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Abstract
While narratives tend to show architectures as coher-
ent results of a plot in which the abilities of involved 
people are far more relevant than the fate, actual 
projects are more like the conjuncture of various 
trajectories: involving actors, factors, aims, prefer-
ences, good (and bad) intentions, most of which will 
remain unknown. Tracing all these elements is indeed 
impossible but, for the architect, sailing through 
them all along the process is mandatory. The paper 
investigates how architectural design can exploit the 
so-called potential intrinsic to the radical contingency 
of all processes, instead of suffering their (apparent) 
haphazardness. By changing architectural design 
into a floating sequence of strategies and tactics, it is 
possible to overcome the facticity of the process, thus 
successfully promoting the project as an aim. Such an 
attitude may be enhanced in projects of all scales and 
in any moment of the process, for architects to gain a 
creative and purposeful role.
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206 Radical Contingency

Heroes & Villains
Architectural narratives tend to tell stories of strong-
willed, creative geniuses who, quite invariably, 
successfully design masterworks (or, at least, valuable 
buildings). Rarely do we learn about all the subtle or 
major changes that occur between a first proposal and 
the actual building: indeed, projects are presented 
as the result of a coherent story, able to incorporate 
every possible deviation from the desired, prophetic 
original vision. This perspective is obviously favoured 
by architects themselves, as it shows off their fore-
sight and ability to control the whole process, as long 
and hard as it may be. Some exceptions are welcome, 
obviously: that is, all the changes that are radical 
enough to become interesting for the tale itself. 
Nonetheless, also in those cases, the deviations from 
the original design rarely are considered accidental. 
When Jørn Utzon finally invents the way of building 
the sail-shaped shells of the Sidney Opera House, 
overcoming the long-awaited but unsuccessful pro-
posals by ARUP, he becomes the hero of the tale, even 
more than before (Fromonot, 2000). The fact that he 
designed the project without having the faintest idea 
on how to build it even allows him to gain a bit of a 
true prophetic aura. In the same way, as ARUP finally 
solved how to build the Centre Pompidou’s exception-
ally large free floors, we pretend to remember their 
genius more than the numerous failures they went 
through (Dal Co, 2016). In such cases, designers were 
able to find a solution: and that is why they are the he-
roes of those tales. Their role is to bravely go beyond 
any accident and contingency, so much that contin-
gencies even appear to be part of the original plot.
However, as they say, “the one thing people love more 
than a hero is to see a hero fail”. Therefore, the oppo-
site of those tales are the narratives of architectural 
failures. Equally passionate and recurring, reports 
on how projects fail to generate a “good” architecture 
(whatever it may be), share indeed the same charac-
teristics of more celebratory tales. Reports about the 
constructive problems of, for example, Ray and Maria 
Stata Center by Frank Gehry (Lubell, 2007) or several 
projects by Santiago Calatrava (see Thefullcalatrava, 
2013) highlight the lawsuits involving the architects: 
but also the fact that those problems were originated 
by an uncompromising design. This means that chang-
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ing the design would have avoided any problem, but 
that the architect refused to compromise the original 
concept. Just like the villain of a plot, or rather an 
anti-hero. The most famous example of this attitude is 
the House VI by Peter Eisenman, whose clients were 
so disappointed to publish a book against the project 
(Frank, 1994), thus making it even more famous and 
debated. In all those narratives, we see again the same 
sense: the architect is like a hero, fighting for his con-
cept and project, up to the point of risking some flaws 
to maintain it pure. 
Contingencies are not really part of the plot: because 
the plot is about heroes and villains, otherwise it 
would not be so fascinating. However, being an archi-
tect means being inside the plot, actually writing it all 
along its development: in that sense, understanding 
the value of contingencies and the way of facing them 
is essential.

Mapping Out the Project
What are the boundaries of a project? How many 
people, norms, places, or any other thing, do have a 
role in the design process? In the narratives we hinted 
about, it is quite simple to recognize the traditional 
trio composed by an architect, a client and a construc-
tion company: a scheme that persists in all narratives, 
as it summarizes the most evident actors in the plot. 
But the actors and factors actually influencing a proj-
ect are far more. 
Let’s consider a very simple project of a house: there 
will be regulations and norms influencing its dimen-
sions, its height and so on. With different regulations 
(or a different application of the same rules) the 
shape of the building would change: even the value 
of the plot would be somehow different. Thus, the 
town planners who defined those rules, as well as 
the technical department of the City that manages 
their application, actually have a role in the project. 
And what about the lot itself? Either it was bought, 
or it has “always” been the property of the client. 
In the first case, its price may be influenced by the 
will or the need of the seller to sell it: buying the lot 
could have been a bargain or, on the contrary, could 
have reduced the present resources of the client, thus 
indirectly influencing the project. In the second case, 
indeed, it means that the lot was inherited (or given 
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to the client): this means that somebody besides the 
client bought it in the past, this purchase depending 
on many contingencies we cannot be aware of. But 
even those contingencies do have an (indirect) effect 
on the project, as their consequences will influence 
the present resources of the client: and these will 
surely affect the design. Then, like in the case of real 
estate developments, the client could be different 
from the final users which, however unknown, should 
be included in the map, as their preferences, or rather 
the supposed ones, will orient the process.
Furthermore, in all plots there are many part players, 
whose importance may be revealed at any moment. 
Neighbours, for example, could play a negligible role, 
or rather they could strongly oppose the project for 
any reason (from the change in the view to personal 
dislike), eventually whipping up a committee against it: 
in 2011, a group of citizens was able to halt the con-
struction of a building near the Mole Antonelliana – the 
main monument of Torino – even if all rules were 
observed, to make an example. Quite the opposite, 
neighbours could also be particularly friendly, thus 
freeing the project from some limits, like the setback 
between buildings: in this case, too, they will play a 
significant role. In more important cases, the debate 
could involve the whole city impacting the shape of the 
building – like for Intesa Sanpaolo’s new headquarters 
in Torino, whose height was forcefully reduced (see 
Riccardi, 2008: 70) – or the process – like for Herzog & 
de Meuron’s Tour Triangle in Paris, whose construction 
was halted for four years (Ravenscroft, 2019). 
Part players may even force the status of the main 
characters. Actually, who is the “architect”? The 
name of the author may not coincide with the actual 
designer, especially in the case of big firms: here, the 
label may even replace the identities of real designers, 
like in the case of Zaha Hadid’s firm, which survived 
to its founder. So the project will depend on the actual 
designers, project managers etc. who will define the 
concept, and then evolve the project: so who should 
be the hero/villain of the plot, in those cases? The 
same goes for the “contractor”, obviously: the actu-
al maker of a building is often a subcontractor, but 
sometimes we should include in the plot even the 
single workers, whose individual importance could be 
capital. Think about the incredible skills required to 
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builders of Carlo Scarpa’s projects, or the Takumi mas-
ters working on the formwork of Toyo Ito’s Meiso No 
Mori, in Gifu. Those artisans, as individuals, should 
have a place of some kind in the map, given how they 
actually influence the result. 
Admittedly, we cannot even imagine how some actors, 
or factors, will influence the process, no matter how 
many of them we will be able to include in the map, 
for there will be endless opportunities for destiny to 
change everything. In 2008 (in Italy, 2011) the eco-
nomic crisis jeopardized the real estate market and 
the whole building industry, spreading across all 
fields and causing a wave of layoffs. The clients of 
the hypothetical house mentioned above could have 
their resources reduced, or simply change their minds 
about the future. A typical consequence of a financial 
crisis was indeed a massive increase in property tax-
ation (Geerolf and Grjebine, 2018: 80), and this could 
have a direct effect on the project: favouring smaller 
houses, for instance. On a different scale, the Nakheel 
Tower in Dubai was put on hold due to the same 
international crisis, one of a long list of buildings. 
Even voting in an election could influence the projects 
of others: for example, in the last decades, simplified 
building sanction procedures were often included in 
the electoral programs in Italy.

Blurred Lines
It should be clear now that mapping out all the actors 
and factors influencing a process, and a project, is 
unrealistic: at most, we will be able to list one the most 
evident “actants”, as Algirdas Julien Greimas (1987) 
called them before Bruno Latour reused the term in his 
Actor-Network-Theory. Actants may be heroes, villains, 
objects, helpers and so on: thus, for being part of the 
plot, they must have a somehow determined role. All 
narratives of architecture define actants (explicitly 
or not) for rationalizing the irreducible, uncontrolla-
ble reality in a limited number of clear roles, easy to 
point out – and map out. But the role of an actant may 
change, shifting from one role to another: just like 
in a plot twist, a villain may be revealed to be a hero 
and vice versa. These shifts may produce unexpected 
discontinuities: new roles and new actants may emerge 
while others may disappear, and, above all, they may 
be less determined. Think of the famous controversy 
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about the face material of Kaufmann House, “by” Frank 
Lloyd Wright: the architect wanted it to be golden-clad, 
while the client imposed a soberer, pale ochre plaster 
(Hoffmann, 1978: 52-53). Should we say that the client 
was indeed the author of (a part of) the project, and his 
role shifted from “the client” to “the architect” – at last 
for a moment? The roles become, somehow, blurred. 
And the role of actors will become even more blurred 
due to their aims, intentions, preferences, omissions, 
and beliefs. For example, we could imagine that the 
aim of all actors in an architectural process is building 
a building: but this is only a relative aim. Depending 
on whether the client is the final user or not, his main 
aim may be to conclude the building as soon as possi-
ble with the best possible result; or rather, to sell the 
house earning as much as possible. The architect could 
have the aim of building a masterwork, but also that of 
being paid by the client, whoever it is. The construction 
company, aside from earning from the work, could 
desire to introduce itself with the client and/or the 
architect as a future reference for other works. And 
if we look at other actors in the map, aims will spread 
even more. The aim of the town planners is (hope-
fully, but again, we could only suppose it) improving 
urban quality according to a corresponding political 
view; but the Act also has the aim of distributing rights 
among the citizens. The aim of neighbours, depending 
on their character, could be obstructing the building 
for any reason, or rather becoming friends with the 
newcomer. And so on: there will be many different 
aims influencing the project, the majority of which will 
remain completely or partially unknown to the other 
actors while influencing them. The same could be said 
about preferences and tastes. Again using the example 
of House VI, the clients gave full discretional power to 
Peter Eisenman (and maybe they regretted it): thus, the 
building is the result of their open-mindedness com-
bined with the preferences of the architect. In a more 
common example, the architect will have to deal with 
tastes that may be very limiting for the design, arriving 
at the point of imposing a style. The company could 
prefer a more traditional technique to a more uncon-
ventional one, even if there could be an advantage in 
terms of timing and costs. And so on. 
It has been speculated that, being all the relations 
between actants regulated by documents like con-
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tracts, roles and relations should be somehow clear 
(Ferraris, 2009). But no document will ever clarify 
the reason behind a choice of a subject, nor itemise 
all possible interpretations of a norm (see Derrida, 
2003). No document can truly explain the attitude of 
the individuals, which will mainly rely on personal 
relations, nor the way they will act during the process, 
which will depend on their personal (relative) aim. 
Moreover, everything will be even more blurred in 
a diachronic process, as all those unknown factors 
could become relevant, or totally irrelevant, in any 
moment. So, from the point of view of the architect (or 
any other actor), the map looks more like a blurred 
series of variable lines and signs than a clear scheme 
of the project. Usually, all involved individuals intui-
tively deal with others: but the point is everything and 
everybody could be different or act differently. This is 
the radical contingency of the map: 

a constellation of processes rather than a thing. This is place 

as open and as internally multiple. Not capturable as a slice 

through time in the sense of an essential section. Not intrinsi-

cally coherent. […] It is simply a coming together of trajecto-

ries. (Massey, 2015: 141)

Clearly, at the end of the plot, the role of all actors and 
factors somehow will crystallise, and they will change 
into proper actant: that’s why we’re safe in saying 
that, concerning the finishing of the Kaufmann house, 
the actant-architect, Wright, was partially influenced 
by the actant-client, m. Kaufmann. But the architect is 
inside the plot (hopefully). 
It may appear that, to deal with this complexity and 
taking on the project, the architect should somehow 
manage the process, for example shifting from being 
involved within the design process to stepping out of 
it, so as to get a critical distance. But this is an illusion. 
Indeed, the main point of radical contingency, as the 
system-theory clearly states, is that it is impossible 
to step out: the neutral observer, or the interpretant, 
is an “excluded third” (Luhmann, 2017: 63). This is 
also the main problem of many contemporary design 
theories (see Bachman, 2012): while they recognize 
that problems and accidents generally emerge from 
(unexpected) interactions between actants, they also 
tend to assume that the architect can get a critical 
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distance, consequently adjusting the original plan. In 
the same way, thinking that it is possible to give room 
to stakeholder without influencing them, for creating a 
level of genuine participation (see Kempenaar and Van 
den Brink, 2018) simply is impossible. The architect, as 
well as any other actor in the map, is ontologically ten-
dentious. Indeed, the only possible way of dealing with 
this radical contingency is an equally radical question-
ing of the concept itself of architectural design.

Radical Contingency and the “Potential”
The radical contingency of the map could discourage 
anyone. How could architects take on a project in such 
a blurred conjuncture of contingencies? One possibil-
ity could be abdicating the traditional, creative role 
of the architect, shifting to a more connective role, 
according to a general post-modern tendency (Bau-
man, 1987): as long as it can push the process ahead, 
the project will be deprived of any “architectural” 
attention to the form (Armando, Durbiano, 2019). The 
problem of such perspective is that a process can nev-
er justify a result, exactly because everything could 
be different – indeed, this recalls the famous “is-ought 
problem” defined by David Hume (1739: 335). Using 
the process to legitimatise the result means trying to 
be neutral: but, as the actor is inside the plot, this atti-
tude will influence the others just as well as any other 
attitude. The final shape could not be truly justified 
on the base of the process because nobody will truly 
know the whole process. In such perspective, more-
over, the critique would be as impossible as useless, 
because any result will be nothing more than one of 
the (endless) possible results of the process (Deregibus 
and Giustiniano, 2019).
Another possibility, indeed, is considering contin-
gency from another point of view, looking at it as the 
“pure possibility” (Meillassoux, 2008: 62) of being 
everything: a space-time of endless possibilities 
whose development cannot be controlled, but can be 
oriented. The basic idea of “orienting the process” is 
exploiting what François Jullien (2004: VII) has called 
potential: “not ‘a potential for’ but an absolute po-
tential”, that is, the propensity resulting in the map, 
at any point, at any moment. Sensing this propensity 
and orienting it means acting indirectly (see Chia and 
Holt, 2009), changing every act in a project action, so 
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that the whole contingency tends toward the project, 
and the project exploits this “natural” inclination. 
Clearly, in this perspective, the idea of validating the 
future on the base of its consistency with the original 
project – an attitude reflecting the application of a 
provisional model to the process – is senseless. In the 
situation we described, trying to make a project with 
the idea of predicting everything, will lead to failure 
(Deregibus and Giustiniano, 2019): too many actors 
and factors, even unconsciously, will influence the 
project all along the process. Either trying to control 
them or ignoring them means falling into what Claude 
Meillassoux (2008: 39) has called facticity, that is, “not 
knowing why the correlational structure has to be 
thus”. Indeed, for exploiting the potential and steering 
the process toward the project, we must look at the 
backside of facticity: 

instead of construing the absence of reason inherent in ev-

erything as a limit that thought encounters in its search for 

the ultimate reason, we must understand that this absence of 

reason is, and can only be the ultimate property of the entity. 

We must convert facticity into the real property whereby 

everything and every world is without reason, and is thereby 

capable of actually becoming otherwise without reason. We 

must grasp how the ultimate absence of reason, which we 

will refer to as ‘unreason’, is an absolute ontological proper-

ty, and not the mark of the finitude of our knowledge.

[…]

Consequently, this dia-chronic referent may be considered 

to be contingent while simultaneously being considered to be 

absolute: it can be construed as an event, an object, or a pro-

cessual stability, that need not be shown to be uncondition-

ally necessary, since this would be contrary to our ontology 

(Meillassoux, 2008: 53, 117).

Thus, justifying the result on the sole base of the pro-
cess means indeed praising facticity, while ignoring its 
radical contingency. On the other hand, taking advan-
tage of contingencies means letting the project to find 
its way into the map by exploiting the propensity (Jul-
lien, 2004: 15) of the contingency itself: that is, its most 
promising direction. Therefore, wayfinding (Chia and 
Holt, 2009), or sailing (Shrivastava and Persson, 2014), 
should become one of the most important sides of 
architectural design: because it is the only way to take 
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on a project in present complexity, without suffering 
contingencies.
However, for influencing contingency, it is clear that 
the architect should go toward a direction, the direction 
of the project, even if no predictive plan can be truly 
set at the beginning. With a preliminary project in the 
traditional sense, we would fight against the contingen-
cy, trying to forcibly adapt it to the project, instead of 
exploiting its potential (Jullien, 2004). Conversely, acting 
without any direction would mean abdicating the cre-
ative role for becoming (at most) a Baumanian interpret-
er. Instead, we are proposing a third way, that is, to deal 
with the potential of contingencies all along the process: 
a matter of architectural strategy and tactics. 

Strategy and Tactics in Architectural Design
“Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victo-
ry. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat”, 
according to a famous, yet probably apocryphal, quo-
tation of Sun-Tzu (2008). Strategy defines a long-term 
goal and how to achieve it, whereas tactics are actual, 
short-term actions, oriented toward more limited 
purposes (Jullien, 2004: 46). A typical example would 
be the Pyrrhic victory: winning a battle with such loss 
that the war will be lost means having a successful 
tactics (winning the battle) but a disastrous strategy 
(losing the war). Quite the opposite, sacrificing a mil-
itary unit for a diversion means losing a battle to win 
the war: a good strategy that implies a ruinous tactic. 
Or rather, a tactic which appears to be ruinous: for 
the validity of tactics must be evaluated on the base 
of the success of the strategy, as well as the validity of 
strategy must be evaluated on the base of the achieve-
ment of the original aim. Concerning architecture, 
justifying the result (that is, the building) on the base 
of the pure process, means developing tactics without 
a strategy, thus legitimising the building on the base 
of the facticity of the map. Conversely, exploiting the 
potential means having a strategy – which may be a 
general idea of the project – and developing tactics to 
achieve that project, evolving it – not generating it – 
through the process: in other words, it means setting 
an “inception of potential” (Jullien, 2004: 66) which 
may develop in a plan, instead of the plan itself. The 
difference may be dramatic.
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Using the example of the house above mentioned, 
let’s imagine the client and the architect in a prelim-
inary phase. The architect proposes a project, whose 
degree of precision is obviously limited, the client 
appreciates the proposal and the process begins: the 
map starts to appear (even if there are a lot of older, 
yet partially unknown, signs all over it, like those 
which put in connection the client and the architect, 
those concerning the lot and so on). Then, some of 
the traits of the project may turn out to be impossible 
for some reason. Indeed, there are endless possible 
problems that may interfere with the architectural 
form: structural, acoustic, energy, safety, technolog-
ical, normative, economic ones. There is no way to 
control all those factors since the very beginning, 
so there’s the risk that the first project proves to be 
impossible to achieve. This would mean that the first 
project designed a bad strategy. Does it mean that it is 
wrong to propose radical buildings without a prelimi-
nary check of all those factors? Obviously not, for two 
main reasons: the first is that a preliminary project 
has the aim of providing suggestions of the result, not 
to determine it; the second is that it would be simply 
impossible to foresee all possible problems, due to the 
radical contingency of the process. 
Quite the opposite, a good strategy could be to high-
light the qualities of the potential experience of the 
project: which depends on the consequences of its 
form, more than the form itself. That is, proposing an 
inception of a project, more than a project. This means, 
in the above example, not to aspire to that precise 
internal distribution, but to any possible internal dis-
tribution which may realize the experience the project 
aims to provide. That is the power of contingency: 
anything could be different! Then, a good tactic for the 
case could be producing drawings that enhance the 
final aim (the way the building is lived) more than the 
means employed to achieve it (the internal distri-
bution). Conversely, a bad tactic would be stressing 
about the mean, thus binding the achievement of the 
project to the practicability of that precise internal 
distribution: in that case, facticity would win. 
Clearly, in large-scale projects strategies and tactics 
will be somehow layered. Improving soft mobility in a 
city (the aim) may require a complex strategy includ-
ing the improvement of cycle lanes and subways, a 
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series of actions for reducing private cars in favour of 
car-sharing and so on. Any of these strategic actions 
will require different tactics to be achieved, like 
changing roads in pedestrian areas, separating cars 
and bikes, having cycle lanes all along the roads or in 
a separate place, choosing the best new subways’ lay-
out and stops etcetera. The strategy must be tailored 
on the base of all actors and factors acting in the city 
(and on a national scale, like in the case of state incen-
tives), to most dramatically influence them. But also 
the effectiveness of tactics in relation to the general 
strategy depends by the whole map: for example, the 
city may approve a cycle path, but the neighbourhood 
in which it rests on may not, thus organizing a protest 
which could spread in the city, turning public opinion 
against any cycle path: a ruinous tactic ending in a 
ruinous strategy. We could imagine that a good tactic 
would be to improve participation and communica-
tion in the first phases of the strategy (the construc-
tion of the first paths): but we cannot be sure about 
that, exactly because of the radical contingency of the 
map: we cannot rely on the facticity of tactics. It could 
be best, for example, to keep a low-profile in the first 
phases, so to show the effectiveness of the solution, 
thus anticipating any protest. Looking at the process 
in this way means improving the power of the project, 
changing it into a layered combination of tactical and 
strategic actions, aimed to achieve architecture and its 
experience.

Of Means and Ends
All projects have to survive a long process, to be 
achieved. The quality of the outcome of the process 
may be more or less fortuitous, depending on how the 
architect – as well as any involved actor – acts. For ar-
chitecture, exploiting the potential intrinsic in radical 
contingency means considering the project of a build-
ing as a continuous shifting between means and ends. 
It is worth noting that strategic design is often related 
to sustainable design (see Bachman, 2012), but a prop-
er strategic and tactical design may work regardless 
of the goodness of intentions: the quality of the aim, 
in other words, is an ethical question that cannot be 
avoided (Deregibus, 2016), but that does not directly 
influence the efficacy of the means. At the same time, 
for the project to be achieved and for the design to 
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be effective, it should be now clear that choosing the 
aims and the means is of utmost importance. Neither 
architects can realistically impose a design, nor must 
they suffer the apparent casualty of others’ behaviour: 
instead, they have to exploit the radical contingency 
of the process, seeking its potential, and using the 
project to maximise it.
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