
production system where public policy, urban
planning, economics, governance, decision-
making processes, architectural competitions,
housing typologies, industry, and everyday life
continuously interact.

Over time, I have become increasingly
convinced that the quality of housing cannot be
explained solely through architectural talent or
design excellence. Rather, it emerges from the
system that enables a project to be conceived,
developed, implemented, and sustained over
time.
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How is Good Architecture Produced?

My recent experience in Spain offered
a new perspective on these questions. Through
visits to contemporary housing projects,
conversations with architects, public institutions,
and professionals involved in housing production,
it became clear that the greatest value lies not in
the buildings themselves, but in the system that
makes them possible.
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Housing projects do not begin when an
architect sketches the first drawing. They begin
when a city identifies its housing needs, secures
land, defines public policies, develops a program,
organizes architectural competitions, appoints
juries, establishes collaborative relationships
between public institutions and design teams,
and continues long after construction is complete
through post-occupancy evaluation, dialogue
with residents, and the continuous refinement of
future projects.

At this point, the architectural question
changes.

Instead of asking:

How do we design a good building?

perhaps we should ask:

How is good architecture produced?

The purpose of this essay is not to
describe the Spanish experience, nor to present
successful projects as models to be replicated
elsewhere. Every city operates within its own
social, political, economic, and cultural context,
and every housing system develops according to
its own institutional conditions.

What interests me is something different.
Architectural quality cannot be reduced to the
building we see. It is embedded within a complex
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How is Good Architecture Produced?

network of decisions that precede construction
and continue well beyond its completion. These
mechanisms rarely appear in photographs,
drawings, or even in most architectural
publications, yet they fundamentally shape the
quality of the built environment.

Perhaps the greatest value of studying
the Spanish experience is not that it provides
ready-made answers, but that it encourages
us to ask better questions. Every successful
housing project conceals an intricate system
of policies, governance, economic strategies,
professional relationships, and institutional
decisions, elements that are no less important
than architecture itself.

These questions cannot be answered in a single
essay.

For this reason, Housing Papers seeks to
openabroaderdiscussionontheissues thatoften
remain absent from mainstream architectural
discourse, and to revisit the questions
that, in my view, have become essential for
understanding contemporary collective housing,
without claiming to offer universal solutions or
transferable formulas.

For too long, we have understood architecture
primarily as an act of design.

Perhaps it is time to understand it instead as a
comprehensive system for producing housing,
cities, and ultimately, ways of living.

This essay is the first issue of Housing Papers, an
ongoing research initiative dedicated to exploring
the production systems behind collective housing.
Rather than offering definitive answers, the series
aims to stimulate critical discussion by examining
contemporary experiences and the questions they
raise about architecture, institutions, public policy,
economics, and society.
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