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Miguel Paredes Maldonado is a Lecturer in Architectural 
Design, a chartered architect and a founding partner of 
Cuartoymitad, a research and design studio whose work has 
been widely published and exhibited, most notably at the 
11th Venice Biennale. Before coming to Edinburgh Miguel 
taught at the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid and was 
visiting faculty at the Frank Lloyd Wright School of Architecture 
and the Technische Universität Graz. He is interested in the 
intersection of digital design technologies, urban public space 
and contemporary thought.

It was Georges Bataille who, in his article “La 
Notion de Dépense” (1933), first announced 
“the insufficiency of the principle of classical 
utility”, and following Bataille’s catchphrase this 
presentation will explore how the exhaustion 
of the Useful can subvert the established 
discourses of architectural design.  

As an affirmation of functional organization, 
the Useful is considered to belong to the 
fundamental core of architectural discourse. 
However Bataille described how -in modern 
societies- such notion is culturally inscribed 
within a closed economy of production and 
conservation that ultimately constitutes 
and end in itself. This fosters a potentially 
catastrophic loop of unlimited growth, whose 
spatial framework is enabled by means of 
increasingly optimized architectural types, 
aimed at blindly maximizing both symbolic 
representation and productive performance. 
Against this impoverishing scenario, 
Bataille examined the value of notions 
such as expenditure, excess, and 
unproductive consumption, treating them as 
counterbalancing actions or “escape valves” 
that prevent the mindlessness of continuous 
accumulation. 

In tune with this, “The Limits of the Useful” 
presents various attempts at translating such 
counter-accumulative actions into the realm of 
architectural design, effectively suspending the 
consideration of the architectural object as the 
primary enabler of functional properties.
These attempts take the form of three 
speculative projects that trace a number of 

“lines of flight” which depart from productive 
stasis. These lines explore either dissipative 
and reflective techniques, or dysfunctional 
and reprocessed scenarios, thus fostering a 
design approach that purposefully negates the 
compositional values promoted by Vitruvius`s 
Utilitas.

However, rather than just constituting 
confrontational, negative dystopias, these 
projects open themselves up to sensibilities 
that transcend the closed discourse of a 
purely productive design ethos, thus offering 
an opportunity to broaden the gamut of the 
operative social discourse of architecture 
and conveying a design vision that drops 
accumulation in favour of inclusiveness.
Considered as a whole, these projects 
approach an expanded notion of the useful 
that suspends the oppressive taxonomical 
action of the purely functional, and favours an 
architecture based on open-ended, non-linear 
processes of energetic exchange.
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