
Architectural ethics: A dozen dilemmas 
Dr Dovey examines twelve ethical and social justice iss-ues affecting architects, from 'illegal demolition to aesthetic 
integrity. The issues of accountability and social responsibility are inevitably raised. 

T
his paper is about the relationship of
architecture to issues of ethics and 

social justice. To whom do architects 
have ethical obligations and how do 
such obligations translate into everyday 
practice? Does one's first allegiance lie 
with the profession, the client, the user 
or the community? What if they come 
into conflict? Whose values should be 
translated into built form? Can one 
simultaneously be both developer and 
professional? Should architects work 
for dishonest clients? These issues are 
explored through brief examinations of a 
number of 'ethical situations'. It is argued 
that such issues are increasingly relevant 
to architectural practice and to the 
position of the profession in society. 

Architecture as Profession, 
Art and Business 
The emergence of the professions, 
including architecture, in the 19th 
century was primarily based on three 
forms of legitimacy (Blau, 1984). The 
first was a reliable and exclusive body of 
knowledge acquired through substantial 
education. This was linked to the rise of 
scientific rationality and technical 
reasoning. The second was the promise 
to use such knowledge in the service 
of society. Hence the professions were 
perceived to be autonomous, beyond class 
interests but with the status and money 
to avoid being beholden to the rich. They 
were seen to protect society against the 
excesses of the market system. Finally, 
the profession guaranteed the competence 
of its members. To this end it was granted 
legislative power to exclude and to expel 
those who fell short of required standards. 

Dostoglu (1986) argues that the 
architecture profession embodies 
two major contradictions. The first is 
that architecture cannot be a purely 
technically based rational practice since 
it embodies an aesthetic dimension which 
most architects see as the core of the 
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discipline (Blau, 1984). Since aesthetic 
expertise cannot be enforced, it does 
not qualify as a body of dependable 
professional knowledge. Second, 
architecture is a fully integrated part of 
capital development,and autonomy from 
business interests cannot be sustained. 
Both of these contradictions render the 
legitimacy of the architecture profession 
somewhat fragile at the same time as 
they throw up an array of ethical 
dilemmas in practice. This professional 
legitimacy can only be sustained and 
enhanced so Jong as the ethical questions 
are rigorously debated and resolved. This 
paper offers few such resolutions, the aim 
being rather to open up some questions 
and advance some criteria with which 
discussion might proceed. 

The Veil of Ignorance 
Before exploring specific ethical 
dilemmas it is useful to consider the 
following ideas from Rawls which may 
help in establishing ethical criteria. 
Rawls (1971) presents a theory of justice 
which he argues can be used to generate 
broad criteria for social justice in a 
society of diverse values. Justice is 
considered as a condition of human 
interaction and decision making that is 

seen as 'fair' to all concerned. To achieve 
agreement about 'fairness', he argues, it 
is useful to suspend belief in our current 
role and adopt an imaginary position 
wherein we are ignorant of the role 
we will occupy within a set of social 
transactions. A very mundane illustration 
is when a parent insists that the child who 
is dishing out the dessert is to have the 
last choice of which portion to eat. Thus 
the child operates from behind a 'veil of 
ignorance', real in this case. 

In relation to issues of social justice 
Rawls asks that we impose an imaginary 
'veil of ignorance' from behind which we 
do not know our race, culture, status, 
power, material possessions or gender. 
We become ignorant of our age, 
intelligence, physical abilities and even 
of the generation to which we belong. 

In relation to architectural practice, 
the 'veil of ignorance' would ensure that 
ethical principles are to be decided in 
ignorance of whether we are to be 
the architect, client, user, builder or 
passerby. Of particular importance 
for architecture is that such a position 
involves a consideration of future 
generations in the debate. In relation 
to office practice we would be unaware 
of whether we are to occupy the position 
of principle, project architect or lower 
employee in the system. 

Rawls argues that in assessing social 
transactions under conditions of such 
ignorance, agreement is possible on a 
system that is fair to all. Such a process 
does not necessarily lead to equality 
since agreement is likely on a system 
which rewards initiative and effort rather 
than one which doesn't. However, it does 
protect ag-ai nst dccision-mak i ng which 
further harms the already disadvant.age<t 
since we arc likely to protl'd agains t. 
hei ng taken advantage of shou Id 
we happen to be born poor or hrai II 

damaged. Rawls' theory runs cou ntl'r t.o 
both absolutist and utilitarian (greatt\st 
good for the greatest number) ethical 
positions. It is not the purpose here to 
debate the merits of Rawls' theory, but 
rather to raise a series of hypothetical 
situations in architectural practice and 
to consider them from this viewpoint. 
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