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Shaping an Urban Practice
AECOM and the Rise of Multinational
Architecture Conglomerates

Aaron Cayer
University of New Mexico

The history of the multinational architecture and
engineering firm AECOM provides a powerful
account of the transformations taking place
within architectural practice during the end of
the twentieth century. The firm grew from a small
profit-sapping partnership named Daniel, Mann,
Johnson, and Mendenhall during the mid-1940s,
into the largest architecture, engineering, and
urban planning conglomerate in the world. This
paper describes how conglomeration—the
acquisition of diverse and existing firms—was
predicated on fundamental shifts in the
definition and value of architectural labor that
broadened the domain of architectural work and
enabled architectural practice to take on the
shape of entire urban economies.

Introduction

In his 1977 The Vistble Hand,
American business historian Alfred
D. Chandler, Jr., argued that the rise
of large, increasingly diversi-fied,
multinational organizations typified
twentieth-century forms of work
and drove the US economy.! One
particular outgrowth of these
modern enterprises, he argued, was
the conglomerate—a type of
industrial organization that prolifer-
ated during the 1960s and 1970s and
that grew by acquiring and merging
with existing firms in unrelated
industries, markets, or geographies.’
For architecture, urban sociolo-gist
Robert Gutman cautioned that,
while large firms accelerated
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the transformation of architectural
practice into an industrial form of
organization, “the issue that inevita-
bly arises in any revelation of the
dominance of architectural practice
by the large firm is how far it will

g0, and will it swallow the offices
made up of two or three partners
and a professional staff of a couple
of other architects working full- or
part-time.”® However, such practices
were taking place during the 1970s
directly beneath Gutman’s own
observant eyes, and many large firms
began to acquire a diverse array of
smaller firms to keep up with the
demands of turbulent, speculative
urban economies. At its core, this
article is a description of how these

transformations in architectural
practice reveal underlying changes in
the nature of capitalist accumulation.
In particular, conglomerate architec-
ture firms formed in response to
economic shifts during the latter
half of the twentieth century, and
they produced and reinforced
neoliberal ideals that came to typify
twenty-first-century architectural
practice. To make conglomeration
and expanded views of architectural
practice possible, architects were
tasked to view themselves as social
and economic equals, rather than
superiors, to a broader range of
urban practitioners—from planners
to economists and technologists—
that, in turn, lodged them deeper
into capitalist markets. In this article,
I reveal how these transformations
were predicated on a fundamental
redefinition of architectural labor, an
insatiable desire to amass geopoliti-
cal power, and an interest in earning
profits. As a result, architecture firms
began to take on the very shape of
the urban economies in which they
were embedded.

In this article, I use the history
of the Los Angeles—based architec-
ture and engineering firm AECOM
as a case study—including its
transformation from a small, 1940s
partnership named Daniel, Mann,
Johnson, and Mendenhall (DMJM)
into a multinational conglomerate.
Since 2015, AECOM’s corporate logo
has been displayed in downtown
Los Angeles—from the top of the
two-hundred-foot-tall One California
Plaza—1in apparent confirmation
that the practice of architecture is
no longer distinguishable within an
otherwise homogeneous constel-
lation of profit-seeking signifiers:



Figure 1. Aerial view of AECOM’s downtown Los Angeles headquarters, 2017. Photographer unknown.
(lllustrated in AECOM, Annual Report (2017),9.)

AECOM, Union Bank, US Bank,
CTBC Bank, Citi Bank, Ernst and
Young, First Republic, Aon, City
National Bank, Manufacturers
Bank, Open Bank, Wells Fargo, and
Paul Hastings (Figure 1). Marked
by its ninety thousand employees,
$18 billion in annual revenue,

and an annual CEO salary of $16
million, the firm has become the
largest revenue-generator of any
publicly traded company in Los
Angeles, and it is rivaled only by
those in neighboring cities, such

as the behemoth entertainment
conglomerate Walt Disney Co.,
based in Burbank, and the biotech-
nology company Amgen, Inc., in
Thousand Oaks.* Yet AECOM’s
history parallels the history of many
commercially motivated architec-
ture firms, including that of Albert
Kahn, founded in Detroit in 1895, or
Chicago’s Perkins & Will, founded
in 1935. For Kahn, an attunement
to the evolving dynamics of capital
accumulation was evidenced by his
desire to repeatedly reconsider the
structure and composition of his
firm: it grew from a small Detroit
architectural partnership (Nettleton,
Kahn, and Trowbridge in 1896) to
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Albert Kahn, Architect, with forty
people by 1910, then Albert Kahn
Associates, with four hundred people
by 1929, and then Albert Kahn
Associates, Incorporated, with six
hundred people by World War IL.°

As a continuously active practice,
the firm was redefined after the
1990s as a “family” of seven firms,
“multi-disciplined areas of expertise
that make up the Albert Kahn Family
of Companies,” from architecture

to management.® Similarly, Perkins
& Will has described itself since

1986 as part of a “family of partner
companies,” named the Dar Group,
with services ranging from retail to
transportation planning, healthcare
technology, and hospitality design.
The Dar Group was formed by

the Lebanese conglomerate Dar
Al-Handasah in 1986, when it
acquired Perkins & Will to “build

a global portfolio of premium
engineering and design brands.
While these firms collectively
signal a shift from Fordism to
post-Fordism, more broadly from
capitalism to late capitalism,
AECOM’s early multi-firm structure
and its expanded scope of practice is
uniquely formative, since its financial
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prominence has rendered it an
unprecedented marker of strength
for urban economies.

Shattering Professional Tradition
In a 1971 article for Fortune, editor
Gurney Breckenfeld presented
a bleak view of architecture as a
profession pushed to the sidelines
of discourse about urban growth
and on the brink of “obsoles-
cence,” arguing that architecture
could only be revived by entrepre-
neurial architects willing to
shatter “professional tradition.”®
For Breckenfeld, transcending
“tradition” meant abandoning sole
proprietorships or partnerships
to instead embrace new forms of
practice that would allow architects
to expand their roles and increase
the value of their work by confront-
ing the challenges associated with
urbanization. Breckenfeld pointed
to architects who were not only
embracing corporate structures
of practice but also collaborating
through joint firms, combining their
services and crossing geographies
through corporate mergers and
acquisitions (M&As) during the late
1960s and early 1970s. While firms
such as Rogers, Taliaferro, Kostritsky
& Lamb (RTKL, Inc.) in Baltimore
or Charles Luckman Associates in
Los Angeles were absorbed by or
affiliated with other firms, some
architecture firms were incorporat-
ing to acquire others.’ Motivated by
“growth, profit, and performance,”
Caudill Rowlett Scott (CRS) in
Houston, Texas, incorporated in
1958 and acquired nearly thirty firms
between 1970 and 1990, and DMJM
in Los Angeles—the predecessor of
AECOM—slowly began acquiring
companies as carly as the 1960s and
was described as a “conglomerate”
of firms beginning in the 1970s. By
the end of the twentieth century,
DMJM grew to include nearly twenty
subsidiary firms that ranged in
services: from architecture to real
estate and data processing."

Not all architects warmly
welcomed these new structures of
business. At CRS, profit-motivated
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acquisitions and the firm’s public
listing on the stock market in 1971
clashed with the cultural ideals

of postwar architects fighting to
maintain an exclusive boundary
around their design department,
which splintered the firm into several
commodifiable parts during the
early 1990s." The firm’s architecture
group was sold to Missouri-based
Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum

in 1994, its engineering and
construction groups were sold to
California-based Jacobs Engineering;
and its cogeneration group, CRSS
Capital, was sold to the engineering
firm Tractebel. In Massachusetts,

the obstinate architects-only
corporation known for its postwar
collaborative and “team”-based
approach to practice, The Architects
Collaborative, was not able to pay its
expenses by the end of the 1980s and
was bankrupt by 1995. At the core of
these fractures was a clash of cultural
ideals: between the expansion-

ary path of capital accumulation
embodied by the corporate form,
predicated on changes to the
structure and scope of practice, and
a contradictory desire by architects
to maintain a spirited control over
production by guarding against the
changing economic conditions of
their context.

Post-Fordism and Architecture
Conglomerates

DMJM emerged as an enduring
model of multi-firm practice that
could withstand the turbulence of
economic recessions during the early
to mid-1970s and again during the
1980s. The term “conglomeration”
surfaced within discourse at DMJM
during the 1970s as a way to describe
the firm’s composition, its breadth of
services, and its culture of socioeco-
nomic egalitarianism. In the 1976
edition of DMJM’s self-published
journal, DMJM Review, the vice
president and manager of the
architecture and engineering
division at DMJM asserted, “This
professional conglomeration
[DMJM] is called a ‘multidisciplinary
team’—and DMJM was one of the
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very first firms in the post-World
War II era to assemble such an
organization. That it has proven
itself effective is evidenced by the
fact that now many organizations
are emulating the ‘multidisciplinary’
approach to building design.”"* In
the office, the term “conglomer-
ate” was inconsistently used and
debated among those working, while
the U.S. Federal Trade Commission
defined conglomerate mergers in
the broadest of terms during the
1950s. These terms included three
nearly all-encompassing categories:
(1) market extensions, in which firms
acquired similar companies but in
different geographies; (2) product
extensions, in which firms acquired
others that were similar in work but
did not directly compete; and (3)
“pure” conglomerates, in which firms
acquired others that were completely
disparate in their function, service,
product, or distribution.” Beyond
the new form of diversified,
multi-firm organization and its
purported economic advantages,
the emergence of the conglomer-
ate marked a profound shift in the
culture of architectural practice.
Etymologically, the term “conglom-
erate” dates to the sixteenth century,
when it implied to “ball together.”
More tellingly, its frequently debated
Latin roots, glem and glom, are
understood historically to have first
implied “to embrace or latch onto”
and “to ball,” respectively." Thus,
the term conglomerate described
not only a structure of business
but also a particular culture and
genealogy of practice in which
practitioners readily embraced roles
that transcended the historically
constructed boundaries of work that
defined them. At DMJM, architects
accepted the various manifesta-
tions of architectural work in terms
of value added to the firm—not by
imposing a definition of what was
or was not considered a practice of
architecture but rather by consider-
ing what was and what could be
considered as such.

The mere possibility of
conglomeration for architecture,

Shaping an Urban Practice

and the interest of architects in
developing and acquiring subsidiary
firms that ranged in services—from
real estate to data processing—

was predicated on shifts within

the nature of capitalism, which
encouraged new means of organizing
architectural work and new forms

of labor. In particular, the rise of a
post-Fordist economy—a defining
tenet of neoliberalism—encouraged
a new working relationship between
capital and labor. Under Fordism,
work was described by its adherence
to economies of manual production
(i.e., manual labor inputs were
directly correlated to profit outputs),
and work that was highly regulated,
well organized, and internally
focused generally yielded better

pay and job security. Fordist labor
was also defined by the organiza-
tion of work itself. Henry Ford’s
standardized assembly-line processes
reduced work to repetitive, special-
ized tasks to ensure efficiency,
speed, and volume; these processes
then moved from factories into
large-scale organizations. By the
1970s, however, Fordist economies
and processes of work began to
break down in favor of more flexible,
fragmented, and varied means of
production. In 1972, management
consultant Peter Drucker published
arevised edition of his 1946 The
Concept of the Corporation, in which he
argued that the concepts he initially
laid out in his study of General
Motors had become outmoded by

a “post-Fordist” organization.”
Under post-Fordism, the direct
correlation between labor input

and capital output was unhinged,
workers could begin to yield profits
without expending manual labor,
and work was entirely set free

from the demands of consumers.
Drucker argued, “The essence of
this [post-Ford] large-scale organiza-
tion of the late twentieth century is
that within it people of very diverse
skills and knowledges work together.
Today we do it—or at least try—
with very large numbers—thousands
of people with different knowledges,
coming together in a business, a



government agency, or an armed
service—under a management
with specific knowledge of building
and directing the large-scale
organization.”'¢

In architecture, large American
firms, such as Albert Kahn Associates
and Skidmore, Owings & Merrill
(SOM), embraced Fordism both in
practice and in design philosophy
during the industrial resurgence of
the 1930s. These firms emphasized
the volumes rather than the types
of production, such as the Ford
factories produced by Kahn’s
office or the office buildings
produced by SOM’s office, and
the firms were thought to produce
American consumers. Kahn’s firm
was organized into “technical”
and “executive” divisions, with
departments (“designing,”
“architectural,” “structural,” and
“mechanical”) that were further
defined by building type. Speed and
efficiency were valued above all else,
and architects turned to standard-
ized systems wherever possible
to simplify coordination across
departments and to support rapid
construction.'” Similarly, at SOM,
co-founding architect Nathaniel
Owings, reflecting on the firm’s
formative beginnings, notably
declared that “to work, we must have
volume.... Volume meant power. We
could try to change men’s minds.”'®
The work in both firms moved across
well-coordinated assembly lines;
drawings were passed from design
to drawing production, then to
engineering, and then to construc-
tion administration."

While historical accounts of
SOM reveal how the firm’s organiza-
tion grew increasingly rigid in
structure as it increased in size,
with architecture remaining as the
firm’s primary focus, Fordism was
deemed too rigid as a mode of capital
accumulation for some architec-
ture firms. At firms such as DMJM,
work was organized in multiple
divisions, beginning in the 1960s,
rather than across multiple project-
based functions, and engineers
and architects were responsible
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for procuring their own projects.
This semi-autonomy encouraged

a new marketing dimension to the
firm and a new level of adminis-
tration focused on expanding the
firm’s offered services and thus the
possibilities of architectural work—
especially through M&As. Therefore,
novelty in practice—including the
firm’s diversified range of offered
services—became an end itself,

and for post-Fordist firms such as
DMJM, geopolitical power was no
longer predicated on the volumes or
efficiencies of production, nor was it
predicated on the firm’s brute labor
force. Instead, firms were defined
by a marketable range of embodied
“knowledge,” “ideas,” “creativity,”
and “experience.” However, even as
a new level of firm administration
began to market the firm’s expanded
services in order to accrue new
kinds of economic capital through
subsidiaries (e.g., from real estate),
it is important to note that much

of the work in which architects

were engaged at DMJM resembled
traditional, labor-heavy practices
from designing to drafting and
coordinating.

Recently, scholars such as
geographer David Harvey have
examined the emphasis on the
periphery of practice and on the
unknowable rate and direction
of future acquisitions; Harvey
has described post-Fordism as a
defining characteristic of late capital-
ist “flexible accumulation.”® For
him, work that was historically well
compensated was replaced by work
that was less permanent; workers
were viewed as dispensable, and
advancements in work no longer
occurred within the existing silos
of production but instead in the
development of new kinds of work at
the “periphery.” This shift in focus to
the “periphery” of work, according
to Harvey, enabled—and indeed
encouraged—the merging and
acquiring of firms, as well as extreme
diversification, self-employment,
joint ventures, and outsourcing.”!
These conditions would precisely
typify conglomerate practices, as

political geographer Edward Soja has
similarly argued, since production
processes were fragmented in ways
that sharply contrasted those that
were well integrated and unified
under a Fordist economy. For

Soja, conglomerates first began as
subcontracts between firms that then
became engaged in joint ventures
before forming holding companies
that helped to expand work outward
and beyond the bounds of traditional
firms and ownership structures.??

The Origins of AECOM: DMJM as a
Firm of Equals

Before the term “conglomeration”
emerged at DMJM in the 1970s, the
firm had refined a culture of social
and economic equivalency between
its practitioners over the course of
the 1950s and 1960s, allowing its
founding partners to embrace an
expanded view of practice. The firm
began in 1946 as a three-architect
partnership—Daniel, Mann, and
Johnson, Architects (DM&J)—in
the oil-laden city of Santa Maria,
California, nearly 160 miles north
of Los Angeles. Like practitioners
at many bourgeoning architecture
offices in the mid-1940s, three
young architects, Phillip Daniel, S.
Kenneth Johnson, and Arthur Mann,
were optimistic about working
within a postwar construction boom,
especially since the first group of
baby boomers prompted a shortage
of school buildings in California,
upon which the trio hoped to
capitalize. After serving in the war,
the trio began working in a small,
single-room office on the second
floor of the Motta Building in Santa
Maria, and they initially divided
work by “skill,” as was common in
early architecture partnerships:
Daniel was the marketer, Mann was
the designer, and Johnson was the
“technical expert.” Their trusted
engineer, Irvan Mendenhall, was
provided desk space in the office
for his own engineering consulting
practice, and he worked for DM&]J
in addition to four other firms. By
the end of 1946, a second office

in Los Angeles was formed, where
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Figure 2. Franklin Harper, The Granada Buildings (Granada Shoppes and Studios), La Fayette Park Place,
Los Angeles, CA,1927. DM&J’s first Los Angeles office was located here from 1947 to 1952. Photographer
unknown. (Security Pacific National Bank Collection, Los Angeles Public Library.)

they worked in a 1,600-square-foot
space in the Granada Buildings at
La Fayette Park Place near Wilshire
Boulevard—a 1927 white stucco
complex of residential and work
spaces designed by journalist-
cum-developer/architect Franklin
Harper (Figure 2). However, the first
three years of work were financially
turbulent, and the plan to special-
ize in school buildings—with the
supplement of only a few small
commercial buildings—proved to be
economically problematic.*

By the end of 1949, the firm
had increased to forty employees,
though the inability of the partners
to make a living—let alone a
profit—challenged the viability of
an informally organized, architects-
only office. While the architects
claimed to be decent “salesmen,”
Daniel argued that “what we knew
about running a business you could
stick in your ear.”” As a result,
Daniel and Johnson took turns in
the hospital due to stress-induced
ulcers, and the firm had a net-worth
of only $18,000, with a borrowing
limit of $5,000.% In turn, they hired
a business management firm, Booz,
Allen & Hamilton (BAH), which had
previously worked for Perkins &
Will in Chicago. After hiring BAH,
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Perkins & Will enjoyed “wholesome
profits” that enabled its partners
to spend, in the eyes of the DM&]J
partners, “more time on the golf
course than in the office.””

For DM&], the leading BAH
consultant, Douglas Russell, found
unbilled work, stacks of unpaid
bills, and no business plan in sight;
after an initial six-week survey,
Russell drafted a new structure
for DM&J based on the partner-
ship structure of BAH itself.”® Each
partner was to be paid the same
salary of seventy-five dollars, and
they were only permitted to bring
half home. The remaining half was
partially held for taxes, while the
rest was kept at DM&J for “plowing
back into the business.”” Indeed,
this very surplus allowed the firm to
develop and to acquire additional
firms in subsequent decades. Russell
concluded by arguing that postwar
architecture firms most likely to
thrive would be the following: those
that (1) integrated architecture and
engineering services, (2) viewed each
contributing professional as equals
in terms of socioeconomic value,
and (3) diversified their project
types (e.g., academic, military,
commercial, and industrial projects)
since specialization subjected the
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firm to the peaks and valleys of the
economy.

Following Russell’s recommen-
dations, DM&]J immediately acquired
Mendenhall’s engineering firm, and
Mendenhall became a full partner
since DM&J was already outsourcing
nearly 50 percent of its engineer-
ing work to his office. In 1950,
Mendenhall’s addition resulted in
a new firm name, Daniel, Mann,
Johnson, and Mendenhall, Architects
and Engineers (DMJM), and in 1952,
the firm moved to its second Los
Angeles location, from the Granada
Buildings to an office building on
Sunset Boulevard, where the firm
remained for the next four years.
Although integrating architecture
and engineering represented a
particular characteristic of modern
architecture and engineering firms,
it was more complete at DMJM.
When engineer John Merrill first
joined SOM in 1939, for instance,
he was only a limited partner,
despite his name’s equal representa-
tion in the firm’s title. Architects,
engineers, and business managers
routinely described DMJM in sharp
contrast to SOM, as an economy of
means rather than of scale—with
a fully integrated, multi-divisional
structure, rather than a Fordist
multi-functional structure in which
work moved laterally. As one business
leader at DMJM explained, “The
single most important difference
about DMJM was that architecture
and engineering was under one roof.
There was no other firm—SOM or
others—that incorporated engineer-
ing as an equal part of the firm....
DMJM represented the concept of a
multidisciplinary firm in which all of
the disciplines were equal, whether
it was the economist, urban planner,
architect, mechanical engineer,
structural engineer, financial people,
or marketing.” With architec-
ture and engineering services both
completed in-house, the architects
and engineers maintained indepen-
dent responsibility for their own
streams of revenue. As a testament
to the multidivisional and multidis-
ciplinary approach, the engineers



Figure 3. DMJM office, 3325 Wilshire Boulevard,
Los Angeles, CA, ca.1967. Photographer unknown.
(lllustrated in DMJM, Company General Brochure
(1967). Stanley A. Moe papers, Huntington Library
and Archives, San Marino, CA.)

generated as much revenue as the
architects well into the 1970s, and
drawings were often produced over
the same desks (with architects
and engineers filtering in and out
as needed), rather than moving

the drawings from one table to the
next.”!

By the end of the 1950s, new
military commissions provided
DMJM with an international
presence, and the firm had offices
in England, India, Japan, France,
and Panama. In 1958, DMJM was
ranked by Architectural Forum as
the second “biggest” architec-
tural firm in the US, measured by
the dollar value of production. By
then, DMJM employed 480 people
and had surpassed Perkins & Will,
Albert Kahn Associates, and SOM
in revenue, though still not all
competitors in size. Perkins & Will,
Albert Kahn Associates, and SOM
employed 180, 200, and 1,060 people,
respectively, though they began
to fall in revenue-based rankings
between 1957 and 1958.% Therefore,
DMJM earned more revenue with
fewer employees, which suggested
that the Fordist correlations between
labor input and capital output was
becoming unhinged.
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Figure 4. DMJUM office, 3325 Wilshire Boulevard,
Los Angeles, CA,1963. Photo by Julius Shulman.
(© J. Paul Getty Trust, Getty Research Institute,
Los Angeles.)

To build upon their already
strong economic performance, the
DMJM partners cautiously incorpo-
rated the firm in 1960, though
they chose not to publicly list the
company on the stock market.”
DMJM’s business leaders hoped the
firm could become an employee-
owned company unpressured by
public finance capital, as would
be the case with firms such as
CRS, which went public in 1971.
Incorporation was the first step
to supporting multiple economic
functions because corporations were
relatively anonymous enterprises
structured for maximum efficiency
and expansion, boasting strong
managerial capacities and empower-
ing architects to pursue work
across multiple geographic areas.**
In addition to reducing personal
liability, corporations provided
greater tax benefits than partnerships
or sole proprietorships provided, and
corporations provided new means
for architects to transfer their firm’s
ownership beyond the founders.*
While the majority of architec-
ture firms resisted incorporation
during the first half of the twentieth
century—as they did partnerships
during the nineteenth century—to
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remain as sole proprietorships, this
began to change during the 1960s.%
By 1977, the corporate structure of
practice quantitatively surpassed
the partnership, though not all
corporations were engaged in M&As,
and by the 1980s, corporations
surpassed even the number of sole
proprietorships. Nearly 60 percent
of architecture firms adopted
corporate structures by 1982, a trend
that continued into the twenty-first
century, with 80 percent of firms
adopting such structures by 2012.%
With incorporation at DMJM,
Mendenhall assumed the position
of president, which rested beneath
a corporate board of directors, and
the firm offered six services: master
planning, architectural planning
and design, engineering planning
and design, systems engineering,
construction management and
supervision, and process engineer-
ing. The employees included not
only architects and structural
engineers but also nuclear engineers,
physicists, mathematicians,
microwave engineers, surveyors, and
statisticians.® Consequently, by the
time of incorporation, DMJM had
moved offices again: from the Sunset
Boulevard office to a third and larger
Los Angeles office, at 3325 Wilshire
Boulevard in 1956, where DMJM
remained until 1971 (Figure 3). In
striking contrast to the messiness
of paperwork and clustered desks
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that typified the firm prior to the
mid-1950s, drafting tables were
now rigidly organized in long rows,
unobstructed by walls or columns,
at which (mostly) men with white
buttoned-down shirts and black
ties worked, while female secretar-
ies were the face of the office—a
structure that BAH recommended
and practiced. Thus, incorporation
ushered in a kind of clean, white,
orderly image of practice for DMJM,
which was captured by Los Angeles-
based photographer Julius Shulman
(Figure 4).

Subsidiaries and Affiliates: Firms
Within Firms

While the shift from a partnership to
a corporation provided DMJM with
legal benefits primarily related to
liability and taxes, it also reconfig-
ured the firm itself as a basic unit of
capitalist consumption and develop-
ment. Accumulated surplus capital
was used to align with or acquire
companies beyond DMJM, since
the corporation as a legal entity
functioned much like an individual.
DMJM’s articles of incorporation
rid it of any remnant of individu-
ality except in its name, defining
the company as a human-like body
able to “acquire, by purchase or
otherwise, the goodwill, business,
property rights, franchises and
assets of every kind ... of any person,
firm, association or corporation.”
Whenever new expertise was
needed, DMJM would acquire entire
companies and their assets rather
than hire individual laborers, a
strategy for expanding into new
markets and geographies and

for mitigating competition. An

early example was in 1965, when
DMJM acquired the engineering
division of a small architecture

and engineering office, Alexander

& Dorman Architect/Engineer,

of Hanford, California, so that its
founder, architect and engineer
Albert Dorman, formerly the civil
engineer of record for Disneyland
in California, could work for DMJM
as engineering project director.
Dorman was elevated to oversee all

corporate development by 1970, and
he was named president and then
chief executive officer of the firm in
1977.

Architectural work in the
US surged during the 1960s, and
architectural and engineering work
was subjected to new measures
of evaluation; a 1961 Engineering
News-Record (ENR) described firms
as either “winners” or “losers”
based principally on their ability
to be “money-makers.”* More
importantly, the editors of ENR
noted that many firms “beat the
market with profitable sidelines” by
forming “capital-heavy” supplemen-
tal practices that could support
those that were more tradition-
ally “labor-heavy.”* In 1964, ENR
published what would continue
as its annual rankings of the “Top
500” design firms based entirely
on firm revenues, which provided
an alternative metric of merit to
design awards. According to the
ENR report, if a firm did not make
the revenue-based list of top firms,
it was considered a “loser.” By
the 1966 ENR listing, DMJM was
ranked second largest architec-
ture and engineering firm in terms
of revenue—second only to the
engineering firm Giffels & Rosetti
of Detroit, and DMJM hovered near
the top throughout the rest of the
twentieth century.*

Following the post-Fordist
logic of disengaging capital outputs
from manual labor inputs, the
partners agreed that, by the end of
the 1960s, the revenue accumulated
by the direct labor of architects and
engineers within the firm would not
be enough to maintain a position of
stable economic power. As a result,
subsidiary companies were laterally
formed or invested in as renewable
sources of capital, and DMJM began
to take on the shape of a firm with
many firms within it. Consequently,
the firm’s boundary became more
porous. Indeed, a 1972 organiza-
tional chart reveals a patent regard
for the “periphery” of architecture,
including affiliated and subsidiary
organizations that confirmed the

184 Shaping an Urban Practice

onset of post-Fordism in full form
(Figure 5).

In DMJM’s organizational chart,
work was organized in “groups,”
with divisions organized beneath
them; furthermore, six independent
organizations appeared on the chart,
including a real estate company and
a data processing company, which
were listed as “DMJM Affiliate
Organizations.” These organiza-
tions were entirely autonomous
entities spaced apart from the
DMJM office—no longer attached
to the firm by lines that were
physically diagrammed; thus, they
problematized the very structure
of an organizational chart as the
means to understand an architec-
tural firm. Lines that traditionally
connected each function no longer
applied because the relationship
between the affiliated companies
and DMJM was primarily economic.
As an even further demonstration
of the post-Fordist reconfiguration
of labor in relationship to capital,
the labor of architectural drawing
work—traditionally associated with
architecture and engineering—was
described as znternally focused and
“labor mtensive,” while the firm’s
accumulated subsidiaries and
affiliated companies—the so-called
profit centers—were described
as externally focused and “capital
extensive”” Nonetheless, despite this
professed disconnect between the
manual labor of architectural drawing
and the firm’s profits, an incessant
culture of equivalence persisted
between each of the domains of
practice because the economic
rewards of an architect’s drawing
labor were often not immediate or
directly evident.

By the 1970s, the company
surged to seven hundred employees,
the number of the firm’s services
increased from six in the 1960s to
twenty-two the next decade, and
DMJM began to define itself as a
Planning, Architecture, Engineering,
Systems, and Economics firm.
Despite drastic reductions in the
profits of many architectural and
engineering practices as a result
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of a slowing economy during the
recession of 1973, DMJM recorded
gross revenue and profit at an
all-time high.

In 1977, DMJM hired engineer-
cum-businessman Richard Newman
to help intensify the firm’s M&A
activity, as made apparent in DMJM’s
(and later AECOM’s) chronol-
ogy of acquired firms (Figure 6).
Prior to DMJM, Newman served as
president of the engineering and
architecture firm Genge, one of the
earliest architecture and engineer-
ing companies publicly listed on
the stock market, which grew by
acquiring other companies. At
Genge, Newman had become known
for his aggressive focus on merging
with and acquiring engineering firms
to establish a national network of
subsidiaries, which ENR described in
1973 as a “stable of firms”; Newman
was featured on the magazine cover.*
At DMJM, Newman worked as
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(1) Anchorage; Baltimore, Maryland: Batavia, lllinois; Honolulu; Las Vegas; Portland, Oregon
Reno: San Diego: San Francisco, Seattls; Thousand Oaks, Calilornia; Washington, D.C.

(2) International Cffices: Amman, Jordan; Bangkok, Thailand; Djakarta, Indonesia; Khartoum, Sudan
Lima, Peru, Panama City, Panama; Saigon, Vietnam; Seoul, Korea; Tokyo, Japan.

(3} International Representative Offices: Ankara, Turkey; La Paz, Bolivia; London, England;
Manila, Philippines; Melbourne, Australia

deputy CEO under Dorman, where
he provided complementary business
insights to Dorman’s esteemed
managerial approaches and ideas
about corporate egalitarianism.
DMJM’s subsidiary organiza-
tions were international offices
that were imagined as strategic
geographic partners, or they were
local organizations owned or
invested in by a DMJM partner.
The M&A strategy was based on an
interest in getting “beneath” other
firms and geographies: “While this
was much later, there were a couple
acquisitions we did that really spoke
to our strategy early on. There was
a niche Chicago company that did
foundation design for large state-of-
the-art building towers like the Sears
Tower. They were working with all
of the big firms, like KPF and SOM
and Foster.... The idea was that all
of them [the architecture firms]
would have to use our services.... It
seemed to me that we were always
trying to get beneath everyone
else in one way or another with
our M&As.”* Acquired companies

JAE

Associaled Design
Planning & Arl, Inc

Atadeco

Publishing Services

were, therefore, both geographically
and functionally important to the
firm, and they ranged from Hilton
Engineers of Portland, Oregon, to
architecture and engineering firm
Curtis and Davis of New Orleans. In
addition, Real Estate Technology,
Inc. (Realtech), was a subsidiary of
the company Real Estate Resources
that DMJM vice president Tef Kutay
co-owned, which provided DMJM
with an effective Realtech ownership
of 32 percent.* Realtech spun into
one of the largest real estate develop-
ment companies in Los Angeles,

and during the 1970s, it served as a
crucial vehicle for DMJM commercial
investments because it could take
greater financial risks in land acquisi-
tions for quick turnovers into

equity. A built illustration of their
working relationship was a DMJM
and Realtech collaboration in 1971,
when Realtech acquired the land to
develop a new corporate headquarter
building for DMJM in Los Angeles,
which represented the fourth move
by DMJM in the city. However, with
this relocation, the office building
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1950 | I F. Mendenhall, Civil Engineer
1965 | Albert A Dorman, Civil Engineer
1968 | Philip Abrams, Consulting Engineers, Inc.
1972 | Phillips-Carter-Reister & Associates, Inc,
1972 | Logicomp
1972 | Real Estate Resources, Inc.
1972 | Associated Design Planning & Art, Inc.
1972 | Realtech, Inc.
1972 | Atadeco
1972 | Publishing Services
1974 | Hilton Engineers & Planners
1976 | Forssen Engineers, Inc., Alaska
1976 | Curtis & Davis Engineering/Architect, New Orleans
1978 | Technical Management Services. Inc. (TMSI)
1978 | TMSI, Arabia
1978 | TMSI Contractors, Inc.
1980 | American Science & Engineering, Co.
1980 | Arctic Slope Technical Services, Inc.
1980 | Development and Technology Consultants, Inc.,
1980 | Wilhamp, Inc.
1981 | Coon, King, Knowlton, Engincers
1981 | Hummel, Giles
1981 | Adam, Hamlyn, Anderson Civil Engineering
1985 | Ashland Technology Corp Formed [ATC]
[1984] | Homes & Narver, Inc. [by ATC]
[1984] | Williams Brothers Engineering [by ATC]
1987 | Frederic R. Harris [by ATC]
1987 | Consoer Townsend Engineers [by ATC]
1987 | Planning Research Corporation [by ATC]
1987 | Engineering Consultants, Inc. [by ATC]
1987 | P & D Technologies [by ATC]
1986 | GSAS Architects and Planners, Arizona [by DMIM]
1989 | Randall Vosbeck, Architecture [by DMIM]
1990 | AECOM Technology Corporation Formed
1993 | Envirodyne Engineers, Inc.
1994 | Keating, Mann, Jernigan, Rotet
1996 | McClier Corporation
1996 | Turmer, Collic & Braden, Inc.
1999 | W. F. Castella & Associates, Inc.
1999 | Spillis Candela & Partners, Inc.
1999 | Day & Zimmerman Infrastructure
2000 | Guy A, Maunsell Lid.
2000 | Metcall & Eddy
2000 | KPMG Consulting
2001 | Oscar Faber PLC.

Figure 6. Firms acquired by DMJUM (1946-1984);
Ashland Technology (1985-1989); and AECOM
(1990-).

conformed directly to the culture
of the practice. The twenty-two-
story building was constructed on
Wilshire Boulevard, was named

One Park Plaza, and was jointly
owned by DMJM and Real Estate
Resources (Figure 7). Designed by
DMJM architect Anthony Lumsden,
the office spaces designated for
DMJM were intended to conform

to the firm’s current organizational
structure and to support the firm’s
continued growth. The floor plan
was entirely open, prioritizing
horizontality over verticality, and
co-dependent groups were located
on the fourth floor, referred to as the
main “production” area (Figure 8).
The design area was centered within
a sea of departments, with engineer-
ing and production radiating
outward.* As with the organizational
charts, however, the design area was
differentiated from the architecture
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2001 | Warren Group, Lid.

2001 | Harding Consulting, Inc.

2002 | Meritec Group Lid.

2002 | Samuel L., Moore & Associates, Inc.

2004 | Planning and Dev. Collaborative Intemational, Inc.
2004 | UMA Group Lid,

2004 | W.E Bassett

2004 | JWD Group

2005 | ENSR International

2005 | Eckbo, Dean, Austin and Williams, Inc. (EDAW)
2005 | The Austin Company

2005 | Bullen Consultants Ltd,

2005 | Nanchang Environmental Design Institute (51%%)
2005 | Entranco Inc,

2007 | Korve Engineering

2007 | Haves, Scay, Mattern & Mattern

2007 | The RETEC Group

2007 | HLA-Envirosciences

2007 | KMK Consulting, Ltd.

2007 | STS Consultants, Lid,

2008 | Gartner Lee Lid.

2008 | Earth Tech.

2008 | CityMark

2008 | The Services Group

2008 | Totten Sims Hubicki Associates
2008 | Tecsult, Inc.

2008 | Boyle Engineering

2009 | LAN Engineering

2009 | Savant International

2010 | SSI Services

2010 | Ellerbe Becket

2010 | Tishman Construction Corp.
2010 | Davis Langdon

2010 | RSW Inc,

2010 | INOCSA Ingenieria

2010 | McNeil Technologies

2011 | Spectral Services Consultants
2012 | Capital Engineering Corp
2014 | Hunt Construction Group
2014 | URS Corporation

2014 | ACE International Consultants
2017 | Shimmick Construction

area where most drawing production
and drafting was done. The
corporate, accounting, personnel,
contracts, communications, and
administrative offices were on the
lofted fifth floor; thus, while the firm
described a culture of equivalency
and centripetal organization, the
office still revealed a latent top-down
hierarchy.

Another important subsidiary
company was Logicomp, founded
in 1971 by architect Phillip Daniel.
Logicomp was an affiliated data
processing and computer services
firm introduced initially for the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
research laboratory.” The
company provided and maintained
all computer and communica-
tion equipment and services for
DMJM and other independent
companies.” Logicomp installed
and maintained a Univac 9300 Data
Communication System for data
computation at DMJM, including
a Univac 1108S that provided the
“pulse” of the computation process

Shaping an Urban Practice

(Figure 9). The Univac computer
system was primarily operated by
women as part of their secretarial
work, which was still independent of
drawing or business work—beyond
secretarial work, more women

were hired as architects by DMJM
throughout the 1970s, though very
few made their way to the ranks

of administration. In addition

to Logicomp, other subsidiaries
during the 1970s included a space
planning and interior design affiliate
company, Associated Design,
Planning, and Art (ADPA), as well
as a loosely defined company,
Atadeco, initially established as a
shell within which architects and
planners first worked on top-secret
aerial surveillance projects for the
government with DMJM’s own
company airplane. Later, Atadeco
was used for construction contract
management. Finally, DMJM’s
economics department operated
independently, conducting financial
analyses for a range of development
projects, including office buildings,
condominiums, apartments, and
marinas. By the end of the 1970s,
DMJM had become a bona fide
corporate conglomerate, including
a package of geographically diverse
firms and multidisciplinary services,
with fourteen ENR-listed subsidiar-
ies, which ranged from real estate to
management, CONstruction supervi-
sion, cosmic X-rays, and computer
data processing.*

An Urban Shape of Practice

While the term “subsidiary” was
used to describe the firms beneath
DMJM’s corporate umbrella, the
term was also used in the office

to describe the power dynamics
between individuals and their
corresponding professions. For
instance, as one business leader
articulated his own climb up the
corporate ladder of DMJM, he used
the term “subsidiary” to describe
the structures of successive power
linked to each position. Explaining
why he was a good fit for DMJM in
the 1960s and 1970s, he stated the
following;:



I had the benefit of something

no one at DMJM ever had. I had
done architecture, engineering,
marketing, financing, planning,
and built a firm, and I had not been
categorized on the architectural
side nor the engineering side....
started as a structural engineer,
and was subsidiary to the architect,
so I thought I better become an
architect. Then I thought architects
were subsidiary to owners [of
properties and buildings], so, I
became an owner. Then, I realized
that owners were subsidiary to
financial institutions, and the only
way to get something built was if
someone was willing to finance

it. So I started a savings and loan
[company]. My history is one of
always expanding. Mechanical, civil,
structural, architecture, ownership,
finance, and then community
shaping policy.”!

However, within this
engineer-cum-architect-cum-
business executive’s description
of his successive roles was a latent
hierarchy of work based on scales of
practice that could be understood in
relationship to an urban economy:
material expertise and engineer-
ing were at the bottom, while urban
policy-making was at the top.
Indeed, while the small, architect-
only partnership of DM&J of 1946
was hardly recognizable by the 1980s,
DMJM CEO Dorman argued that the
emphasis after the 1970s would not
be on the narrowly focused designing
of buildings or on the identification
of specific building types but rather

“the total social and environ-
mental context of the project.”
The individual building, he argued,
“will be viewed from this perspec-
tive. Since social and environmental
issues are very complex, it will take
complex interdisciplinary teams to
approach them. Therefore, the firms
of the future will be very large (by
today’s standards) to include the
variety of disciplines required.”*
By emphasizing the context of a
building rather than the building
itself, Dorman shifted the agency

Cayer

Figure 7. DMJM office building, One Park Plaza,
Los Angeles, CA,1971. Photo by Wayne Thom.
(lllustrated in Progressive Architecture 6 (June
1972):82.)

of the architect and engineer from
the drawings they produced to the
firm itself. As one business leader
described it, the aim of DMJM

was not wed strictly to a particular
building type or to a region: “We
were not going be a school firm like
Perkins and Will. We were not going
to be a high-rise firm like SOM. We
were going to be everywhere. Because my
own observation was that things went
up and down due to funding. The
Northeast [US] might be dead, and
the Southwest might be booming;
schools [i.e., school buildings] might
be the biggest thing in the world, and
then highways might be booming.

It would cost us money. When a
discipline or a region went down, we
would pay a price for it. But overall,
we would be steady.”” Furthermore,
the synchronicity between the shape
and composition of DMJM’s practice
and the scale of urban economies
was made clear in a diagram for
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Figure 8. Fourth floor plan of the DMJM office, One
Park Plaza, Los Angeles, CA, 1971. Artist unknown.
(Illustrated in Progressive Architecture 6 (June
1972):82.)

an experimental city developed by
DMJM planners and architects.
Drawn as a circular “urban system”
that almost directly echoed the spirit
of DMJM, the hypothetical city
comprised twelve “subsystems,” each
of which was outlined as a bounded
component that neither touched

nor overlapped others (Figure 10).
Like the services offered by DMJM,
the “urban system” comprised
social, economic, political, and
physical subsystems. Architecture
was designated as only part of the
city’s “physical” attributes—not

at all touching the political or
economic components—and as
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a direct opposite to non-material
social and cultural subsystems.
However, when considering the
wider range of practices and the scope
of work in which architects were
actively engaged, through subsidiar-
ies and affiliated companies, the
field of architecture was much
wider. Beyond merely the “City
Form and Building” subsystem,
DMJM’s practices—from real
estate to computer services and
economic consulting—exempli-
fied the economic, sociocultural,
and political dimensions of their
imagined urban economy.
Therefore, the slow process
of designing a responsive architec-
tural practice through corporate
conglomeration resulted in a
precise attunement to the process
of urbanization. Harvey has
recently described this relation-
ship—between late capital
accumulation and the architects’
imposition of order onto entire
urban economies—as a result of
post-Fordism and the accumula-
tion of profit.”* While the history
of capitalism has largely followed
the history of urban development,
from the rise of the mercantilist
city to the industrial city and then
the Keynesian city, Harvey has
suggested that postwar urbanization
presented a spatiotemporal solution
to the crisis of overaccumulation or
surplus. However, the presence of
surplus, according to Harvey, also
risked overaccumulation, which
posed a potential contradiction
to capitalist accumulation since it

188

"‘-J

could result in excess commodities,
falling profit rates, or idle money
capital. To avert and to delay such

a crisis, he argued, one could invest
in the process of urbanization itself:
“It is through urbanization that the
surpluses are mobilized, produced,
absorbed, and appropriated.”*
Therefore, while DMJM itself was
not directly investing in the built
environment, the allocation of their
profits into the development and
acquisition of new firms in tune with
the shifting demands of urbaniza-
tion enabled architectural practice
not only to take the very shape of
the urban economy in which the
firm was embedded but also to allow
a single, wide-ranging, multina-
tional conglomerate firm, such as
DMJM, to produce, re-produce, and
maintain such economies.

The Formation of AECOM

While conglomerate activity during
the 1960s and 1970s was the primary
domain of industrial manufacturing
and high-technology enterprises,
conglomeration expanded to

oil companies by the 1980s. Oil
companies diversified in response to
unstable oil markets in the Middle
East and to evade anti-monopoly
efforts from the U.S. Department
of Justice. With its experience
managing a wide spectrum of
architectural and engineering
services, DMJM was acquired in 1984
by a Kentucky-based oil company,
Ashland Oil, Inc., a large, diversified
corporation with operations ranging
from petroleum to insurance; it

Shaping an Urban Practice

Figure 9. Women operated DMJM’s Univac 9200
Data Communication System as part of secretarial
labor. Photographer unknown. (lllustrated in DMJM,
“Systems” brochure, undated. CSU Dominguez Hills
Special Collections, Dominguez Hills, CA.)

was also the parent of Valvoline Oil.
Ashland’s chief operating officer,
John Hall, announced a desire to
shift away from oil refineries and
gasoline production alone, toward
“high-technology” products and
services, noting that “back in the
1960s, our chief strategy was to
push more oil through the refiner-
ies, make more gasoline, sell more
gasoline.... It doesn’t work like that
anymore. The world has changed.
You’ve got to have a different #wisz.”
Unlike oil giants, such as Exxon or
Gulf, Ashland was required to think
more broadly to maintain economic
stability. Ashland acquired DMJM
so that its corporate leadership
could manage previously acquired
architecture and engineering
companies, and they formed Ashland
Technology Corporation in 1985, a
subsidiary wholly owned by Ashland
Oil, Inc., and Dorman was hired to
take the reins of the new Ashland
holding company comprising three
architecture and engineering firms
and their respective subsidiaries:
DMJM; Holmes & Narver, Inc.; and
Williams Brothers Engineering.”
Ashland quickly dipped into
and out of the engineering and
construction industry after its
finances strengthened by 1989,
though it implanted a thirst for more
subsidiaries and greater geographic
breadth at DMJM. By 1990, Ashland
withdrew from the engineering
business, selling a majority interest
in Ashland Technology, and Newman
initiated a three-million-dollar
employee stock ownership plan (an
employee-led buyback) in April 1990,
which resulted in the formation
of an employee-owned multina-
tional architectural and engineering
firm, named AECOM Technology
Corporation, which consisted of
five “legacy” companies that were
acquired during the five years of
Ashland’s holding: DMJM; Consoer,
Townsend & Associates, Inc.;
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While DMJM represented only
one part of this new conglomer-
ate of firms, its culture of practice
was maintained and reinforced
in the formation and oversight
of AECOM because Dorman was
named AECOM’s first chairman
of the board and CEO; Newman
was named its president.’® The
firm’s new name, A-E-C-O-M,
was reduced to its anonymized
services, no longer attached to
the names of founding partners.
However, the name also provided for
future flexibilities and open-ended
possibilities. “A” and “E” were clear:
architecture and engineering, yet
the “COM?” was specifically left
open-ended, a testament to flexible
and open-ended possibilities of
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late capitalist economics. It could
be used to suggest Construction,
Operations, and Management

or Contracts, Operations, and
Maintenance or Construction
Management.”

Conclusion

Under a new generation of business
management, AECOM was listed

on the stock exchange in 2007, and
the firm absorbed the individual
names of its subsidiary companies,
including DMJM—erasing the
image of a firm that was fundamen-
tally varied. Beyond architecture
and design, AECOM’s services
included those as far-ranging

as I'T and cybersecurity, cost
management, and equity investment
by 2017, which enabled its practitio-
ners not only to design buildings
for their clients in ways familiar to
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Figure 10. “The Urban System and Subsystems.”
(lllustrated in DMJM, Proposal for an Experimental
City in Minnesota, 1968. CSU Dominguez Hills
Special Collections, Dominguez Hills, CA.)

histories of architecture practice
but also to build, finance, and
operate those buildings after they
were constructed. The seemingly
limitless scope of services offered
by AECOM has enabled the firm to
produce entire urban systems in
ways that the founding architects
at DMJM could have only imagined.
As the senior vice president of
AECOM asserted in 2010: “We are
AECOM, we can do anything.”® The
implications of this expanded scope
of work were rendered visible by
AECOM?’s location in Los Angeles,
as the firm moved its design offices
in 2001 from DMJM’s One Park
Plaza on Wilshire Boulevard to the
central business district downtown,
embedding itself in a homogenous
sea of banks and financial
institutions—a fitting juxtaposi-
tion for a firm that, too, offered
financial services.®! However,
unlike financial institutions, which
hold no inherent allegiance to the
built environment, AECOM had
become a direct conduit through
which finance capital could be
channeled into the built environ-
ment. Perhaps more widely
entangled in the making of cities
than strict financial institutions, the
company’s prominence was viewed
as a testament to the strength

of Los Angeles’s urban economy
and the city’s marketability. Los
Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti argued
in 2014 that AECOM represented
“a strong signal of confidence in
LA’s economy and in our brand as
a place to do business.”®* Despite
these economic merits of triumph,
the firm’s executives initiated

a series of substantial internal
investments to answer a profoundly
paradoxical question: what is the
role and value of the architect
within such a firm? Though it may
appear as an AECOM-specific
conundrum, the question reflects
longstanding historical debates in
architecture about the value of an
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architect—not only about how an
architect economically contributes
to a large firm but also how one
influences economies more broadly.

AECOM’s history begins to
provide insight. While one could
argue that, in pursuit of profits,
the architects at DMJM helped to
expunge the architect’s histori-
cal role, I suggest that the rise
and prominence of DMJM was
predicated on the ability of its
architects to elevate their own
economic and political value,
continuously realigning their
practice according to anticipated
shifts in the economy. By position-
ing themselves as equals—rather
than superiors—to other urban
practitioners, they demonstrated
how architectural work could be
lucrative within a post-Fordist
economy. In addition to contrib-
uting economically to the firm
by developing and acquiring
diverse companies, the architects
took on urban projects—{rom
city infrastructures to military
bases—that were not historically
considered “architecture.” In so
doing, architects expanded the field
of practice upon which they could
operate.

However, the subsumption of
the architect into capitalist trends
does not come without caution
or challenges. Like many large,
postwar architecture firms, DMJM’s
history peddles a predominantly
white, male-dominated view of
corporate capitalism, and the firm
did not radically re-evaluate the
manual labor traditionally associated
with architectural production.
Moreover, the infinite possibility of
unrestrained neoliberal accumula-
tion—fueled more recently by
public finance capital and the
case of global circulation—poses
an inherent ethical dilemma
for practitioners: what are the
limitations, if any, to an architect’s
geopolitical power? As AECOM lays
the foundation—from material
infrastructure to legal rights—for
entire urban areas, including those
in developing regions around the
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world, the trajectory of corporate
architectural practice may begin
to evoke a wider range of architec-
tural histories about discipline and
governmentality.®

Nonetheless, while a corporate
firm such as DMJM is an unexpected
site upon which to launch a study
about the values of architectural
work, the firm’s attunement to the
inner workings of late capitalism
is illuminating for a profession—
especially in the US—that has
historically understood the pursuit
of economic capital as antitheti-
cal to architectural design. If, at
their core, histories of multina-
tional conglomerates offer views
of architecture in which firms
themselves, rather than merely
their resulting buildings, are objects
of design that reconcile capitalist
possibilities, urban imperatives,
and architecture’s disciplinar-
ity, then such histories may also
provide architects with models for
expanding—or grounds for critiqu-
ing—the value of the architect in
the profession and the public.
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