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The philosophy of interpretation (hermeneutics) presents
us with the means of understanding how we understand.
At its best, interpretation takes place within the context of
critical communities actively engaged in the process of
sharing and challenging tacit nomlS and conventionsundeniably an assumed role of university communities.
Dialogue and exchange within interpretive communities
provides a way of understanding the role and operations
of research, education and practice in the intellectual life
of universities. According to this view the development
and application of professional expertise is involving,
circumspective and dialogical.
The impetus for a henneneutical account of
understanding has been developed, critiqued and extended
by philosophers such as Hans-Georg Gadamer, building
on the work of Martin Heidegger. It is sustained by
contemporary writers such as Richard Rorty, Richard
Bernstein, Stanley Fish, Jacques Derrida, Samuel Weber,
Jurgen Habennas and others. In a less direct manner
these resonances have extended into the natural sciences
through Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, and
into computer science through the work of Terry
Winograd and Fernando Flores.
The emphasis of henneneutics, while open, may
focus around language, culture, aesthetics, the philosophy
of science and the bases of social action. Henneneutics
has provided a locus for questioning in every area of
human action. This is particularly the case in those areas
that are struggling with the warring concepts of rational
methodology, objectivity, judgement, self expression and
creativity. This conference explores the implications of
these issues on educational practice, the design of
curricula, the conduct of research programmes and the
exercise of authority in academic, research and
professional communities. The conference also touches on
the prevailing context of 'crisis offoundations' of Western
thought, and the future of universities.
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Educating as Engaging in
Critical Conversations
Bevis Yaxley
Department of Education
University of Tasmania
This paper is an invitation. It invites those present to engage in developing a critical conversation on educating and
teaching. My initial task is to set the scene, to suggest the context for our discussions and some of the questions we
may ask of the phenomena of educating and teaching. Like all of us, I come to this presentation with /1wny years of
richly lived experience of educating through teaching. This paper draws heavily on these well-spent times. I have
been fortunate. also, in that I have worked very closely with some most wonderful people whom I have taught or
supervised as research students. I have, of course, had some time to immerse myself in study and conversation with
many enlightened colleagues. All of the influences are of major significance to me as a person, educator and
teacher.
This paper focuses on the closely related phenomena of
educating and teaching. Our conversation will be guided
by questions such as the following:
• What might we mean by educating and in what
ways might it be changing?
o
What might we mean by teaching?
• What might some of the implications be for the
ways in which we work as educators and the
organisations in which we work?
To begin, I wish 10 place these questions in an
edcualional context. This is characterised as one which
is moving from modernism with is liberal, progressive
view of educating to one in which emerging postmodern views of educating are still masked by the
dominance of technicism. managerialsim and economic
rationalism in educational and pedagogical discourse.

Discourses on a liberal education
Educational institutions and their members give
different meanings to "education:' In Western societies,
for example, schools provide predominantly for a liberal
education. Different views of a liberal education are
prominent in current educational debate and practice.
Influences from the theoretical positions of writers such
a,<; John Dewey (1933), Paulo Freire (1970), Carl Rogers
(1969) and RP. Skinner (1968), for example, are found.
I will consider these four theorists because they
represent. different views of liberalism. Their writings
reflect four contrasting discourses on the nature of
education, society and the human condition. Embedded
in these are assumptions concerning the nature of
knowledge and knowing and of language. In particular.
each encompasses views of educational progress,
rationality and individualism.
Each educational discourse has a vocabulary and
conceptual categories. Through these, the issues
considered problematic, the questions to be asked and
the solutions to problems which are acceptable are
identified. In this sense, the educational discourse serves
as a conceptual map through which we order the flow of
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our experience, of what we do and why we do it. Within
this map we pay attention to some features of our
experience and ignore other aspects. Such conceptual
maps provide an interpretive framework through which
we bring meaning and order to our experience. Implicit
within them are the presuppositions, values and beliefs
we have about our world and, in tllis case, about our
experiences in educating and teaching. These are our
personal theories of educating and teaching.
For Dewey (1933), for example, what appears to be
problematic are the old ways of thinking and acting. It is
these which have prevented us from growing as
individuals and making progress. His view of progress,
or modernisation, underpins his understanding of
temporality. For Dewey, we "live forward," moving
into the future a.~ an expanding horizon of possibilities.
To realise these possibilities we must be prepared to
constantly adjust our ways of thinking about the world
we experience. In particular, progress carries with it
moral obligations for active engagement in, and
reshaping of, social life.
Dewey (1933) emphasised the scientific and
democratic as being unproblematic. Choosing to use
scientific methods or to act democratically were not
contestable as bases for determining the outcomes of
political issues. We all belong to a language community
in which sharing this language means accepting ways of
thinking that predetermine the extent and focus of our
social and political involvement and commitment.
For Dewey (1933), liberalism involved recognising
the emerging interrelationships of society and using
scientific method as tlle basis for problem-solving.
Scientific method was to be the basis for individual and
collective authority. Moreover, realising such authOlity
involved emphasising participation and collaboration.
He asserted the power of shared intelligence within
society and saw this as being achieved through social
inquiry.
In contrast, the educational ideas of Paulo Freire
(1970) show strong Marxist and existential elements.
Whilst Freire opposes strongly the competitive forms of

individualism and free market forces so dear to classic
liberalism, his democratic humanism accords with the
traditional liberal valuing of human dignity and
individual empowerment. Even within his critical
theory, he seems to accept the basic premises of liberal
thought, namely those of placing authority within the
individual, participatory, democratic governance, the
progressive nature of change and the continual process
of emancipation to be achieved by critical reflection.
Freire (1970) emphasises how traditional
educational discourses shape and embed theoretical
views in pre-established conceptual pat.terns and foster
predictable silences. The unjust social order dominates
the individual and causes him to be passive and remain
subservient and to think in the ways of his oppressors.
For Freire (1970), Hberation of the individual entails his
views of person-hood, of the nature of rationality and
the connection of being human with social and
individual progress. To be human is to be free. This
freedom is expressed, at least to some extent, in the
relationship of the individual with language. Language,
thought and action connect intimately a'i the individual
develops meaning through critical reflection and action
and seeks "true words." For Freire, "true words" are
those which involve the individual as an intentional,
active being who is in the continual process of making
meaning of experience and using new meanings to
transform experience. Freedom emerges from the
intention.-llity of the individual.
However, the person for Freire (1970) is also
communal, participating in language that is critical,
empowering and not oppressive. This dialogue involves
trust, openness and a commitment to learn through
sharing. Renewing the life of the individual is through
continuing reflection leading to action and such action
stimulating further critical reflection. This dialectical
process is central to the continuing human struggle for
emancipation and freedom.
The ideas of Carl Rogers (1969) form part of the
romantic-humanist tradition of a liberal education. Its
central tenet is a faith in, and commitment to, the
essential goodness of human nature. For Rogers, the
freedom of the individual is constrained by the forces of
conservatism and the aim of education is to facili~lte
and develop the powers of individual self-direction
through individual choice and will and with the
individual's feelings and self-esteem being paramount.
These supplant any externally imposed moral code ..
Through developing the inner self, the individual will be
able to predict and control their lives and, in particular,
free themselves from the domination of the restraining
forces of tradition and convention within society. The
problem of educating is not that of acquiring knowledge
and understanding, but of being involved in quality
experiences that are self-initiated and involve the
development of the whole person.
There is a strong connection of the growth of the
individual with progress. Individual self-discovery and
development are continuaL Constraints on this growth
arise from restrictions on individual wholeness.
Typically, these come from imposed theories,
institutions and social practices that do not recognise the
centrality of individual self-direction. For schooling,
these practices would include didactic teaching,

passivity in learning and power-based teacher direction
and action. For Rogers, education is to be personcentred with the capacity to make decisions in the hands
of those effected by such decisions. Individual
behaviour mediates not through externally imposed
constraints but through self-discipline. The leacher
facilitates the student's learning by Slim ulating the
student's curiosity in a climate in which the students
trusts their ability to learn.
The behaviourism ofB. F. Skinner (1968) appears to
be directly oppositional to the liberal notions of human
freedom and dignity. He rejects the idea that the
individual must be essentially free and morally
responsible. Nevertheless, his belief that changes should
be guided by reason and that progress into the future is
fundamental accords with liberalism. According to
Skinner, the crisis facing the modem world arises from
not recognising the causal nature of human activity. We
blame moral and intellectual failure for the difficulties
of our time, but this is a prescientific way of thinking.
We will not solve our problems by changing attitudes or
increasing our sense of responsibility, for example.
Indeed, by attending to these we reinforce existing
patterns of behaviour. To change the ways people
behave Skinner advocates the development of a
"technology of behaviour."
For Skinner (1968), the individual is neither free nor
rational. "Free" and "rational" are metaphors which
limit and enclose our thinking. As educators and
teachers we must act in ways that overcome these
limitations. Understanding human behaviour involves
observing the relationships of behaviours and the
contingencies of reinforcement. Although Skinner's
theory eliminates the traditional view of the autonomous
individual, it retains the notion of individuality by
emphasising the different patterns of reinforcement that
make up the individual's experience.
Skinner's (1968) argument does not abandon
completely the ideas of liberalism. In making the case
for progress through the application of science and
technology he is advancing a rationally dependent
argument for developing sequences of behaviours. The
agents of such progress will be those who understand
"rationally" the design of behaviour patterns which lead
human behaviour that can be predicted and controlled.
In this sense, Skinner appears to retain the liberal
notions of rationality and progress.
For each of these writers, there are different views of
person-hood or individuality, of rationality and of
progress. What will be argued is that the notions of a
liberal education that we have used as the
philosophical bases for educational theory have
become untenable within emerging post-modernist
philosophies.

Liberal education, individualism,
rationality and progress
The conceptual frameworks we use to describe and
understand our experience of the world are embedded
within our discourses. For the liberally educated
individual the discourses available provide a rich range
of clearly interconnected conceptual frameworks. Such
frameworks are necessarily the products of our
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For the individual engaged in self-actualisation there
is an easy path to self-interest. Self-interest can be
commercially exploited easily, leading to a consumer
lead society in which people are economic units. Tbe
freedom of the individual within this society is
unconditionaL The uninhibited expression of tbe
individual is valued and authority is centred in
individual judgement. The lack of emphasis on common
values and features may lead to an erosion of social
values and of a sense of community. Diminished social
cohesion is being compensated for through increased
legal, economic, political and institutional authority.
Competing interests are mediated within such authority.
Moral authority has lessened and has been partly
replaced by the authority of managed consensus though
votes, poles and institutional strategies.
The dominant view of rationality in Western
societies is characterised by the search for individual
power, instrumental prOblem-solving and establishing
objective knowledge. In particular, the exercise of
power and control through the application of techniques
is increasing. In teaching and educating this takes the
form of, for instance, an empha'\is on competency based
standards and the teaching techniques which help
achieve these. The predominant mode of inquiry, as in
research on educating and teaching, is reductionist,
emphasising objective knowledge and instrumental
values. This has the effect of depreciating tacit
knowledge as indicating rational understanding. In
professions where the craft aspects of that profession
are accessible mainly through the tacit knowing an
undue stress on objective knowledge may inhibit the
effectiveness of professional education programs.
Bureaucratic control of the discourses of the program
may be enhanced.
Tbe liberal view of the autonomous individual
places authority almost entirely within the individual. In
doing so, it weakens other forms of social and cultural
authority. The liberal emphasis on rationality,
theoretical understanding and justification progressively
separates the person from cultural practices and
understandings. Decontextualizing knowing in order to
produce generalised theories raises the explicit status of
knowledge above tacit understanding and increases the
separation of the !mower from the known. The notion of
progress, and now change, so central to liberalism leads
easily to the view tbat the ideas and beliefs that
contribute to change, namely individualism and
rationalism, are inherently progressive and worthwhile.
Moreover, the capacity of liberal discourses to reify
ideas and values and to depoliticise the languages we
use to construct our social and cultural understanding
must be re~ognised. The reification of ideas and values
within such discourses diverts attention from them as
being unproblematic. It limits the capacity of the
discourse for reconceptualizing and deepening
understanding. Assuming objectivity for certain ideas
and values, and denying their contestability, limits the
scope and modes of inquiry of the discourse and ensures
that it operates within established ways of thinking.
Technical discourses, for instance, assume that
measurability and efficiency are unproblematic ideas
and that control and predicability are to be universally

puzzlement about the past. Their derivation from, and
embededness within, the past means that they are
essentially inadequate in helping us describe and
understand the present and, more intensely, the future.
Thus our experiences are always beyond the authority
of the conceptual frames of our language.
The increasing rate of cultural and social change,
and the introduction of social and cultural experiments
such as computers, genetic engineering and nano
technology exacerbates the historical lag of language.
The authority of such innovations exceeds the authority
of our language. Thus, for example, the technicists who
can display impressive charts and tables of data, assure
us of greater control and predicability and extol the
virtues of economic rationalism in ensuring our future
provide us with a discourse which has little tangible
connection with our past and the languages and
conceptual frames which grew from our understanding
of that past. Innovations are usually accompanied by
their own specific languages. These languages have
conceptual frames that connect with experience of the
technologies involved. There are special languages in
computing, for example. There are, however, languages
that have a very tenuous and technical connection to
experience. The discourses of management and
economic rationality may be such.
The key features of liberalism are individualism,
progress and rationality. There is, however, an
increasing disjunction between notions of liberalism and
the social and ecological problems we now face. In the
past liberal thinking about individualism, progress
and rationality lead to proposals of viable social and
political options. This may no longer to be the case.
Current educational discourse and theory stresses
individualism in terms of, for example, individual
thought, self-realisation, self-actualisation, personal
potential, self-discovery and emancipation. These
theories are formulated with the individual as the
fundamental social entity, as a person capable of self
development and direction. The individual is the final
source of authority. Liberalism and liberal education
means the person is free, unique, is both morally and
rationally self-responsible and is capable of selffulfilment and personal growth. This view of personhood is found frequently in the discourses of programs
of teacher education. These include, for example,
studies in counselling, supervision. social sciences,
sociology and curriculum and teaching studies. Many of
these are underpinned by humanistic psychology.
The idea of the rationally autonomous individual
central to liberalism ha'>, of course, been challenged by
writers such as Marx, Durkheim (1956) and Regel
(1966) and more recently by R011y (1989). For Regel,
thought was a social capacity. For Durkheim, the
individual lacks moral and social standards. For these
writers, individualism is an expression of a particular
cultural view. Recent studies of the conne~tion between
language and thought suggest the sociality of thought
and the inter-subjectivity of the human being. They
appear to deny the concept of the autonomous
individual. This denial may be exemplified by the
growing emphasis in the study of education on the more
socially-oriented discourses, such as those in the social
sciences and humanities.

3

they are enabling in that it is through our
preunderstandings that we gain an initial understanding
of our experience. Our preunderstanding includes
knowledge claims, beliefs and values inherent in the
customs, traditions and languages of our culture. The
possible understanding we may have of particular
experience is limited and distorted by these aspects of
the culture.
Some ways of understanding our experience may
conflict with our current values and beliefs. The
possibility of resolving this conflict moves us towards
trying to uncover our the values and beliefs inherent in
our preunderstandings. Replacing our preunderstanding
with new understandings usually involves conflict.. This
conflict will be based on creating new certainties and
new ambiguities and often in making deliberate choices
between conflicting alternatives.
Our preunderstandings are unconscious pervasive
influences on our thinking, valuing and being. They can
be understood only when we bring them into
consciousness and try to articulate and communicate
them to others. Corrununication is possible only through
the continuity and coherence of understandings and
preunderstandings. Tacit understandings limit the ways
in which problems can be identified and solved. For
Polanyi (1958) this is making tacit knowledge explicit.
It is only through making our knowing, valuing and
being explicit that we make it accessible to critical
review and revision.
Different
contexts
produce
different
preunderslandings. Th us teachers from different
backgrounds and experiences have different tacit
understandings of teaching as well as the students they
teach. Programs of teacher education, which do not
enable the participants to critically review past practices
and understanding, may mask these preunderstandings.
But tbis is not to suggest that their influence will be
removed in this way. Annulling preunderstandings may
not necessarily weaken the power they have on us.

valued. Discourses in management promote
accountability, consensus and vision as unproblematic.
Thus it is essential that the study of educating,
teaching and teacher education focus on the dominant
discourses of our culture. In particular, we must
examine those discourse which characterise theories of
liberal education and those others which are important
in shaping our thoughts and actions. This will provide
an opportunity for understanding the social and moral
dilemmas facing our current society and the changing
notions of person-hood, rationality and social, cultural
and educational progress. Our understanding of personhood has implications for how we view society and the
role of educating within that society. Equally worthy of
our attention will be changing ways of thinking about
and of justifying action. Embedding our intentions
within a discourse, submitting to its ways of thinking
and attributing reason for our actions focuses, but limits,
our understanding of social and cultural affairs. Indeed,
the notions of person-hood, rationality and progress we
espouse have profound implications for the
development of educational theory, curriculum,
pedagogy and the organisation and management of
education.
The task of educators is to reconstitute the discourse
on liberal education to meet the challenges of a postmodem society. This reconceptualization must build on
the strengths of current theories of liberal education
whilst avoiding the difficulties discussed above. This
challenge places the study of educational discourse, and
hence the study of discourse, at centre stage in
developing the study of educating, teaching and teacher
education. The focus on discourse has implications for
the teaching and evaluation of programs of teacher
development. It brings teacher knowing and
conversation, dialogical understanding and herrneneutic
analysis to the forefront.
Let us now return to considering the crucial idea of
progress, so important to the liberal educationalists.
What, for instance, might count as progress in tbe
development of knowledge? Different cultures have
different standards of rationality and, importantly,
different notions as to what will count as progress,
particularly in the development of knowledge. In any
educational system there will be fundamental beliefs
concerning the nature of knowledge and its growth.
These beliefs will influence not only wbat is to count as
know ledge, but also how it is believed we come to
know and on what grounds we may justly claim to
know.

Technocratic-mindedness,
educating and teaching
As members of a society we share meanings, values and
beliefs. These may be tacitly or explicitly shared. In our
present society there are growing emphases on technical
meanings, values and beliefs. Writers such as Bullough
et al claim (1984) that
The most fundamental preunderstanding is the
technocratic ideology. Its predominance severely
restricts the communicative and enabling functions
of preunderstandings .... We participate in a technosphere which unites in a common history at a most
fundamental level. We are tightly bound together by
growing up in a technologically dominated society.
The limiting and enabling functions become more
recognisable where tacit understanding resulting
from personal histories prove incongruent with the
culturally dominant meanings embedded in
institutions and practices. (Bullough et al, 1984, p.4)

Pre-understanding and
its implications for educating
We are born into a social context We develop ways of
perceiving our experience. As social beings we live
within shared meanings. Meanings are encapsulated in
symbolic fonns, both verbal and non-verbal. The initial
frames of thinking within which we organise our
experience come from our social-cultural context.. Long
before we develop critical thinking we are embedded
within meanings that we accept as our own.
Preunderstandings have three characteristics. First,
they are historical and change very slowly. Secondly,

Bullough et al (1984, 5) are critical of technocratic
knowing and valuing. 'In our view the crisis is here; it
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solution to a problem fails the difficulty is not thought
of as being that the solution may have been correct for a
different purpose. Rather, the difficulty is seen as
arising from an incorrect choice of solution. The
difficulty is seen to lie in the choice of means rather
than in the choice of ends or purposes. The call is for
greater expertise with more rigorous application of
scientific procedures.

exists in contemporary culture. At present schooling,
intentionally and unintentionally, plays an important
role in reproducing technocratic values.' Thus we may
ask what is meant by technocratic mindedness and why
is this important to teaching and teacher education?
_Habermas (1971 ) speaks of three human interests.
These are work, communication and emancipation. By
work interest is meant that which is directed towards
controlling and manipulating the physical and social
environment. Thus the teacher who seeks to improve the
facilities in their classroom has a work interest.
All of US have a desire to understand and to be
understood by others. We are interested in being
undcrstood through communication. We are ao;; human
beings motivated by our desire to develop, to make
progress, to move beyond our present understandings
and circumstances in some personally significant ways.
We desire to be free of the continuing constraints upon
us. This is our emancipation interest.
Increasingly, within a technocratic society the work
we undertake depends on technology and the science
which underpins this technology. But increasingly our
interest in this work also serves to meet our need to
communicate. The work place becomes a focus for
meeting our social needs. We become convinced that
work in the fonn of paid employment is essential to
meeting social interests and that our capacity to
participate in consumerism is a direct measure of our
personal growth and development. The path to freedom
from the frustrations and difficulties of life in a
technocratic society lies in increasing material wealth.
In this ca<;e, all three interests are to be served by the
work interest.
Not surprisingly, we have adopted ways of thinking
and forms of reasoning which accord with a
technocratic work interest and which are meant to meet
all of our needs. This technocratic mindedness is
dominant and tends to subsume all other interests. It
limits and distorts our capacity to communicate and our
ability to seek freedom through alternatives.
In accepting technocratic mindedness we are
embracing a narrow view of science. This is the view
that it is only empirical science which leads to genuine
knowledge. As such, it is increasingly seen as a method
and the only method of solving any problem regardless
of the nature of the problem. It has widespread
application to problems outside the physical
environment. It has become a highly credible way to
attack social, political and ethical problems. In all of its
applications there is a dominant concern for, and
valuing of, prediction, control, efficiency and
governance by experts.
The mark of the expert has become, in part, the
capacity to apply this view of science and its derivative
techniques to problems as perceived in the technocratic
society. Experts are able to produce credible solutions to
perceived problems. These are tilen available for choice
by those who have tlle powers to implement solutions. It
is not necessary for the public to understand the issues.
Its role is in choosing between the options provided by
the experts. As the problems and their solutions are
being thought of technically all values issues are
reduced to technical questions. Importantly, what ought
to be done is reduced to how it can be done. When a

Critical-mindedness, educating
and teaching
In contrast to technocratic mindedness there is now an
emerging emphasis on critical thinking, on being
critically-minded. What is meant by criticalmindedness, how is tllis different, and what are the
implications for teaching and teacher development? In
being critically-minded, priority is given to critical
discussion, conversation or dialogue and
communication. In such discussion the purpose is to
review critically the expliCit knowing, valuing and
being revealed through educational dialogue and
through throwing light on the preunderstandings
implicit in tllis conversation. A critical conversation will
not occur unless there is some doubt or uncertainty
about some of the knowing, valuing and being under
examination. It is stimulated by tile need to make sense
of tllings. Being critical means bringing into play our
capacities to think and reason.
In a dialogue the participants exchange ideas, values
and beliefs. These are exchanged within a network of
relationships between those taking part. These
relationships embody values and beliefs. What are these
values? For Socrates, discussion was characterised by
mutual respect, mutuality of purpose and openness
towards tlle discovery of what bas hidden from view. In
discussing and communicating we are using our rational
capacities. This exercise of reason is liberating in the
sense that it frees us from the shackles and distortions of
our previously limited understandings. Our reason
becomes important when acting according to habit or
tradition is insufficient to meet our needs. Doing and
knowing come together and are mutually enhancing in
critical thinking. Knowledge alone does not ensure that
we are able to tllink critically.
With an emphasis on individualism through
difference, and in the absence of critical dialogue, we
may come to believe that the problems we face arise
through personal inadequacy. In this case, the solution
to problems is seen in terms of changing individuals,
leading to a deficit view of teaching and educating. In
the face of this individuals feel inadequate. The cost of
personal autonomy is estrangement from the world.
What may be required is the reassertion of tlle sociality
of our knowing, valuing and being. Recognising our
mutual identity, particularly through communication,
may help us meet the social, political, professional and
economic problems we confront. To come to understand
in this way will enhance our freedom and dignity.
We appear to be dominated by technocratic
mindedness, particularly at the level of
preunderstanding. This dominance seeks to annul
conflict and discontinuity. Teaching abounds in
situations where discontinuity, contradiction and
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paradox arise. But communication and emancipation
interests should transcend the technical interest. And
these interests cannot be satisfied by the rationality
embodied by technocratic- mindedness. They are at
odds with one another. There is inner conflict, doubt,
discontinuity and questions all to which way to go.
Put another way, we make sense of experience by
impoSing order. But whose order do we impose? It
makes all the difference if this order comes from our
preunderstanding and is accepted as a dominant view, or
is arrived at after reflection on the accepted view. In this
way our preundersatnding gives us already accepted
categories through which we may achieve coherence.
Whilst critically minded teachers may begin to
understand the dominant perspective as expressed on
the basis of preunderstanding, they may not necessarily
accept the superiority of this view. For the teacher,
critically thinking about teaching and educating means
struggling with the problematic concepts of educational
aims and professional standards. The teacher is
continually subject to technocratically articulated social,
political and economic influences. These are likely to
constrain the development of a philosophic, indeed
moral, outlook. They will also set limits on the range
and nature of what will be seen and accepted as
problems to be noticed and their possible resolutions.

assumes that an epistemic protocol can be identified
which is superior to thc things to which it refers. Any
resulting research is then a prisoner of this cognitive
framework. Certain explanations and interpretations of
teaching are favoured. In this case, hierarchical and
empirically derived interpretations are preferred.
But for Foucault (1970, 1972) and Derrida (1982)
there is nothing to ensure that the knowing subject
ought to choose the one or other interpretation of
reality. No description is epistemologically or
ontologically privileged. Hence no educational practice
is inherently superior to another. For them,
epistemological anarchy is equally justified as
epistemological hierarchy, the demand for one view of
knowing being more a demand for power than a search
for understanding.
The logo-centric assumption that the correct
methods of understanding, rigorous forms of
analysis and logical procedures of research lead to
knowledge, is conceived to be an a politicoinstitutional problem.
(Bullough, 1984, p.470)
Thus we must take every interlocutor's contribution
seriously and, as for the critical theorists, reject power
and dominance.
For the technicist goals are merely statements of
value. Such values can never be more than opinion as
there is no scientific way of validating statements of
value. Goals are merely a matter of opinion and,
therefore, of personal preference. As schools serve the
public, these opinions and personal preferences are to be
obtained by sampling using various research
instruments such as questionnaires and needs
assessments and interest surveys. Thus goals manifest
as majority or consensus opinions. In reaching
consensus value questions are turned into technical
questions. In this way they are given the appearance of
being value neutral and objective. Questions of values
are transfonned into questions of technical procedure,
into how questions. These how questions are usually
resolved by appeal to tradition or custom and/or
analytical-empirical research.
The empiricist or positivistic approach to curriculum
development influences technocratic-mindedness.
Major influences seem to be a bclief in standardising
human experience in the interests of efficiency, to
separate and specialise educational functions and
acceptance of district-wide, or even nation-wide control
over the curriculum. This takes the form of carefully
and progressively reducing the arena in which human,
and hence teacher, decision-making is possible and, at
the same time, encouraging predicability. The
implication is that human decisions are clearly inferior
to those inherent to and derived from the cultures of
institutions. Only the judgments of a chosen few are to
be honoured thus confirming standardisation,
uniformity and control. Many teachers accept this
limitation as part of the way things are, indeed, as
necessary and desirable. They trade professional
responsibility for personal and social security. But this
response takes the teacher even further away from the
opportunity to guide their actions as teachers through

Modernist discourse, educating
and teaching
Most programs of liberal education include studies of
disciplines such as physics, mathematics, history
psychology, sociology and philosophy, for instance. A
knowledge of these disciplines is the basis for
developing an~educational discourse. This is usually not
a discourse which encourages critical reflection by the
students. Rather, it may seek to provide the student with
that expert knowledge which they, according to the
same experts, are considered to need to become
educated. The discourse is concerned with the
internalization of prescribed knowledge and
understanding. There is usually no debate as to which
knowledge and understandings are to be learnt.
Knowledge is not seen as being socially constructed by
those who need the knowledge. Such discussion, and
the knowledge that underpins this liberal education, is
considered to be objective and unproblematic. It
presupposes that there is one best way of educating. As
such it is directed towards theoretical closure with the
onc objective of explanation. It rejects the possibilities
of interpretation.
Educational thought is trapped in modernist
discourse and, in particular, in current views of what it
is to know and of how we come to know. Similarly,
modernist research aims at theoretical closure, one
explanation and at the one best way or set of techniques
or procedures for completing the tasks required. And all
of this is to be initiated and controlled by experts in the
areas of knowledge seen as contributing to our
knowledge of teaching.
Again, modernist research generally assumes a
correspondence theory of truth. This implies privileged
epistemological and ontological positions. In particular,
through its separation of the knower from the known it
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The problematic nature of educating and teaching
means that it is not possible, nor indeed desirable, to
specify answers to the various questions and dilemmas
the teacher faces. Rather, the work of teachers will be
guided by the tentative answers they give to a range of
significant questions which may be asked about
educating and teaching. Whilst these questions may
apply to any educational context, the answers accepted
by the teacher will always be provisional and the subject
of continuing reflection and review. 111ese answers will
reflect the best judgements of the teacher at that time
and in that context. There is no one best way of
teaching.

critical reflection on their practices and on the
educational intentions they have for the students they
are teaching. An absence of such opportunity is
alienating and ultimately self-defeating. The question
then arises as to what degree of consistency and control
do teachers need and how will they obtain this?
To keep their faith in the educational institutions and
systems in which they work teachers have to explain the
problems which occur and provide justifications for the
solutions they attempt. Generally. problems are seen as
technical in nature and therefore requiring technical and
procedural solutions and further systematisation. This
may also lead to blaming the system as being
inadequate in some ways. Consequently. teachers reify
the system and its objectives into 'something' that is
over and above human beings and their judgements. It is
not surprising that human insight, wonder and surprise
may have come to have no place in teaching and
educating. Is this why schools are no longer seen
favourably by their communities? Does the
pervasiveness of technocratic mindedness mean a
continuing limitation on human potential? Have we
become blind to the increasing firmness of control on
teaching and curricula? Have we become insensitive to
the control of the many systems which now influence
educating and teaching? Is control not felt as control
any longer?
There seems to be an increasing acceptance by
teachers that to become more efficient further separation
and specialisation of function is necessary. That is,
more speCialist roles need to be created. But this is a
production understanding of efficiency. Likewise
teachers often appear to accept their lack of
involvement in the setting of goals by being prepared to
acquiesce increasingly to experts. More and more
matters which are the legitimate educational concem of
teachers are passed to experts extemal to the classroom
for resolution. Teaching looks inward and becomes
more heavily influenced by its content and skills. In a
similar way, curriculum development becomes very
much a process of sorting and labelling students. It is in
the selection of means that teachers find their
professional importance. Their ability to choose
teaching strategies seems to give them a sense of power,
autonomy and freedom. For this reason teachers may
over emphasise the number and range to teaching
strategies used. Teachers may achieve a higher sense of
potency by involvement in curriculum development and
evaluation and in student assessment. This may give an
enhanced sense of satisfaction to some teachers, but, in
that it may not pay attention to a critical discussion of
the educational intentions of these teachers, it may serve
also to heighten frustration.
Thus teachers work in contexts which are clearly
paradoxical. On the one hand, they have accepted a set
of a'lsumptions built into the curriculum that requires
them to work harder to become more efficient and
controlling and which leads to a very narrow conception
of teaching and the teacher's role. On the other hand,
the more they work in the spirit of developing
professionalism the less control and investment they
have over their education and that of their pupils. This
expresses itself in the denigration of human judgement
in the system.

Three modes of inquiry
In Knowledge and Human Interests (1971), Habermas
describes and compares three modes of inquiry. The
empirical-analytie view of science dominates current
edueational research. It is this view which is used to
provide data and explanations to support teehnicalmindedness as manifested, for example, in systems
analysis approaches to organisational management and
to economic rationality.
Empirical-analytic inquiry supports technical
interests. As such it is underpinned by a range of
assumptions implying support for certain values. In
particular, this mode of inquiry values prediction,
control and certainty and the principles and procedure
seen as necessary to achieving these. Its thrust and
interest is developing empirically testable and
genemlizable propositions. It assumes that knowing and
valuing are mutually discrete and that knowledge is,
therefore, value free. Predicability and control are seen
as the keys to efficiency. Within a culture of economic
mtionality, efficiently leads to parsimony. The technical
interests of this paradigm are usually met through work.
The efficient and parsimonious organisation of work,
and the hierarchies this implies, are a central
consequence of supporting the positivist mode of
inquiry.
By way of contrast, the hermeneutic paradigm, or
hermeneulic seience, focuses on practical rather than
technical interests. Its focus is on the relationShips
between people when they interact with one another and
the meaning given to these relationships. In seeking to
develop meaning and understanding the bellneneutic
mode of inquiry is fully sensitive to the cultural and
historical context within which these relationships are
enacted. The thrust is the enhancement of relationships
leading to their deeper and more enlightened
understanding.
Education or pedagogy is not pursued by service
delivery systems; rather, human beings
communicate thoughtful attempts to reveal that
which lies deep within them and speaks through
them, connecting their being to that of existence
itself. Reality is not merely the way things appear;
rather it is created by communication among
persons, a process known as intersubjectively
constituted meaning.
(Schubert, 1988, pJ 82)

7

expertise through knowledge diminishes. Contingency,
irony and solidarity may prevail.
By now you may be thinking that this all sounds
intensely philosophical. Of course, you are quite
correct. It is my view that our inquiries into educating
and teaching are necessarily philosophical and are
necessarily hermeneutic. But I am not alone in this
view. To quote:

Henneneutics both explores and builds on the historical,
social and political context of the communicants. In
doing so, persons focus sensitively on language and
actively construct meaning. Revealing hidden and
implicit assumptions underlying language is central to
deepening understanding.
The hermeneutic mode of inquiry assumes a
subjectivist epistemology. Whilst an objectivist
epistemology relies on the rigorous application of
objective procedures and teChniques, often referred to as
scientific method, a subjectivist epistemology assumed
that through experience for which a deepening
understanding is constantly sought judgement and tacit
knowing will be developed. Hence subjectivists are less
interested in finding general laws and explanations and
more concerned with exploring and understanding
human relationships and their interplay with their social
and historical content. The focus is on the group,
relationShips within the group and the valid insights and
understandings which can be developed. Henneneutic
inquiry tends to be content-bound with an emphasis on
case studies, for instance. Internal validity within the
content is more important than external validity beyond
that context. Similarly, tHeit knowledge within the group
is highly valued and explicit knowledge may be of less
concern.
In the extreme subjectivist epistemology, both
validity and utility are defined purely subjectively. Thus
validity is seen to be relative to personal limitations.
What is valid for one person may not be necesSHrily
valid for another. Each person will judge and value
independentl y.
This mode also values the individual but in a
different manner than for positivism. Henneneutics
emphasises understanding and communicative
interaction, seeing persons as active creators of
knowledge and as focusing on the creation of meaning
through language. The individual is valued, not as an
entity, but as participant in the articulation and creation
of shared meaning and understanding. Social
responsibility is valued against personal autonomy,
provisionality and possibility against certainty and
prescribed outcome, subjectivity rather than objectivity,
and sociality rather than individuality. Within the
hermeneutic paradigm progress is identified with
deepening understanding and with increasing validity of
the interpretations. Thus the empirical and henneneutic
modes of inquiry each lead to different forms of
rationality and notions of person-hood and progress.
These are manifested and reflected in the differing
forms of organisation of edcuating and teaching. Whilst
time and space does not permit a fuller examination of
this issue, the implications of adopting a henneneutic
philosophy fro educating and teaching are considerable.
Teaching would be through guided conversation
characterised by opennes, critical imaginstion and
communication of understanding. At a practical level,
this must mean that teaching would be in sInall groups
with the curriculum being developed through critical
group discussion, for example. I suspect it would mean
the end of hierarchical organisation and thinking as we
now know it. It would mean changes in away from our
present notions of academic autonomy. Understandings
belongs to us all and are to be shared. The power of

It might be a hard thing to expect educators to be
philosophers, but can they be anything else?
(Black, 1956)
It is better to emit a scream in the shape of a theory
than to be entirely insensible to the jars and
incongruities of life and take everything as it comes
in forlorn stupidity.
(Stevenson, 1924)
Philosophy begins in wonder. And, at the end, when
philosophical thought has done its best, the wonder
remains.
(Whitehead, 1938)
In the end, this sense of wonder and our desire to others
share in it is our reason for educating through teaching.

BIDLIOGRAPHY
BLACK. M. (1956) Harvard Educational Review,
Boston, MA: Harvard University Press.
BULLOUGH, R. (1984) Human interests in a
technological society New York: Teachers College
Press
DERRIDA, J. (1982) Margins of philosophy Brighton,
Sussex: Harvester
DEWEY, J. (1933) How we think: A re-statement of the
relation of reflective thinking to the educative process
Lexington, Mass. : Heath
DURKHEIM, E. (1956) Education and sociology
Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press
FO(JCAULT, M. (1970) The order of things: An
archaeology of the human sciences London: Tavistock
FOUCAULT, M. (1972) The archaeology of knowledge
New York; Pantheon Books
FREIRE, P. (1970) Pedagogy of the oppressed
Harmondsworth: Penguin
HABERMAS, J. (1971) Knowledge and Human
Interests, Boston: Beacon Press.
HEGEL, G. (1966) The phenomenology of mind
London: George AlIen and Unwin
ROGERS, C. (1969) Freedom to learn: A view of what
education might become Columbus, Ohio: Merrill
Publishing Company

8

RORTY, R. (1989) Contingency, irony and solidarity
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
SCHUDERT, W. (1986) Curriculum: Perspective,
Paradigm and Possibility, New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company.
SKINNER, B. (1968) The technology of teaching
Englewood Cliffs, NJ.: Prentice-Hall
STEVENSON, R. (1924) "Crabbed Age and Youth,"
Virginibus and Puerisque and other essays in belle
lettres. London: Heinemann.
WHITEHEAD, A. (1938). Modes of Thought.
Cambridge University Press.
YEATS, W.B. (1958). The Second Coming.

9

Dialogue on Two W orIds
The meeting of horizons of architectural
practice and hermeneutical discourse
David Week
Dept of Architecture
University of Sydney

&

Stephen Loo
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Preface
This paper grows out of a common concern. Both of us are
involved in two communities of discourse: the practice of
architecture, and the study of hermeneutics. Our concern is
that the dialogue between these domains is vety restricted.
We think there is much to be gained by expanding it.
Each of us approaches this concern from a different perspective, coming from our respective research topics.
Steve's interest lies in the location of texts in a discipline: architecture in general, computer-aided design in particular.
His project revolves around ways in which the goings-on in
texts can speak about the formation of the discipline.
The politics
and power-struggles in, texts at instances of
writing and appropriation-the institution of knowledgeis what gives a discipline an identity. Steve's theoretical apparatus is drawn from the work of Foucault, La Capra,
Deleuze and Kristeva. Parts of texts that interest him are:
deployment of metaphors, transformation of concepts, and
internal (in)consistencies in rhetoric.

0"

David's interest is pragmatic: he is concerned with specific
implications for practice of adopting a post-structuralist
vocabulaty. This vocabulary includes not only hermeneutics
as understood by Cadamer, Rorty, Kuhn, and others of their
ilk, but the allied vocabularies of metaphor, imageschemata, constructivism, relativism, pragmatism, and
Maturana and Varela's biology. David's main focus is the
bringing of these vocabularies to the situation of the
architect working in an alien culture-typically a nonWestern one. But he also sees this situation as just an
exaggerated case of the evetyday situation of all
architects-ttying to make sense, through building, of the
otherness of the people and places they encounter.

The
common
concern

Commentary-DW 1

A note on the way in which this paper was built:
Many 'dialogues' are in fact by
written a single author. This paper
represents an intertwining of two different views, each of a different author.
In constructing this paper we neither taped a verbal dialogue, nor
wrote first one voice and then the
other, nor manipulated both voices
to work towards a common theme.
We held a series of discussions on the
central area of concern, expressed in
the paragraphs to the right. These
discussions raised for each of us a
number of issues. We each wrote
fragments of text on each point, and
then arranged these in an order
which-to us-helped bring out interre lation sh ips.
This process--arranging fragments
to gradually create a whole-runs
somewhat contrary to the structured,
top-down, thesis-oriented writing
methods which we learn in academic
and technical writing. In our process,
the flow of the argument emerged
gradually from the fragments.
However, we did not adopt this process in order to prove some point.
Simply: we knew that to construct a
dialogue from two voices by the
standard method would not allow us
to complete a paper within the time
available. Our concern was pragmatico
[cont'd next page ... ]

We would like to thank Adrian Snodgrass, Richard Coyne, Glen Hill, Sally McLaughlin,
Sue Stewart and all others in our Hermeneutics Seminar Group for their invaluable
comments. Thanks also to Antony Radford for his feedback from Adelaide.
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[... cont'd from previous page]
We did take some comfort in the
legitimacy of this 'bottom up' approach in Helen Garner's account of
the writing of The Children's Bach.
She first collects scraps of conversation, titles, recipes, quotes ... then arranges them into characters ... and
from these characters constructs a
narrative. 2
The commentary in this column
constitutes a secondary dialogue,
addressing points raised by our colleagues on reading the first draft of
the primary dialogue.

The dialectic format of this paper reflects these two perspectives. The dialogue is arranged into four parts
The concern
11 The bias of text
III How buildings are not texts
IV A building

The concern
Commentary-DW
At the outset-here-I want to make
clear the basis of this concern. Why
worry about a supposed 'gap' between hermeneutics and architecture?
Certain problems that beset us in
architectural and urban practice are
not amenable to better methods, increased control, or any other rejigging
of the basic intellectual machinery we
are using. The problems arise from the
nature of that machinery.
Authors such as Bernstein and
Leder 3 trace fundamental problems of
our culture to the Enlightenment
world-view, a view riddled with the
Cartesian split between subject and
object. There are many things we
cannot change in practice without
stepping beyond this view.
Throughout this paper, we discuss
both the 'classical' view-referring to
the standard conceptual view of the
world given us by Enlightenment science, and grounded in the division of
subject from object-and the
hermeneutical view, which fuses
subject and object in the play of interpretation.
[cont'd next page ... ]

2
3

David's DW: My worry is that there's an intellectual gap beworry tween our philosophical discussions of hermeneutics,

metaphor, Heidegger, Gadamer, and so forth, and the
practice of making buildings. This gap expresses itself in
a number of ways.
For instance: in the seminar settings in which we investigate hermeneutics, the discourse is almost purely
'philosophical' in content. The workaday praxis of architecture rarely enters into it. We rarely discuss buildingsand never a particular building. This paper is not a criticism of these seminars, which are very engaging and
helpful in their own way. They just do not happen to
bridge this particular gap.
Another way of looking at this gap is the way in which it
is very difficult to explain hermeneutics to Joe Architect,
Average Practitioner. Even a practitioner of AI-which
many of us would argue has far less relevance to
architecture than hermeneutics-has no problem
explaining the relevance of her work to Joe: you're going
to have intelligent assistants which can tell you whether
what you've drawn complies with BCA, or will from a
functional program generate some schematic plans, or
will only allow constructionally legal moves while you're
drawing in CAD, or will do your engineering for you,
and so forth. AI critics may say it's never going to
happen, it's bullshit, it's misguided, or whatever, but the
point here is that the intellectual gap, the dialogical
breakdown is not there.

Sue Woolfe and Kate Grenville, iWaking Stories: how ten Australian novels were written,
Allen & Unwin, Sydney 1993, pp59-93
Richard Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Sdence, Hermeneutics, and
Praxis, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1983, paSSim, and Drew Leder, The Absent Body,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1990, p154: "To use a Wittgensteinian metaphor,
we have become trapped inside a picture. A certain dualist picture has limited our selfdevelopment and self-relation. Moreover, this picture of onto-valuational dualism has
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Many would agree that designing is inherently
hermeneutical4 , which means to me that they can see
some 'commonality' or useful connections between architecture and what is spoken about as hermeneutics.
This points out that certain metaphors are already in
play. What are such metaphors, and are the metaphors
in motion now helpful?

[... cont'd from prevIous page]
Hermeneutics seems to offer-indeed seeks-a way beyond. But that
way out cannot be realised in architecture solely by having hermeneutical discussions 'about' architecture,
or by 'explaining' design hermeneutically. Understanding is only had
through praxis.
In hermeneutical language, both
architectural practice and the discourse of philosophical hermeneutics
each has its own horizon, and I see
very little fusion of these horizons.
I would take as evidence of such
fusion the existence of texts that are
clearly architectural, and at the same
time (and no less) hermeneutical.
I would also take as evidence the
emergence of new metaphors.
What the work of Kuhn, Heelan,
Sch6n and Gadamer5 tells us is that
the fusion of horizons involves a shift
in understanding, and that a such
shift in understanding involves a deployment of new metaphors. The fusion of two such disparate horizons
as architectural practice and
hermeneutical philosophy should
give rise to significantly, even
startlingly, new metaphors.

If we look at the contexts where hermeneutical theoris-

Co mm en tllry-S L

Currently, for hermeneutics, I feel that this gap is there.
Using classical language: I'm not saying that this gap is
some kind of 'theoretical' failing of hermeneutics, that
hermeneutics 'doesn't apply' to architecture. I'm just
saying, as a matter of fact, that this dialogue has not
been established, has not come into play.
SL: I also see an incongruity between theorisings in
hermeneutics and architectural practice in the commonplace sense of the phrase: the making of buildings and
the practice of design.

Hermeneutics has much to offer to our understanding of
human activity; it embodies new insights and practical
directions for architectural design. But how does
hermeneutics reach architectural practice? More importantly, in what ways does it reach architectural practice?

ings and architectural practice meet, there are these
problems that you outline David, suggesting that ineffective metaphors are in play. My concern is why these
metaphors have come to bear and what sustains them in
this relationship between architecture and hermeneutics.

4

5

Steve's
concern

It seems there is a deliberate and
false distinction made between the
theory of hermeneutics and the
practice of architecture in our
arguments.
[cont'd next page ... ]

deeply influenced our relations with others, emphasizing hierarchical opposition. [Over
the next two pages, Leder analyses examples: women, class and labour inequalities,
relation to other cultures, relation to other species, relation to nature as a whole] In all
such cases, the hierarchical structure of onto-valuational dualism is used to validate
modes of oppression. Certain individuals or groups are associated with the body. This
includes women, laborers, 'primitive' cultures, animals, and nature in generaL They are
thus defined as Other to the essential self, as has the body as Other. Moreover, insofar as
the body is seen as mindless and in need of control, so too its representatives.
Subjugation becomes a necessity and a natural prerogative. Breaking free of this dualist
picture is therefore a matter of no little cultural significance."
Adrian Snodgrass and Richard Coyne, 'Is designing hermeneutical?', Working Paper,
Sydney, October 1990
Thomas Kuhn, "Second Thoughts on Paradigms", in The Essential Temion: Selected
Studies in Scientific Tradition and cnange, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1977,
Patrick Heelan, "Hermeneutics of experimental science in the context of the life-world."
Philosophia Matllernatica, 9(2), 101-144, 1972. Donald Schon, "Generative metaphor: a
perspective on problem-setting in social policy." In A. Ortony (ed.), Metaphor and
Thought, Cambridge University Press., Cambridge 1979, pp. 254-282. Hans-Georg
Gadamer, Truth and Method, Sheed and Ward, London 1975, pp273f, 337f, 358
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[... cont'd from previous page1
If one had to name the sole aim of
hermeneutics, it would be to dissolve
such distinctions. I agree.
However, there is a point here that
needs clarification as it holds implications for the rest of the paper.
Hermeneutics, as with many other
subject, is identified through its reification in 'theory', that is it arrives as
written text or is verbalised in words
of a language, viz. discursively.
This is what I call 'hermeneutics as
theory', or a theory about certain
practices or states of being, which is a
different
affair
from
being
hermeneutic. When one is being
hermeneutic, one does not distinguish
between theory and practice.
So when hermeneutics is transported to, or arrives at, another
discipline, say architecture, the latter
should look upon such 'theory' as
bringing new metaphors for dealing
with things, and these metaphors may
or may not be effective.
Commentary-DW
One argument raised against us is that
the profession and academy are
different, and therefore have different
concerns.
I agree, and have defended the difference between the academy and
professional practice publicly. 6
However, this does not mean that
it's okay for there to be such an absence of dialogue between these two
communities. It's too much the case in
architecture that practitioners simply
don't understand what academics are on about, and some of
them see academics as out of touch
with how practice operates.
As an instance of distinct communities with strong dialogical bonds,
the communities of theoretical and
experimental physics have distinct
praxes and concerns, but there is a
strong understanding of each other's
horizon, and changes in one community strongly occasion changes in
the other.We have to emphasise that
an hermeneutical text-written from
[cont'd next page ... 1
6

?
B

I agree that the current status of hermeneutical talkbroadly speaking, theory-has little consequence for the
average practitioner, however, we must be careful not to
overlook the position of universities in this scenario.
Geographically speaking, the university is a place where
the musings of architecture and hermeneutics have an
opportunity to meet, viz. to an opportunity to close the
gap you talk about.
David/s DW: This gap also plays itself out politically. Following
worry Fish?, we understand that conceptual domains are inex(cont/d) tricable from related interpretive communities. I Archi-

tecture' and 'hermeneutics' are not just abstract realms
of discourse, but are real human communities that practice and speak these languages. Many of us are members
of both.
The breakdown between the two communitiesI think-is one of the sources for the current attack on
academic departments by practitioners.
We can counterattack by saying that these criticisms are
incorrect. Or more pragmatically, we can ignore them.
There's truth in both these positions.
But a third position is to listen and attempt to positively
understand this apparent concern of a large an important community. To allow this concern to speak to us.
I think what's being said in this attack basically is 'we
don't understand what you're doing, or its relevance for
our community.' If so, then to ignore that is to ignore
the legitimate expectation of an important constituency.
Distinct SL: The situation is much more problematic. It's not just
commun- that some people out there in practice don't understand
itles what hermeneutics is about. There are 'deep seated' dif-

ferences in the communities of which they are a part.
Architecture, in general, can be seen to be made up of
two communities: the much talked about Theory and
Practice communities. B In Practice, there is talk about
design concepts, costs, construction schedules, structures, etc. And in Theory, there is talk of history, typology, criticism, design methods and architectural theories

David Week, "University or Trade School?", Architecture Bulletin, Sydney, December
1992.The title is the result of editorial license. The article was originally titled "The
Concept of the University."
Stanley Fish, Doing what comes naturally, Duke University Press, Durham and London,
1989
Here is a point of confusion. This Theory-Practice dichotomy is a conceptual one, a little
different from hermeneutical 'theory' (hermeneutics as reified in texts) and being
hermeneutic.
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including hermeneutical theory. We have discourses in
Practice: codes, regulations, speCifications, science notes
and literature on construction techniques. And in
Theory we have different ones: there is literature devoted
to the psychology of buildings, the semiotics of
architecture, cultural theories of buildings, mu sings on
the relationship between the body and architecture, and
the hermeneutics of designing.
These two discursive fields, I feel, do not meet on many
occasions: there is no genuine dialogue owing to distinct
intellectual communities, each with their own
interpretive strategies and discursive prohibitions. All
interpretations are usually either seen as theory (in the
'academic' community) or practice (in the 'professional'
architect's world). This is made more severe by the
geographical marginalisation between academics and
practitioners (few firms enlist academics although the
situation is a little more healthy the other way around).
I am a little unsatisfied with this conventional reasoning. Buildings, the main objects in architecture, are nondiscursive. However, the common mode of operation in
most disciplines is discursive. 9
Discursive material in Practice (in fact this also includes
some stuff on typology, 'documentary' history, tectonics
in Theory) has to do with the seemingly self-evident
'real world' of architecture. That is to say, these
discourses are reasoned to describe faithfully the
discipline of architecture. They belong to, and safeguard,
the autonomy of the professional field. Discourses such
as semiotics, psychology and hermeneutics are seen as
borrowed material from an-other field: an exterIority.
Weber tells us that this is not an unusual practice in
disciplines: this is how disciplines negotiate their
boundaries upon encounter with alien texts. 10 Merod is
more political: to him, intellectuals inhabit positions of
power that are related to the entire social and political
9

[... cont'd from previous page]
a hermeneutic point of view-with
strong references to architecture, one
which fuses the hermeneutical
perspective with thatof architectural
practice would not constitute just a
popular explication of hermeneutics
to practitioners. It would constitute a
new understanding. The absence of
such texts indicates a unique opportunity (given by the touching of
these two domains) not yet taken up.
Commentary-SL
The modern conception of the discipline is an autonomous one.
Disciplines look upon exterior
'theories' as source material to be
appropriated-stripped for meaning-to legitimate their institutional
boundaries. The texts of hermeneutics, more ofetn than not, suffer that
fate in an architectural context.
We realise hermeneutics does not
see this gap between theory and
practice as present, or as an impasse.
However, there are exterior barriersset up by the nature of texts and
other discursive material in the light
of disciplinary boundary negotiations-which need to be brought
down before an exchange can occur
between hermeneutics and architecture.

The formation of a discipline and the production of knowledge within interpretive
communities rely upon relations between discursive and non-discursive forces.
Discursive forces refer to written and verbal material, and non-discursive formations are
things that are not manifested as words or are not said but implied, such as institutions,
political events, economic processes, and practices. Buildings as objects are nondiscursive unless one describes them; hermeneutics as ways of being or life itself is nondiscursive, unless it is theorised. These concepts find similarity, but not identity, in
Foucault's concepts of the discursive and the non-discursive. I do not know if Foucault
would see buildings as part of his non-discursive schema, although he would posit that a
book or a journal in which "statements" are made and regulated are non-discursive
formations. See Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith,
Pantheon, New York, 1972, pp79-80, GWes Deleuze, Poucault, trans. Sean Hand,
University of Minnesota Press, Minnesota, 1988, pp9-1l. Comment: Foucault's nOf}
discursive formations are somewhat inaccessible. It is precisely for this reason, when it is
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structure-they have a subversive role to play in
continually questioning, consciously or unconsciouslyrelations between truth and power." Hermeneutics, or
hermeneutical theory, therefore lies outside of what the
profession envisages as their boundaries of autonomy.
Commentary-DW
It indeed turned out to be the case
that a variety of our academic colleagues argued that the gap isn't
there. One argument: from an
hermeneutical perspective, there is no
distinction between theory and
practice; another: many universities
engage practitioners to tutor, and
others ... AII we can do is reiterate the
evidence we've stated, and point out
that another sign of a rich dialogue
between communities, is wealth of
cross references in their respective
languages. That referencing is simply
absent.

Davld's DW: I think that some people are going to argue that
assump- this gap just isn't there. We could spend the whole of
tion this paper arguing the existence of such a gap. I don't

want to do that. So let's just presume that this gap is
there, and see where that leads.
Two justifications for doing so. First, there's an old
logico-philosophical tradition: well, let's assume that it's
true and see where that assumption leads us. Second, it's
true with this kind of thing that if people perceive it to
be so, then it is so. If some members of a dialogical
community perceive a breakdown, then there is one,
ipso facto.
Heuristic Sl: It's also in the old logico-philosophical tradition that
distinct- we draw a heuristic distinction between 'talking about
ion architecture' and the literal act of 'doing architecture'-

the commonplace theory/practice distinction-which
I have already begun to do. The aim of this paper is not
to claim that there is not enough hermeneutics in architecture or that there is not enough architecture in
hermeneutic musings-we are not attempting to right a
wrong in the relationship between architecture and
hermeneutics. Rather we look to address conditions in
the relationship between architecture and hermeneutics
that restrict interaction between the two fields.
Commentary-DW
Here we've been attacked on this
point in two ways:
First, we have been accused of
"circumscribing hermeneutics," and
thereby "limiting" it.
Yes. Hermeneutics is circumscribed
by its horizon, as is any understanding. That is not to say that this
horizon is fixed or closed. But it is
there.
[cont'd next page ... ]

What
is our
hermeneutics?

DW: We're using this term 'hermeneutics' in a very par-

ticular way. I'd like to clarify what that way is, or else
people are going start saying 'well, Hirsch wouldn't agree
with that.'
I'm using hermeneutics not in its general sense as the
science of interpretation-as incorporating all views on
that-but that particular hermeneutics which is a key
player in that movement which Bernstein identifies as

'represented' or reified in discourse (texts etc. ), it takes on a self-evidence which goes
towards reinforcing the autonomy of the discipline: they become 'texts' which
purportedly speak faithfully about the discipline.
, 0 Samuel Weber, Institution and Interpretation, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis,1987, pp156-157
" Jim Merod, The Political Responsibility of the Critic, Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1987, p127. See also Stanley Fish, Doing What Comes Naturally, p215-246. Fish has the
view that such subversive, anti-professional behaviour is ironically part of being
professionaL
16

'beyond relativism and objectivism.'12 This is the
hermeneutics identified by Rorty, and Kuhn. One star in
what Bernstein calls 'the new constellation'13, which
finds itself allied more with constructivism, relativism,14
perspectivism, and against foundationalism, naive
realism, and absolutism.
Ortony characterises this community of thought
through its attitude towards metaphor. '[We can relate
these] two alternative approaches to metaphormetaphor as an essential characteristic of the creativity
of Language; and metaphor as deviant and parasitiC
upon normal usage-to a more fundamental and pervasive difference of opinion about the relationship between language and the world. '15
Most important, though, hermeneutics-following Fish,
Gadamer, Lakoff, Johnson, Rorty et aI-is not some kind
of 'process' out there in the world, but is a way of seeing,
a way of being, and at the same time the way of being of
a particular human community.
From this point of view, it's nonsense to say something
like 'design is hermeneutical.'16 That's like scientists who
study what a group of people is doing, and then describe
what they're doing in terms that they've never heard of;
tell them 'whatever you think you're doing is not what
you're doing, what you're really doing is this (in terms
they've never heard of.)' There is Ricoeur's hermeneutics
of suspicion at work, there is disabling power rhetoric at
work.
Hermeneutics a human way of being, of seeing, of acting, and is practiced by a human community, and has
texts that play a role in that community. There is similarly an architectural community-which here we're
defining specifically as those involved in the production
of buildings. Our question is: does there exist a rich dialogue between these two communities? Our concern is
that there isn't.

[... cont'd from previous page]
Hermeneutics is also limited, as is
any finite human perspective. (And
all human perspectives are finite.)
There are no 'hermeneutical processes' 'out there' independent of the
hermeneutical discourse that is part
of our culture and our time. And of
course, when we adopt an
hermeneutical perspective, we do
find 'hermeneutical processes' at
work in history, and in the situations
of people who have never heard the
word.
But how do we interpret this finding? To say-unselfconsciously-that
it 'is there' is simply to objectify it, to
lose effective historical consciousness. It is to forget that seeing
'hermeneutical processes' at play in
the world makes us no different from
the Christian who sees the hand of
God, the physicist who sees physical
laws, or the Marxist who sees class
struggle.
Steve Woolgar describes the
hermeneutical process by which descriptions give rise to objects. 1 ? He
describes five stages in the conceptual construction of an object (in his
example, quasars; in our case,
hermeneutical processes) the last of
which is the forgetting of the process
by which the object was constructed.
In the last stage, quasars and
hermeneutical processes are posited
always to have existed, even prior to
the existence of the human perspective which gave rise to it.
This forgetting is objectivism, in a
nutshell.

Woolgar asks to 'keep the inversion
alive'-not to forget. Rorty acknowledges that-insofar as we believe
anything-we will forget. He then
proposes what he calls the ironic position, which is to believe, and to act
in that belief, but to maintain at the
[cont'd next page ... ]

12 Richard Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and
Praxis, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1983

13 Richard Bernstein, The New Constellation: The Ethical-Political Horizons of
ModemitylPostmodemity, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1991

14 DW: The relativism presented by Rorty or Feyerabend ... not the 'anything goes,' 'that's
just a value judgement' straw relativism set up by Bernstein or by foundationalists.

15 Andrew Ortony, 'Metaphor: a multidimensional problem', In Andrew Ortony (Ed.),
Metaphor and Thougllt, Cambridge University, Cambridge Press, p2
& Coy ne, 'Is designing hermneutical?' DW: Though I agree with the general
direction of this paper, for me the question is objectivist. It implies that design is a
process which has some sort of nature: objective, or subjective, or hermeneuticaL.The
question that a pragmatist and relativist might ask is: if we approach design
hermeneutically, does that help us face the situation that we find ourselves in today?

16 Snodgrass
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[ ... cont'd from previous page]
same time the remembrance of the
finitude, the unfounded ness, and the
historicity of all beliefs.18
Furthermore, it is exactly this
awareness of its own finitude that
allows hermeneutics to listen to the
voices of others. It allows the existence
of views beyond itself, and of texts
that are not interpretable within its
own horizon. By abandoning claims to
universality, it drops that side of
Enlightenment culture that would
drown out all other voices.

Commentary-SL
One criticism received here goes like
this: It appears that this situation
demands that the discourse used to
describe a situation is to be in the
language of, or understandable to,
actors in that situation. This prevents
any discipline from talking to another
diScipline in their own terms.
And must a hermeneutical
metaphor find utilitarian application in
architecture? In restricting the allowable language in discourse, this
condition stifles the right to describe
familiar stuff with new metaphors.
I mentioned earlier that hermeneutic theory arrives in architecture as
an alien discourse with a new set of
metaphors. And arguably, architecture
needs to adopt a degree of pluralism
to 'take in' and interact with such
metaphors. This however, does not
throw light upon the effectiveness of
this the exchange, or the metaphors
which are in play. I argue later that the
'subject' of (hermeneutical) theory is
distanced from that of the practitioner.
Furthermore, our so called"taunt on
scientism" does not speak about the
content of the text (discourse should
be in a language before we can
understand the content) but rather
the approach to the text as a stable
entity of embodied knowledge, the
text as something which 'gives'
knowledge/ information, is scientistic.

I wouldn't go as far to claim it is nonsense to say
'design is hermeneutical'i but rather to say that it is not
quite useful to say so. Having acknowledged this fact
does not mean that the situation is resolved and all is
welL My concern is for those who go on to write and
'apply' theories in the name of hermeneutics about
designing and architecture-precisely a nonhermeneutical exercise. Also, in the professional world,
it is safe to say that very little of formalised theory
(about 'fusion of horizons', play, interpretive communities, etc. in the case of hermeneutics) actually reach the
average professional.

Ways In SL:

which
hermeneutlcs Is
'present'
in architecture

The situation is a little more problematic in architecture
school, where hermeneutics, as a term, is present in
several guises:
Good design practice at university frequently has been
theorised as subscribing to the paradigm of the
'reflective practitioner', following Schon 19, who participates in a to and fro movement between the drawing
board and mental states. Designing has always been said
to represent a hermeneutical circle between reflection
and action. Therefore, good design teaching often aims
to inculcate design practice with an emphasis on play,
fusion of hOrizons, etc. familiar concepts in the rhetoric
of hermeneutics.
The corollary is an exegesis on 'how to design' which
claims to be consistent with the discourse which is promulgated as 'hermeneutical theory'. As you have mentioned, David, to observe a situation in the design studio
or architectural office and to conclude that hermeneutics
exists and that the activities which occur are hermeneutical, is a purely academic exercise.
Also, this represents a scientistic approach to knowledge
where knowledge is seen to stand alone from reality, in
the guise of theory, reified in texts which is seen as inert
material exterior to the discipline. Observations legitimise or refute statements which are held as true as
sanctioned by the text.
Hermeneutics is also said to exist in areas such as computer-aided deign. Again, hermeneutics exists as an exact
science. Rob Woodbury in his article 'Grammatical

17 Steve Woolgar, Science: the very idea, Tavistock Publications, New York 1988, pp53-81
18 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, aIld Solidarity, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge 1989, pp73-140.
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Hermeneutics' aims to show how 'spatial grammar systems in design are interpreted from a hermeneutical position, showing that the hermeneutical circle, understanding and the fusion of horizons, and the ubiquity of
metaphor are each at play on the research and on the
use of grammars'20 (my italics).
Hcrmeneutics is predicated upon a commonality found
between the two disciplines: the field of shape grammars
evidently exists; hermeneutics, as a concept, is used to
describe what occurs during designing by shape grammars. But this exercise remains in the realm of rhetoric.
Has there been any change in the way design is done in
shape grammars? Would shape grammars actually survive in its 'original' form as proposed by March and
Stiny21 if practitioners became aware of the
hermeneutics of being?
DW: Also, in our seminars, we occasionally say things
like I everything's hermeneutical' and 'everything's
metaphorical' -in response to the fact that we can see
the activities of those who take, say, a computational
view of the universe as an interpretation, as structured
by a metaphor, as much as any other.

But this (sometimes jokey) way of talking is a kind of
metaphysics. In it, we pretend that we stand outside the
world, and can see the hidden (hermeneutical,
metaphorical) structure of all that is before us. It pretends to be neutral, in that the actions of the AI researcher, the physicist, the mathematician, the artist, the
sex worker, the greengrocer are 'equally' hermeneutical. 22
But that's not consistent with the hermeneutical view.
The hermeneutics of Gadamer, Rorty, Bernstein, and
Heelan does not constitute a meta-view of the world-it
in fact denies the possibility of such a view. Reflexively,
then, hermeneutics itself constitutes a particular, finite,
timely perspective.
Hermeneutics also conflates perception, interpretation,
and praxis. A way of seeing becomes inseparable from a

The
hermeneutic
agenda

Commentary-DW
The second accusation made at this
point was that we were seeking an
'instrumental' application of
hermeneutics within architectural
practice, some way for architecture
to 'use' hermeneutics.
So prevalent is instrumental ism in
our time, that this suspicion is understandable. But in seeking some fusion
of architecture and hermeneutics
which is more than deploying the
standard metaphors of philosophical
hermeneutics over architectural examples, this is not what is sought.
The best metaphor for what is
sought is Trobriands Cricket. 23 The
story goes that the missionaries introduced cricket to the Trobriand islanders, in the hopes of taking their
minds off sex. And the Trobriand islanders took up cricket with a
vengeance. But in doing so, they
changed it.
"The first thing we did" they tell us
"is we got rid of this idea of eleven
people on each side. Now, if fifty
people come from the other village,
then its fifty per side. If a hundred,
then a hundred per side."
[cont'd next page ... ]

19 Donald Schon, Tlle Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Tllink in Action, Basic
Books, London, 1989
20 Robert Woodbury, 'Grammatical Hermeneutics' in Architectural Science Review, 36, June
1993, pp53-64
21 See Lionel March and George Stiny, 'Spatial Systems in Architecture and Design: Some
History and Logic,' in Environment and Planning B, 12 (1985): 31-53
22 DW: My instinctive dislike for this kind of talk is in that valuing everything, it also
devalues everthing. It reminds me of Marcuse's critique of American liberalism: by

19

[... cont'd from previous page]
The bats are based on traditional
war clubs. If a team scores six runs, his
team stops and performs a dance.
And it's beneath a warrior to run, so
each batsman has a runner who runs
for him. And to save time and energy,
that runner holds a long plume that
he uses to touch either end of the
pitch, thus shortening his run. And on
it goes. There is here a fusion of
cricket and Trobriands culture, in
which it would be misleading to say
that either uses the other.

way of acting. Thus, because hermeneutics brings a particular way of seeing to the world, it also brings a particular way of acting. Thus, a 'hermeneut' is going to bring
a particular way of being to the practice of architecture,
a way of being different from that of one for whom centre-stage is held by rationalism, or semiotics.
In exactly this way-by its own lights-hermeneutics

has a distinctive praxis.
Texts on SL: There is another reason why hernemeutics takes on a
herme- 'neutrality' which assumes that one could stand outside
neutics the world for an objective view. Hermeneutics as a
discipline has its own discursive universe. Although it

may not, and should not, constitute a met a-view on
things, the very fact that there are texts on hermeneutics
and hermeneutical theory (it after all originated as a
science of interpreting (biblical) texts) allows it to be
interpreted, appropriated and applied. This shows that
the presence of textual material which discursively
describes or represents a particular field of thought has
much power in promoting a scientistic approach to
knowledge as it gives one the confidence to 'transfer'
knowledge un problematically from one field to another.
The heuristic theory/practice distinction that we made is
not as fictional as we thought.
Archl- DW: After we have said all this, the implications of this
tectural gap for architectural education are very strong. At the
education local level, it asks whether we're going to have design

studios, and if we're going to have hermeneutics
seminars, and if the two will be distinct, and if people
will be asking whether the hermeneutics seminars might
not be better held over in the philosophy department.
At the larger level, it asks whether we can gather an effective response to the question asked by the profession:
'what have you to do with us' and thereby effectively
heal a rift which-I hold-is not helpful to either community, and the healing of which-I also hold-need
not imply the subjugation of either to the agenda of the
other.
Recap There's an intellectual gap between our discussions of
hermeneutics, metaphor, Gadamer, and so forth and the
practice of making buildings. This gap also plays itself out
politically, as a tension between communities.

making it all right to say anything, it also makes it meaningless to say anything, and this
consitutes the subtlest, but at the same time most complete, oppression.
23 Described in the documentary of the same name.
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Distinct communities in architecture tsel" and architecture's
struggle for autonomy, form barriers for effective exchange
between it and hermeneutics. Therefore when hermeneutics
(in a discursive form) meets architecture, there may be
ineffective metaphors at play.
Hermeneutics exists in university as a scientistic paradigm:
one which is stable in the realm of theory as codified
knowledge in texts, which does not aid in the dialogical
exchange. The materiality of texts allows one to treat it as
an inert source of knowledge.
Hermeneutics is one star in what Bernstein calls 'the new
constellation', which finds itself allied more with constructivism, relativism, perspectivism, and against foundationalism, naive realism, and absolutism. It is not some kind of
'process' out there in the world, but is a way of seeing, a
way of being of a particular human community. It also con(fates perception, interpretation, and praxis. A way of seeing
becomes inseparable from a way of acting.
The implications of this gap for architectural education are
very strong: bringing hermeneutics to architecture will
generate a change in practice.

11 The bias of text
SL: I have touched upon the position of texts in disci-

plinary studies such as architecture and hermeneutics.

Language
as reality

It seems to me that the gap between hermeneutical theo-

rising and architectural practices lies in the particularity
of texts in our social circumstances. What is the nature
of texts which make them so powerful and influential in
our society?
Here is some history: In The Order of Things, Foucault
identified one crucial rupture in human history is that
which 'situated language within representation' and
charged words with the role of serving as transparent
and unambiguous signs of the things and events that
make up reality.24 Words that unproblematically represent reality. In a domain where discourse was privileged,
a new reality emerged, one which subscribed confidently
and wholly to the ramifications of language. That is,
language was able to offer to consciousness, its own form

24 Michel Foucault, The Order of Ti1ings, Random House, New York, 1972, pp182-183
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of reality. Language ruminations is more often than not
manifested in texts. This is the Classical view.25
Architecture or hermeneutics, as theory, maintain to an
extent, Classical characteristics. They tend to become an
instruments of describing a reality: of designing ('it is a
cyclical process, with play and the use of metaphors',
etc.), of the object ('Gothic cathedrals have such and
such', 'architecture can be seen as a Heideggerian tool',
'architecture is like a language', etc.). In this model of
language, architecture is subsumed into the world of
written texts.
This reminds me of the distinction made between models and metaphors. Models are structural mappings between two systems of thought. Language in the Classical
sense, aims to model reality, which means that reality is
the 'explained' and language is 'the model that explains.' For models to work, there has to be as good a fit
between the model and the modelled.
However, the relationship between the model and the
modelled speaks of much more. Not only is there an
isomorphic relationship between the form of the model
and the modelled, but there is a transfer of concepts
across the divide, which indicates that they share certain
conceptual properties. 26 This is a metaphorical relationship, which implies that language (text) does more than
explain a condition.
Lakoff &' DW: In the way that Lakoff and Johnson 27 talk about
Johnson metaphor, there is a source domain, and a target do-

main. The metaphor carries our experience from the
source over to the target.
In the modern architectural metaphor of 'building skin'
for instance, we treat a building as if it has a skin, like a
person. We create a continuous shell, impervious to water. There are openings, that open and shut. And where
something penetrates the skin, there is special detailing
to seal the skin around the penetration. Look at your
fingernails.

25 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1980.
According to Rorty, philosophy, and European thought, has been dominated by a mirror
metaphor, in which the objective is for mind to transparently and accurately reflect
reality, clearly, and without distortion.
26 Adrian Snodgrass and Richard Coyne, 'Models, metaphors and the hermeneutics of
designing', Working Paper, Sydney, May 1991
27 Mark Johnson, The body in the mind: the bodily basis of meaning, imagination and
reason, Chicago University Press, Chicago, 1987; George Lakoff, Women, Fire and
Dangerous Things, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1987; George Lakoff & Mark
Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1989; George
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Japanese, Balinese, Persian architectures don't deploy
that metaphor, they don't evoke ('call out') that
metaphor for us. It's very difficult to talk about the
building skin of a Balinese house.
In Lakoff and Johnson's terms, the way we structure our
concept of building, in modern Western architecture, is
being structured by our concept of skin. 'Skin' is the
source domain, and 'building' the target. This way of
looking at it is somewhat one-sIded-the relationship is
more symmetrical. As soon as we start thinking of buildings having skins, this reflects back too on the 'source',
and our experience and concept of 'skin' is also changed.
SL: This is the point that Black is raising with the

Interaction Theory of metaphor. The two terms or concepts in a metaphorical exchange mutually affect each
other. The meaning of the metaphor does not arrive out
of the addition of the two meanings, rather it is an
emergent meaning specific to the circumstance upon
which the metaphor is deployed. 28
DW: Because philosophical hermeneutics is a branch of
the 'linguistic turn' in philosophy, and because historically, hermeneutics was concerned with the interpretation of texts, many of hermeneutics core metaphors are
textual metaphors. For instance, when Pat rick Heelan29
seeks to define 'hermeneutical', he uses the example of a
person reading a text. Gadamer goes so far as to say that
no understanding takes place, except within language.
And of course, this is all going on within an intellectual
context in which it is extremely common to see things-anything-as text.
If we bring hermeneutics to architecture, one of the

metaphors that will be at play here is buildings as texts.
And hopefully, this will shed all sorts of interesting new
light on both buildings and texts.
But as long as we don't let the domain of text and the
domain of building actually come together, this isn't going to happen. It's not going to happen just through developing a 'philosophical' understanding of metaphor or
hermeneutics.

28
29

Lakoff & Mark Turner, More than cool reason: a field guide to poetic metaphor,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1989
See Max Black, Models and Metaphors, Corn ell University Press, Ithaca, 1962, ppS9-70
Patrick Heelan, 'Henneneutics of experimental science in the context of the Jifeworld' Philosophia MatiJematica, 9(2), 1972, pplOl-144.
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Texts and SL: Buildings are more often seen as texts than texts are
buildings of building. What I mean is that texts become dominant

over buildings in the metaphorical play, which gets back
to this tendency of buildings to be modelled, or spoken
of as though they are texts.
Here are two examples of that situation.
The first, as mentioned, concerns the frequent retreat to
describing buildings and designing in verbal form. This
is to talk about talking about architecture. Architectural
criticism talks about what others talked about buildings.
It is an attempt to shore up 'explanations' of architecture, usually with input from other disciplines. Sadly,
the main operating mode for these other disciplines
(literary theory, philosophy, pure sciences) is discursive.
Buildings are mainly not.
The second is a 'literal translation' of linguistic theory
into architecture. Peter Eisenman, between late 60's to
early 80's, attempted to invest architectural forms with
notions of syntax and grammar, form and content, as
described in structuralist lingUistic theory. 30 It was an
architecture which, in the realm of everyday experience,
reflected little of their 'theoretical' intention (these intentions, as with any intentions, are not transparently
accessible). Eisenman assumed that form had implicit
meaning, and it was in the 'syntactical' combination of
forms that meaning emerged.
Commentary-DW
This discussion of the conduit
metaphor has caused some confusion.
We have been accused of proposing
the metaphor, and such related
distinctions as form/content, an d
practice/theory.
We are not arguing here in favour of
the conduit metaphor, which is so
intimately tied (conduit = body, message = mind) to the Cartesian dualism
we are looking to hermeneutics to
assist us in dispelling.
Rather, we are pointing to a reality
most effectively put by Reddy: that
our language and customs our so
imbued with that metaphor, that just
reading (and understanding) a few
philosophical texts will not alter that
condition substantially. "The conduit
rules, OK?" is not a call in favour of
the conduit, but a call to recognise an
existing reality.

Textual DW: But why this gap between hermeneutics and archibaggage tecture?

My argument is this: that hermeneutics comes from the
interpretation of texts. You can't, as a member of our
culture-so imbued by the conduit metaphor for language-deploy concepts of 'interpretation',
'communication', 'text', 'dialogue', or 'reading' without
at the same time bring with them the baggage of the
standard metaphors which these terms bring into play.
It is clearly not Gadamer's intent to do so. But that's not

the point here. The pOint here is what happens in practice, and in our practice we don't have this studied discipline that allows Gadamer to (perhaps) evoke consistently, a completely new metaphor. The conduit rules,
OK?

The standard prejudice is: that until something has been
translated into words, it hasn't been interpreted. This is

30 See Peter Eisenman, HOllses of Cards, Rizzoli, 1984
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reflected in the fact, for instance, the it's very difficult to
get a building, or a piece of sculpture-especiaUy without
comment!-to be counted towards a higher degree. Text
is what counts, and by this is meant literally: text. 31
The central metaphor of the classical view is that of the
conduit metaphor, and its cousin, the container
metaphor. 32
The world exists. The world contains people. People contain minds. Minds contain meanings (which in turn correspond-or not-to the 'outside' world.) Meaning is an
ethereal substance (of the species: res cogitans). We
transmit this meaning to another person, through the
conduit (channel, carrier, medium) of language.
Language has form (grammar, syntax) and content
(semantics.) The form is the container, carrier, channel.
It's the meaning that counts. The form is (but) the vehicle for it.
This is the central prejudice of standard conception of
language-the one we all inhabiL.not the new, different
conception, to which we may aspire but which will not
be ours until is the norm. This conception divides the
world into content and form (res cogitans and res extensa) and then privileges content over form. When we
carry this into architecture, we come unstuck. Because
the traditions of architecture do not sit easy with this.
SL: There is an implicit bias toward the meaning as being more significant than the medium. We can witness
this relationship in architectural theory. Architectural
theory refers to buildings, built or otherwise: buildings
become the substrate upon which theory is constructed.
And theory creates in us, the subject, a reality, a sort -of
'meaning': a theoretician sees truth is a particular
conception of the world, because she sees it through a
theory she believes as true. Someone who believes in
objectivism would see the world in an objective light
and would call that normaL A hermeneut (say) on the
other hand, would see that world view as unsatisfactory,
owing to difference in mind-sets instated by other
theories.

'Theoretieal' architecture

commentary-SL
One criticism here states that although we are debunking the conduit metaphor, we still hold on to
the split between content (meaning)
and form. Form and content revolve
around a praxis with no identifiable
boundaries. Design is a hermeneutical exercise, it does not subscribe to
the conduit metaphor.
I reiterate: my interests lie not with
the act of designing as such, but
what has been said (by hermeneutics
and others) of what designing is, in
the realm of theory.

In the case of architectural theory, what is frequently
'forgotten' about is the material building when theory

31

DW: An interesting and apparently recent exception reported in the SMH of 14 Oct
1993: part of the HSC consists of the judging of non-textual objects-clothes, painting,
sculpture-submitted by students with no comment appended.
32 M. Reddy, 'The Conduit Metaphor-A Case of Frame Conflict in Our Language about
Language', in Andrew Ortony (Eds.), MetapllOI and Thought, pp. 284-324).
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takes on a life of its own in the subject, when it itself becomes the stuff of architecture. To put it in another way,
the subject's conception of architecture, and her being
in general, is instated by certain readings of theory. Tony
Fry says 'we force ourselves and our knowledge into being.'33
This is not to say that my concerns surround whether or
not such 'theoretical' architecture becomes a reality, or
whether there is a correspondence or division between
the 'fictional'-theoretical and the reaL Rather it concerns
if a hermeneutical exchange occurs between these
realities to effect a change in the way architecture is
practised.
Recap In the way that Lakoff and Johnson talk about metaphor,

there is a source domain, and a target domain. The
metaphor carries our experience from the source over to
the target.
Because philosophical hermeneutics is a branch of the
'linguistic turn' in philosophy, and because historicallYt
hermeneutics was concerned with the interpretation of
texts, many of hermeneutic's core metaphors are textual
metaphors. The bias towards texts in architecture may be
attributed to a Classical view of language which posits that
language accurately describes reality.
Hermeneutics comes from the interpretation of texts. You
can't, as a member of our culture-so imbued by the conduit metaphor for language-deploy concepts of
'interpretation: 'communication: 'text', 'dialogue: or
'reading' without at the same time bring with them the
baggage of the standard metaphors which these terms
bring into play. Texts become dominant over buildings in
the metaphorical play.
Hermeneutics as architectural theory, is distanced from the
'real' praxis as theory creates its own reality.

III How buildings are not texts
Listening DW: The title of this section does not mean that there
to differ- are some essential differences between buildings and
ences text-which, depending on your viewpoint, is either a
nonsensical statement or a trivial one. It means that

considering buildings as texts will disclose some areas of
33 Tony Fry, 'Under-standing dis-tance: the presence of interpretation in adion' in
Gadamer: Action and Reason Conference, University of Sydney, Sydney, 1991, p 44
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resistance, some differences, which-if listened to-can
generate new understanding.
SL: Our concern in this paper is to look closely at the re- To right a
lationship between texts and buildings, which is impor- skew
tant to, as you have said David, bridge the gap between
hermeneutics and architecture. I must add here that
I would rather say 'to right a skew' between hermeneutics and/or texts and architecture. You see, at the university or architectural offices, texts and architecture already
exist in some relationship, and this relationship is a
metaphorical one. 34 This relationship enables one to talk
about hermeneutics in design or to describe a building
to a client. Architecture is often 'talked about', denoting
that it is already seen as text, or through texts.

DW: You often hear, used as an example, of seeing a
page as 'meaningful' (ie reading it in the conventional
manner) or as 'meaningless' marks on a page. Heelan
uses this very difference to define hermeneutics. 35 He
calls the transition from seeing marks to reading as 'the
hermeneutic shift.'

This kind of talk seems to me to a holdover, a straight
deployment of the container metaphor, of the distinction between syntax (arranging marks) and semantics
(reading marks.) I agree with Heelan that this is a
hermeneutic shift, but not the hermeneutic shift. One is
not more meaningful then the other, they are just different ways of seeing a page.
Shape grammars are sometimes attacked in this way, as
'meaningless' play with shapes. People who work on
such grammars also describe this shape-play as meaningless, awaiting a map on to a 'world of interpretation' in
order to 'acquire' significance.
This is all part of a prejudice that sees form as insignificant,36 and Merleau-Ponty saw through this. 'It is certainly right to condemn formalism, but it is forgotten
that its error is not that it esteems form too much, but

Meaningless form

Commentary-SL

One of our critics claimed that the
notion of buildings as texts is
something said to be created in order to be demolished. The belief that
hermeneutics may be related to architecture does not rely on architecture being envisaged as a text. We
only need to realise that any encounter with the built environment
involves interpretation and understanding (regardless of the text
metaphor) to agree that hermeneutics relates to architecture.
To say that understanding and interpretation occurs in architecture is
to imply that architecture is
hermeneutical. I agree, but this is not
my current concern. I see as the
problem as buildings are often see
through texts and textual metaphors.
I ask if there are ways to approach
buildings other that through textual
metaphors? Perhaps if we reverse the
hierarchy and emphasise buildings
over texts, would we get a fresh approach to architecture, which at the
same time would reconfigure our
understanding of the textual
metaphor, and through that, the
wider realm of hermeneutics?
Commentary-DW

One critique we've received is that it
is clearly not Gadamer's intent to restrict 'metaphor' to verbal metaphor.
Nelson Goodman has also written
extensively on 'visual' metaphor, and
Mark johnson on the role of the
imagination, metaphorical projection, and the body in the interpretation of images. 37
But we are not concerned in this
paper with attempting to prove
some exclusion of the non-verbal
domain from the realm of hermeneutical discourse. Rather, we are
proposing a bias that plays itself out
in more subtle forms.
[cont'd next page ... ]

Following the interaction theory of metaphor, our conception of texts should change too
in the light of a metaphorical exchange with buildings. But that is another thesis.
35 Heeian, ibid
36 .. .literally!
37 Nelson Goodman, The languages of art: an approach to a theory of symbols. Oxford
University Press, London 1969; Goodman, Ways ofworldmaldng. The Harvester Press,
Hassocks, Sussex, 1978; Goodman, Of mind and other matters. Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, Mass., 1984; Mark Johnson, The body in the mind: the bodily basis of
meaning, imagination and reason. Chicago University Press, Chicago 1987
34
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[... cont'd from previous page]
We are also specitically concerned
with architectural practice as a whole,
which includes both visual and textual
texts. An hermeneutical text that
spoke
to the architectural
practitioner-in a way meaningtul to
her practice-on the construction of
written specifications would be in the
direction we seek. Goodman and
Johnson-usetul in their own wayare not.

Commentary-SL
There was much unease that this paper seemed to be arguing for a distinction between form and content,
which we answer with a resounding
no. We agree when designing, torm
and content to not appear as separate
entities, but these concepts shift from
fore- to back-ground at different
moments and in different contexts.
But an understanding that there
should be no separation between the
two does not remove the distinction
from praxis: form and content as part
of our vocabulary, and there are those
who insist that we can separate the
two. It is useful to speculate what we
can do then, if we focus on form,

that it esteems it so little that it detaches it from meaning.'38
And this I think is where the metaphor of text runs into
problems when brought to the practice of buildings. We
know 'theoretically' that the new metaphors of language
as play, as game, do not privilege word-play over formplay, and that 'language' in this new conception does
not mean 'words'. But so strong is the hold of the conduit metaphor on our culture, so strong the hold of language as words, that despite the strictest watch, these
prejudices creep in. In the Coyne and Snodgrass paper
on metaphors in the design studio, for instance, all the
metaphors are verbal ones, and there's not a single image in the whole paper.
Form/ SL: You are correct is saying that in the theory of shape
content grammars there is a 'meaningless' play of shapes until a
reversal significance is 'acquired'. However, the reverse is also

sometimes true: that shape grammars work only if forms
are loaded with Significance, that is, some rule systems
like Koning and Eizenberg's Frank Lloyd Wright Prairie
House grammar 39 require that the design manoeuvres
are related to a conceptual whole, like an architectural
style or typology,40
If we assume there is no preconceived meaning (content)

to be 'carried' by forms, shape grammars as defined by
these proponents can do no other than hope for
emergent meaning, which is another 'source' of content.
In any case, when buildings are seen as forms whose role
is to carry meaning, like text as conduit, architectural
forms (such as shape grammars) are very much
subservient to their content.
This condition in shape grammars points to an idea:
form and content as subsumed in an interplay within a
dialogical context. Representations in architectural form
are no longer burdened with the aim to transfer meaning, and distanced from carrying implicit meaning of a
larger reality, and where drawings, images, rules, computer data are not seen as lesser components or abstractions of building. If these and even texts are looked
upon as mere-available-tools in communication, we

38 ). Weinsheimer, Plliiosopllicai Hermeneutics and Literary Theory, Yale University Press,
:\"ew Haven & London:, 1991

39 H. Koning and). Eizenberg, 'The Language of the Prairie: Frank L10yd Wright's Prairie
Houses,' in Environment and Planning R, 14(1987):295-323

40 L. March and G, Stiny, 'Spatial Systems in Architecture and Design: Some History and
Logic,' in Environment and Planning R, 12 (1985):31-53
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free these components up to play. That is, we do not
hope that these representations hold any truth value in a
rationalistic sense 41 , we suspend judgement on the possible connotations that they may hold in our current
situation, instead, we accept them as ready-ta-hand in
archi tectural practice.
DW: I want to go back to the source of the textual

metaphor: the world of books, to understand this prejudice against form. Now, looking at a page as black marks
is not actually a weird, artificial way of looking at books,
but in fact the completely normal, standard way of seeing text practiced by many people involved in the production of books. I'm talking about typographers, book
designers, and typesetters. In fact, as you may know, in
the early stages of setting out a book, they often use a
kind of pseudo-Latin gobbledygook42 with the same
'texture' as English, instead of the real text, because the
'meaning' of the text is really irrelevant to them.

Typography

And of course, in the world of books, these people-who
see text as form-are completely secondary to the authors. The whole machinery of the book industry, of
book culture, valorises authors, not typographers. And
this is completely consistent with the conduit metaphor
for language, which sees meaning as content, and form
as the mere conduit, and arbitrary vehicle for value.
The problem is that a lot of what we do in architecture is
concerned with the shape of things, with 'formal' manipulation. It's this concern with the form of things,
with shape-play in and of itself, unsubserviated to other
domains of experience, that distinguishes the architect
from other actors in the production of buildings--engineers, construction managers, officials, economist ... This
sounds like a kind of socially regressive definition-but
only within that standard dichotomy of (empty) form vs
(human) content.
So what I'm saying is that there are important aspects of
architecture which are more like typography than they
are like authorship, more like form-play than word-play.
And that prejudice of text-which we must overcome if
we are to successfully bring metaphors of text to architecture-is that prejudice against form, a prejudice that
fits ill with the world of practice.

41 There is an intimate relationship forged between intention (or will to knowledge) and
these abstractions in a similar way to which language is used to represent buildings.

42 For example: Ridebis, et licet rideas. Ego We quem nosH apros et quidem pulcherrimos
cepi. Ipse? inquis. Ipse; non tamen ut omnino ab inertia mea et quete discederem. Ad
retia sedebam: erat in proximo non venabulum aut lancea, sed stilus et pugilares.
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And finally, what I'm saying is that the practical, actual
gap between the hermeneut and the architect, is like the
similar gap between the typographers and literary critics.
Typography
and
building

SL: A note of caution: Texts and buildings are quite

different formally, we should be wary of a straightforward extrapolation between the typology ('form') of
texts and buildings. We read texts sequentially, buildings
are perceived 'holistically.' There is more immediacy in
our responce to the physicality of marks on the page,
compared to buildings. That is, there is an immediate
propensity to 'read' marks on a page; there is nothing in
buildings which hold our immediate focus in this way.

The DW: You've talked, Steve, about the differences between
openness buildings and text, differences which are down-played
of

when we see buildings as text, but which have to now be

typo- allowed their voice.
graphy

One such important difference is the degree to which architecture is more open to interpretation than read text.
If you put a Chinese text before me, and ask me to read
it, it's completely unproductive for me, completely
closed. I'm restricted to the world of English. But as a
typographer, the texts of all languages are productive.
Some authors also conflate the distinction between seeing and reading,43 which is also to conflate the distinction between perception and cognition. I agree with the
fruitfulness of this erasure, but I think we need something else to account for this same difference: that
'perception' is a much broader way of seeing than is
'reading.' All of creation is open to 'perception'. So we
can say, that both 'perceiving' and 'reading'-taken in
their conventional, literal terms-are equally interpretive, equal bound by time, place, and history, equal
metaphoricaL.but one is more open, the other more
closed. This seems to correspond to your (or Foucault's)
distinction between discursive and non-discursive
structures.

43 Patrick Heelan., Space-Perception and the Philosophy of Science, University of California
Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1983, p197: 'The paradigm example is reading, but there
are other processes that are similar, such as playing a musical instrument, sight-reading
music, driving a car, and reading an instrument: to a suitably experienced person,
processes like these have 'the same subjective ease and immediacy as the simplest
perceptions.' See also Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism, passim The
conflation is implicit in the conflation of perception, cognition, and praxis.
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Allow me to widen even more this notion of
'perceiving' texts and buildings. When we read texts,
texts refer to other texts, phenomena and experience.
One view is that texts refer directly to, or stand as mere
instantiations of, these factors-ideological nuances, social conditions, author's intentions, etc.- which surround them. This is the closed view which implies that
one can only get to what the texts refer to by 'reading';
Another view is that texts do more than refer to factors
which shape them, but that embody, although not
transparently, these very factors. Texts are given credence not always because of what they say, but through
their location within a particular time and context.
SL:

Buildings
as available

Furthermore, to 'perceive' the texts in this light enables
the reader to interact with them in a more, what
Dominick La Capra calls, 'performative' or productive
fashion. I have explored this notion of textuality elsewhere. 44
Can we 'perceive' buildings in the same way? I think so.
Buildings have value and significance not (only) because
they refer to some condition or deep intention, but because it is publicised, reinforced in use or housed certain
important events. Forms do not have inherent meaning
or value.
If we look upon buildings and texts as cultural artefacts
rather than vehicles to express cultural meaning and
values, it follows that buildings, texts, forms, meanings,
intentions, rules, drawings, social significance, political
implications are all important but enmeshed concerns.
They are all part of our taken-for granted background
until we 'subsequently see them explicitly as something,45 in a praxial context. This is a new metaphor.

What are the wider benefits of conceptualising architecture in this way? To put emphasis on content is to constantly insist upon significance in architectural form.
The building becomes an object of art, a stand-alone edifice whose socio-environmental considerations become
secondary. This new metaphor allows us to move away
from the pretenSions of architect as individual, architect
as creator, towards an 'architecture of participation: 46

44 See Stephen Loo 'Disciplining architecture: hermeneutics of the textual enterprise', this
volume.

45 Hubert Dreyfus, Being-in-tl1e-World: a Commentary on Heidegger's Being and Time, MIT
Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1991:197
46 This argument is put forward in a Heideggerian light in Richard Coyne, Inconspicuous
architecture', Gadamer: Action nd Reason Conference, University of Sydney, Sydney,
1991, pp69-70
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Formal DW: My understanding of Wittgenstein's languagepraxis game, and Gadamerian play, is that language is best un-

derstood as a kind of dance, in which there is a kind of
coordinated action between the players, which creates a
world with a horizon 47 (the hermeneutical shift to this
world Gadamer calls the 'transformation into structure')
and that-as in dance, games, and play-there is no external'end' towards which language is moving. 48
I think this is a very good description of the formal
moves in architecture. When you're messing around
with the shape of a plan until it's 'resolved' for instance,
this 'resolution' often doesn't involve any satisfaction of
functions or constraints or factors, but just playing
around with the form until you come to a point which is
not only not subordinate to some set of words, but in
fact is even very difficult to put into words.
What I guess I'm leading to is the notion that buildings
are brought about through this kind of play, this kind of
dance. Sometimes this involves words, sometimes not.
Sometimes words join in the dance, sometimes not. And
that what we should guard against is the prejudice that
without words, we have no meaning-the idea that until
something is translated into words, it has no meaning.
Because that is the conduit metaphor at play, and the
pervasive conduit metaphor is what stands between us
and a better understanding of the new, more interesting
metaphors for language.
Recap There is no such thing as meaningless form.
This corresponds to a prejudice against certain forms of social praxis-such as typography, and the 'formal' aspects of
architecture. And this again corresponds to a classical distinction between 'perception' as something belonging to
the body, and 'cognition' as an activity of the mind.
In fact, there is no ontological difference between perception, form, and form-play on the one han~ and cognition
meaning, and thinking on the other.

47 ... and it's important to recall that horizons are not closed, this not a closed world ...
48 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Tram. G.E.M Anscombe, Macmillan
Publishing, New York, 1958; Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method., Sheed and
Ward:London, 1975; Clifford Geertz, 'Deep Play' in Mary Douglas, ed. Rules a.nd
Meanings, Penguin, Harmondsworth 1973
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To reverse the form-content relationship gives new insights
into the ready-to-handness of 'form'. Buildings can be seem
as cultural artefacts which do not embody meaning, meaning arrives out of the praxial context in which it is encountered. There are new metaphors, but they are not much in
play. Introducing buildings to hermeneutics may help us
bring them into play.

IV A building
DW: We can only go so far pointing to, analysing, and

theorising about this rift between architecture and
hermeneutics. In order to move to close the gap, we just
have to stop talking about the gap, and starting doing
hermeneutics with architecture, and architecture with
hermeneutics. We have to stop talking about why its so
difficult, and just start fusing the two.
:Now, for me, I'd say five years ago I was very immersed
in an objectivist, foundationalist, absolutist view of the
world. Since that time, I have immersed myself in the
hermeneutical world-view, I've immersed myself-intellectually-in metaphor, in relativism, in all that's stuff.
And I find that it's a better language for much of the
work that I do.
I also find that the way I work is changed. To me, this is
the 'application'-I use scare quotes because this is a
word from the theory-applied-to-practice model I want
to stay clear of-of hermeneutics to architecture. More
hermeneutically: 'see things differently' and 'do things
differently'-they're one and the same.
I want to discuss some cases from this project that we're
both familiar with, that you and I are working on together. From these cases, I want to be able to start speaking more overtly about hermeneutics and architecture.
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Hermeneutics
and architecture

Commentary-DW
There is an argument that
hermeneutics is at odds with relativism. It depends on what is meant
by 'relativism.'
Richard Bernstein speaks of
hermeneutics as part of the move
beyond objectivism and relativism,
yet at the same time cites favourably
authors Richard Rorty and Paul
Feyerabend, both of whom identify
themselves as relativists. But the relativism of Rorty and Feyerabend is not
the impotent 'anything goes' relativism that Bernstein sets up to be
knocked down. It is the recognition
that understanding only exists within
a human frame-finite, perspectival.
Feyerabend:
I/[The objectivist view of the world]
would be right if the world were the
same in all its parts and did not
change in accordance with the way
in which people behave. Then you
could really say, yes, I have here a
statement, which is one stable entity,
and there a world, which is another
stable entity, there exists a certain
objective relation between the two,
the one either 'fits' or does not 'fit'
the other, though I may never know
what is actually the case.
[ ... cont'd next page]

[ ... cont'd from previous page]
But assume that the world or, to use
a more general term, Being, reacts to
the way in which you behave, or in
which a whole tradition behaves, that
it reacts differently to different
approaches and that there is no way
of connecting the reactions with a
universal substance or with universal
laws.
Assume also that Being reacts positively, ie. life-sustaining and truthconfirming to more than one approach, then all we can is that being
approached scientifically Being gives
us, one after another, a closed world,
an eternal and infinite universe, a big
bang, a great wall of galaxies, and in
the
small,
an
unchanging
Parmenidean block, Democritean
atoms and so on until we have quarks
etc., and that being approached
'spiritually' it gives us gods, not just
ideas of them, but real visible gods
whose actions can be followed in
detail-and life is sustained in all these
ci rcumsta nces. 115 0

SL: Many days of the early years of my architectural ca-

reer was spent coming to terms with the notion of
Architectural Theory. It was quite a while before the
prevalent metaphor of 'texts as knowledge' gave way to a
more interactive and dialogical relationship between design and reading. Also my interests in theory became
more diverse with came with confidence to break out of
'discipline boundaries' while dispensing with the notion
of autonomy of architecture. Hermeneutics taught me
something pragmatic: that is how to stop worrying
about interpretation49 and reading in relation to designing and to get on with both.
Holy Four of us are working together on a competition. The
Island project is a Buddhist retreat on Holy Island, off the coast of
Scotland, near Glasgow. Two of us-David and Steve-are
here in Sydney; two in Scotland-Chris Davenport and
Andrew Finlayson. The submission is a joint venture between lames Denholm Associates of Scotland and Pacific
Architecture of Sydney.

Because our team is divided geographically, there is a very
detailed paper trail. Each central concept or design move is
documented, in order to explain it to the members at the
other end. This makes it a nice candidate for this kind of
discussion.

Earth,
wind,
water
and fire

DW: At one stage in the design, we had these two upper

level courtyards, very important spaces in the design,
but somehow featureless. Andrew in Scotland, had this
idea of taking the water that ran down the mountain,
and running it through the building. The inverted roofs
we had decided on early on in the design also concentrated water, and Steve suggested early on this be allowed to pour out, not snuck down to the ground
through downpipes. Finally, we had decided that the
entrance to the 'soul submarine' (Andrew's wonderful
phrase for the building we'd designed to that point)
would be into the second level, through a bridge.
The bridge, the water off the hill, the water off the roof,
and the water spouting off the side, the bridge, came together in the courtyard thus: the water flows down the
hill, and across a bridge into the courtyard. There it is
joined by water flowing in off the roofs, either side. And
from there, it flows over the edge, downhill, in a kind of
waterfall.

From Stanley Fish's introduction to his Is There a Text in This Glass?, MIT Press,
Cambridge, 1980
50 Paul Feyerabend, Tlnee Dialogues on Knowledge, Basil BJackwell, Oxford 1991, pp42-43
49
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Figure:
Water
courtyard

This conceptual confluence brought the courtyard to
'life'. This 'life', I want to claim, is exactly the life in a
living metaphor, as distinct from a dead one. It's also a
kind of fusion. The horizons of each contributing
metaphor are to be found within the horizon of that
courtyard.
At the pOint, the blankness of the other courtyard became even more palpable. And the following metaphor
emerged ... We have bare, earthen island. Swept by wind.
A water courtyard. Earth, wind, water, fire. We make the
other courtyard a fire courtyard. This notion helped
shape, and give character to, the second courtyard.

SL: Earth, wind, fire and water are four words that go to-

gether. We hear of them in Platonic thought, Buddhism,
and even as a pop group (without water!). When we had
water and wind (our decisions on the courtyards) we had
to have earth and fire. And we did. These considerations
did not arrive out of deep-seated meaning about the
metaphysics of the world, nor a functionalist dogma in
design. They were available concepts which came to the
fore-ground at the appropriate time.
This is not to say that the terms were taken out of contexts, or that we were not respectful of their sources;
these considerations of the metaphor 'source'-the
past-emerged and impinged upon the design activity
constantly. But what we chose to show here is the
ambivalence of textual material which do not
exclusively belong to a source discipline or context, but
is able to shift in and out of significance in dialogue and
action.

3S

Commentary-DW
The deployment of this metaphor of
'earth, wind, water, and fire' created
enormous debate.
The critique: '"Earth, wind, water,
and fire' is a Buddhist tradition, and
should have been treated with a
deeper understanding of what it
means for Buddhists.
The reply: It may be a Buddhist
tradition, but not exclusively so. It is
also a metaphor from my own culture, and I'll deploy it how I like.
There is at play in this criticism that
texts are owned (by authors, schools,
cultures ... ) and that the legitimate
meaning of the text is that sanctioned by the owner. This seems to
me to go back to the myth of authorial intent.
Furthermore, even given sum
rights of ownership over this text,
our critics too usurp these rights.
Who are they to say that the clients
might not be delighted by this interpretation?
Commentary-SL
This brings into focus the question of
a the 'respect for the past.' I
subscribe to this view, not to valorise
a past (fictitious, after Foucault)
authorial intent, but that the context
of the past (social, cultural, political,
textual and biographical) may inform
my understanding of, and dealings
with, the present, through difference
and otherness.
If these, our examples, seem to
reflect a 'frivolity', they are chosen to
do so with a purpose. It is our
intention to illustrate a playfulness,
an ambivalence, in metaphorical
[... cont'd next page]

[ ... cont'd from previous page]
transfers. We can point to other
circumstances and examples where
our deliberations on Buddhism and
Scottish history and genius loci were
long and 'meaningfuL'

Klnking

DW: Another example worth looking at is this question

of whether or not to 'kink' the building. We have
buildings that are long, thin, and straight. Should we
bend them a little bit?

J-~

Figure:
Klnked
building
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Now, this is the kind of issue that I think is most like typography. It's a formal question. It's the kind of question that tends to be derided by the functionalists, the
rationalists, those concerned with social justice, as kind
of meaningless wankerism, 'empty formalism.'
The semioticians, on the other hand, would try to 'give'
the kinking meaning by attributing some kind of association to it, that it 'stands for'51 something else.
Now it's true that this question is evoked verbally. It's
also true that we discuss it verbally, and through verbal
metaphors. Such 'truths' are almost tautological. But the
way in the question will be answered will be in the form
of the building. And this answer will not be reachedand we will know when it is reached-through a direct
apprehension of the building, not of associated words.
The peculiarly hermeneutical perspective to this question is this: having arisen, we let it play itself out. It is
not necessary to decide it by assigning a symbolic meaning, or a function (psychological or otherwise) or any
other kind of verbal structure to it. In other words, it
does not need to be made subservient to some (other)
verbal or written text in order to be resolved.

51 See David Sless,

In Search of Semiotics, Croom Helm, London and Sydney, 1986
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SL: The topography is moderately undulating, and reason would suggest that if we desire to be sensitive to the
landscape, we would kink the building to follow the terrain. If we think the building was to make a statement in
the landscape, reason would have it that we make the
building straight. A rationalist approach would end in an
impasse as upon the evidence presented, each case is
legitimate. We never really resolved this choice at the
outset. However, as the design progressed, the building
took on a straight configuration. We have no recollection when this occurred, neither do we know why it occurred. However, once it was occurred, it is easy, in hindsight to see why.
DW: I know from past experience with these competi-

Roofs fit

tions that you have to produce something very different. courtyards
I was worried therefore by Chris's initial proposals,
which draw so heavily on traditional Scottish patternsin particular, the courtyard (which Chris justifies as necessary to create useable outdoor space in this windy part
of the world) and the gable roof.
I said: Let's make sensible buildings that are distinctly
not traditional. So we've now arrived at long thin buildings, with the protected outdoor space witllin the body
of the building, rather than between buildings, and a
roof which is an inversion of the traditional gable. These
two new patterns have interesting entailments: the internal courtyard in the way in which it resolves the circulation problem of the traditional courtyard, and the
roof in the way that it generates turbulence in the wind,
the inward-looking top-lit space within, the concentration of rainwater.
Figure:
Inverted
roof
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Figure:
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SL: There were ideas of Spanish and Scottish courtyards
floating about. And there were marks on the page signifying a long linear building with two strong parallel
walls. It came to me that these two texts were not exclusive. The inhibiting metaphor for me was that courtyards are outside spaces which covers a reasonable area:
thin narrow buildings could have nothing but rooms in
them. But once I realised that my perception of scale was
arbitrary, the design manoeuvre was incidental.
Furthermore, it gave me the idea of habitable walls ...
Symmetry DW: But what's happening in these moves? Primarily,

they are formal moves, not linguistic moves. They are
transformations of forms, not words. In one, between
becomes within, in the other, there is a vertical inversion.
Feng shul

DW: There's a long tradition in Western architecture of

splayed windows in thick walls. See, for instance: John
James, or Chris Alexander. 52
This tradition is associated with a certain in-out symmetry. In the Gothic windows, the splay is both in and out.
In Alexander's pattern, the splay is in. But the rule, the
relationship, is between the splay, and the fact that the
wall divides in and out.
52 John James, Chartres: the masons that built a legend, Routledge and Kegan Paul,
London, 1982, p36-37, or Christopher Alexander, C, S. Ishikawa, & M. Silver stein, 'Deep
Reveals' in A Pattern Language., Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1979, pp1023-I02S
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When we brought feng shui to play, we took this splay
(originally in the courtyards) to bear on the windows, as
a way of capturing chi. And since we have a long, thin
building, and chi is coming from the sea, the splay is not
always in, or always out. In fact, the splay does not respond to the interior/exterior dimension of the building
at alL It responds to the sea, so that on one side of the
building, the windows are splayed in, and on the other
side, they're splayed out.
Figure:
Splayed
windows
4~
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DEEI' REVEALS

Now the result is something that I think is really neat,
and has been brought about by allowing a very different
language enter into play (the language of feng shui, as
interpreted by Steve) to produce this very different result.
Notice that in allowing this difference to speak, we do
not have to assign it any metaphysical credibility. Feng
shui does not have to be true (we do not have to
'believe' in it) nor does it have to be false (as it would be
if we deployed it cynically, because the Buddhists who
will use this place say they believe in feng shui.)
SL: I do not claim to know enough about feng shui to

practice as a geomancer. My interest in the subject is scientistic: there are patters of spatial and volumetric organisation which have a putative reference to Oriental
cultures. Reference to my little knowledge of feng shui at
opportune moments made for fruitful catalysts and new
metaphors which progressed the design.
DW: Andrew made this very funny remark, about the
Humour
design so far being a 'soul submarine'. His metaphor also
leads to his very specific proposal for the bridge-like a
gang plank.
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Co mm entary-SL
There was a comment made about
the probability of our text/design
moving from one interpretive context to another, and the uncertain
nature in which it would be received.
The corollary is the danger of misinterpretation on our part, or worse,
our 'authorial' interpretations might
contradict and offend the tacit understandings and beliefs of the
participants of the new context into
which the text is placed.
I believe that it is impossible to
control the eventualities of our textual endeavours and actions-there
would be an ever present uncertainty
as to how texts would be received.
This is however not a call for rampant pluralism, but for a higher degree of responsibility for one's actions.
In relation to Holy Island, we as
deSigners have a tacit understanding
(which may not necessarily be consistent within the group, or in accor
dance with the our Buddhist clients)
of boundaries and protocols to design and communication which we
should not transgress. These limits
emerge from the interaction between
our discussions and our personal
viewpoints.
[cont'd next page ... ]

[ ... cont'd from previous page]
The final presentation of the build·
ing would not set out to offend, and
the degree to which we think we are
'transgressing' cultural, architectural
and tech nical boundaries, is agreed
upon with the pragmatic aim of
making an impact, in this case, in an
architectural competition.
Competitions have incidentally, spoken and unspoken rules of their own,
to which we are privy, in some form. I
would not include an exposition of
feng shui to claim truth-value in my
actions in this case. Feng shui, in my
circumstance, is merely a commodious metaphor in design.

Figure:
Soul
submarine
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I think that as a scientist, a rationalist, I would never
have let this through. There is no (serious) place for humour in science.
There is of course a place for humour in semiotics, in
Jencksian architectural Post-Modernism. But if we look
at examples of this-the two door knobs on the bedroom door of Jencks' son, whose nickname is 'his nobs.'
The main difference is in the Jencksian assumption, the
structuralist assumption, that there is some code at
work. In order to get the joke, you need to know the
code. In the case of the door knobs, if you don't know
the code, not only do not get the (not very good) joke,
but the result is weird. It's opaque.
SL: Humour, as Arthur Koestler said, is the creative
meeting of two or more concepts. They are funny because we can see conceptual similarities, and more importantly, differences between them. These connections
are useful and they become part of the play during design. Their novelty might wear off, but the transgression
of conceptual boundaries still exists as the germ of a
good idea.
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Andrew's joke leads to his bridge, but once we have his
bridge, we no longer need the joke, nor the private
knowledge needed to understand the joke. It's a nice
bridge, interpretable in many ways, in our culture,
without knowing anything about souls or submarines.
DW: The soul submarine, the feng shui, and earth,
The
wind, water and fire. Each of these (in this case verbal)
ephemeral
metaphors plays a role in the play of this design. But
what characterises my attitude towards these, and
I think characterises the stance given one by hermeneutics, is that each is allowed a full but ephemeral life.
While each is in play, I take it seriously. But once it's out
of play, it's gone.

There is no expectation that any of the 'knowledge' we
deploy during the birth of the building be foundational,
have any metaphysical standing at all, no expectation of
a transcendental meaning to them, outside the small,
finite role that they play. There is, in short, no expectation that they are founded in anything, and therefore no
permanent, significance or support for our praxis.

Commentary-DW
One of our colleagues expressed
concern that by inverting trusses,
and deploying metaphors such as
'earth, wind, fire, and water' we were
in fact just reacting against the rationality of our own technological culture.
Not so.
These metaphors are of course extracted from hundreds of conversational exchanges, many of which
were quite ordinary, and dealt with
cost, aerodynamics, stability, constructibility, and do forth-the stuff
of day-today Cartesian rationality.
We don't reject such rationality-in
fact to reject would probably render
one incapable of functioning in the
modern business of architecture.

III
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In this way, do I see relativism, finitism, pragmatism and
non-foundationalist53 attitudes enter into the production of this design.

What we have rejected is the exclusivity of modern rationality, in
which thoughts that are not reasonably founded in that rationality have
no standing in discourse. Our position is one of Rortyan pragmatics: if it
works, if it helps cope with a
situation, if it helps build a position
of solidarity within our work group,
then its okay-we admit it to the
discourse in that situation, and at
that time.

53 I say non- rather than anit-foundational. Anti-foundationaIism would exclude the
deployment of any foundationaI metaphors (which might also find a place), and
would-by reacting to foundationalism, lock one in an dance with foundationaIism.
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V Some last remarks
Finality vs DW: Traditionally, papers are supposed to come to conproduct- clusions. We have first argued, and then attempted to
ivity show, that establishing a dialogue between the workaday

practice of architecture and philosophical hermeneutics
is fruitful for both disciplines, both communities. In that
sense, we don't want to conclude anything-we want to
start something.
Individuals As an indication of how far this can go: I gave earlier in

this paper a pocket version of our standard conception
of the world. The world exists, it contains individuals,
who contains minds, which contain thoughts, which
mirror the world (or not.) The new metaphors of
hermeneutics deconstruct the latter parts of this picture.
The internal realism of Putnam, experiential realism of
Lakoff and Johnson, and the biology of Maturana and
Varela, and the constructivists, subvert the former parts.
Does the world contain us, or we the world? If there is
no 'in here' or 'out there' then what are we, and what is
the world? In short, we are led very quickly to question
the existence of self, and other, and of our separation
from others, and the world-themes discussed, but not
pursued into practice-by Gadamer in his metaphors of
being lost in play, and being played, and 'the language
speaks us, rather than we the language.'
It happens that, as long as one considers the hermeneu-

tics of text and speech, one is not forced down this path.
But the very different nature of building does not allow
one to dawdle within the old textual metaphors.
Building considered hermeneutically does force a rethink of self, the individual, the world.
Violence Our culture is often criticised (from within) as a culture

of violence and domination. Not surprisingly-since patterns of thought are patterns of culture-this violence
manifests itself in the dominant modes of thought.
I think it's not coincidental that Lakoff and Johnson's
example of a pervasive metaphor is 'argument as war.'
I think that our detailed discussion of the building
evokes how non-violent hermeneutics is, how sympathetic to 'letting-be', how free it is of the war-like sidetaking of either/or. As such, it seems to have some potential to release us from this particular frame of our culture .

•
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What the Closet

Undergraduate Saw
Heuristics, Competencies and Credentialling at
Academic Conferences
Dean Kiley
University of Sydney
One of the handiest prefab paradigmatic metaphors
available to theorists is that of game-playing. It comes
complete with a built-in structure: the rules of the
game; how to break, bend or keep them; who gets to set
them; who gets to play; what the aim is; what strategies
and moves there are; how to win; etc. on into boredom.
So. I'd like to welcome you to this game, which is a
recursive one called Tapdancing on the Razorblade of
Reflexivity: I'm here giving a paper on giving a paper.
I'm giving it and you just have to sit there and take it.
They're the rules.
Except of course that those rules don't apply here
because you're not sitting captive in a room,
reconstituted in a similar position to lectured-at students
while I present (Le. speak or read) this to you. This is
not a speech but an article, and a<; reader you have
considerably more interpretive agency than auditors can
deploy. Even if what I'm typing into my keyboard now
got recycled as a word-for-word script for my verbal
performance at the lectern, the two texts would be
different, and rival. The hermeneutic frames and tactics
become displaced by such a transposition, which is only
to be expected when you realise the radically contingent,
multiple, fluid and unstable text that is a 'paper,'
inscribed within/throughlby an interpretive community
similarly contingent, a site of further contestation.
One of the stratagems I am forced into upon
admission of undergraduateness is the kind of juggling
with language, a glossolalia between several discursive
registers, that beset that last sentence (I have my own
legitimation technologies, more translueent beeause of
my subject). One of the ways I hope to elude or
ameliorate this is by frequent use of heuristic
metaphors, images useful as touchstones for the more
analytical fiddly bits (definition of "jargon": all
specialised language belonging to a discipline not your
own). So we'll be juggling while tapdancing, keeping
several foci in motion: the conference context
(subsuming seminars, colloquia and other variants),
interpretive communities, credentialling moves,
competency presumptions and activations, heuristic
potentialities and, throughout, the various competing
modalities of 'giving a paper:
You know those kitschy little paperweights with
miniature panoramas, full of transparent liquid that
erupts into a snow scene when shaken and which,
because hemispherical, distort both your own image and

the real world you see through them? (Why suddenly
conversational here?) Well, that's a good enough first
attempt at a homology for academic conferences. In
microcosm and in concentration, their discourses,
obsessive typologies, reassuring hierarchies, subeultural
dynamics and praxis are all contained and meticulously
shaped within a putatively-transparent shell roughly the
sbape and density of academe. The catalytic fluid in
which all these are suspended is, unsurprisingly,
powerlknowledge by all its Foucauldian brandnames and
at all its Bourdieu-esque temperatures. And they are, if I
can play at impudence for a moment, badly in need of
shaking up to see what'd happen.
But I'm cheating here, playing the sleight-of-device
trick called poetic reduction ism with the brightlycoloured counters of theorists' names, so let's open out
the possibilities with another over-used metaphor filched
from cultural anthropology, itself a comparatively recent
bastard grandchild from post-structuralism out of
ethnography. I don't have the requisite time or cheek to
chase each aspect of this new isomorphic metaphor to
its logical conclusion, but you can do that for
yourselves (condescending? dismissive? would it be
humorous were I avuncular and talking from inside to
equals in rueful tones?) Here it is: academic eonferences
are gatherings of the tribe to engage in activities which
would include, but are in no way limited to (why
legalistic qualifications?) recommencing the initiation
rites, resolemnising kinship, dusting off the hierarchies,
reconfinning succession, ratifying trade confederacies,
tidying up the pantheon/genealogy of ancestor-godheroes, testifying to the diseiplinary cosmologies and
revitalising the sacred languages.
With experience and authority, familiarity and
connections, when your name and discipline and
specialisation and paper-capabilities become known and
amenable to positioning, conferences become seculmised
and sociable, more frequent and assimilable into a
finely-tuned set of career tactics. Like meeting up with
old friends really, except they're your enemies or
contacts or informers or competitors or usurpers or
targets as well (or instead), though this is filtered
through the pragmatics of personality, interpersonal
skills, mnbition, affinities, allegiances (institution,
department, primogeniture, coterie, class, gender, etc.)
or the sort of collegiality the Vice-Chancellor of this
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university appealed to in his 11th October letter where
he asked us if we'd mind terribly not going on strike.
Moreover, conferences open up special hermeneulic
spaces that are inevitably trans-interpretive, transinteractive and with a relative autonomy by way of
licensing new rules and setting up individualised games.
These have their own claims to apoliticism, their own
agendas and constituencies, their own levels of
exclusivity. incest, expertise and professionalism, their
own chosen means or limits to dissemination,
popularisation, unlearned incompetence and multi
disciplinary enterprise. This surfeit of specificity and
differentiation inevitably elides or obscures the
continuities, shared interpretive modes, common
structurations and other similarities that, ironically
enough, this conference hac; defined itself by.
Go back to that bit where I say "I don't have the
requisite time": that's one of the classic legitimation
strategies, reliant upon the constitutive compression of
giving a paper. How many times have you heard
implications or statements to the effect that this paper is
a mere unrepresentative fragment of a magnum opus of
irreducible complexity long since under way and thus,
unfortunately, I have insufficient time to properly
address your question? Credentialling strategies
frequently make use of gestures outwards from the paper
or the conference constraints towards an amplitude of
research, theory, more-closely-focussed forensics that
would prove the point. A subspecies of this works by
an achieved maturity of tenure, title, qualification,
publication, provenance and thus authority: such papergivers have reached anecdotage, a time of academic life
in wbich generalisations can be manoeuvred in short,
deft stories or summaries. Conference interpretive
communities then open these out like origami analyses,
revealing them replete with theoretical ramifications

listen (or read) and I start to speak (or type). It makes
several credentialling techniques much more feasible,
not least the great game of theorist/theory oneupmanship. I mention Vattimo and Fukiyama to ensure
you're aware that I've read Italian and Japanese
hermeneutics/postrnodernist texts as well as those from
the French global village or its Anglo-American
outposts. I cite Heideggerian hermeneutic ontology to
prove I'm not taken in by the fashionable alleged
newness of the Lyotard vs. Habermas postrnodernity vs.
modernity debate. I assay new moves with, or new
games in spite of, old theories. In my voice of authority
or distancing satire I shuffle the deck of proper names
and process them through my own particular
epistemology or discipline to reach new, and therefore
creditable, reinterprelations or applications. Above all, I
use Ibe idiom of disparate theoretical languages
metonymically, to suggest exhaustive familiarity, and
provide you with as few decoding tools as possible.
We could continue this shopping-list of legitimation
strategies into redundancy and boredom. but would leave
several more central questions going begging, and we
need to donate time to these. First, why? Why such a
shifting and shifty array of credentialling nuts and bolts?
Precisely because of the unst.'lble, plural nature of the
'paper' itself: it does so many things in so many ways
simultaneously at such cross-purposes tlmt the paperer
needs to pin it down at as many places as possible,
preferably in ways that both fix meaning and shore up
textual disambiguation through direct assertion of
control (i.e. authority).
Well, let's look at a partial typography of what a
paper is or includes, so you no longer have to take my
bare word for it when I rabbit on about contingency and
plurality:

because credentials are assumed and competencies
autonUlticallyactivated.

a script as alin

performance
via/read by

Once authority has been posited or granted to a

paperer (well, what neologism would you suggest,
given all the functions and genres a paper fulfils?), all
the rules since Barthes' 'Death of the Author' can be are
expected to be broken. We fill-in or reconstruct an
unseen body of work for them, re-place them within
some sort of academic typology and historiography of
research and if they're very very good return 10 them the
transformative power of a proper name, and a proper
way of using it. That's why we can say "Ob, I did
Derrida last semester" or "What about using Meaghan
Morris in this section?". The complexity of what a
paper does and what a paperer has to do in terms of
legitimation (the interpellative technologies of mobile,
covertly-interactive and provisional activation, defusion,
diffusion, deployment and etc. of configurations of
authority). . . all this geometrically increases the
chances of the papered giving back the paperer his or her
subjectivity, intentionality, history, academography and
status as final court of appeal. "What did you mean
when you said..." And it happens at post-structuralist
conferences too.
This instant-mix reconstitution of the coherent,
centred, knowing subject and most of the rest of the
objective rational positivist humanist project seems to
be part of the contract we agree to when you sit down to

palimpsest
conversation

transcription

narrative

tellinR

commissif.med
article

readin~

C.V/degree
document

interview
dejence

teaching tool

exegesis

extramural
debaJe

proof

film/theatre
criticism/
structuralism
discourse
ana lysis/
speech act theory
narratologyltrad.
lit. crit.
poststructuralism/
reception-reader
theory
sub-/cultural
studies/
sociology
rhetorid
part icipantobserver research
jurisprudenceJ
propaganda
studieslpostcolo
nial theory

Obviously, this schema is overdetermined and, like all
theoretical constructs, remains highly artificial: none of
the components can be made to stay still and each ends
up imbrieated with all the rest. Nonetheless, separating
out the modalities, genres and possible analytical
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approaches changes the topography of the object and
brings some of the less overt features into higher relief.
Again, there is insufficient space here (honestly truly)
for me to deal with them comprehensively but several
combinations should be explored. As C.V./degree
document, a paper is at once an unacknowledged interqualification piece of paper (usually postgraduate)
demanded by career credentialling and hence also an
extended research project report. It thus requires a
position and argument in and with the established
literature and hierarchy of your particular field, necessary
prelude to taking your place among them, jockeying for
a position from which to speak, debate and become
ensconced in the discourse and subculture (not to
mention departmental office space). These strategies fit
just as well with individuation, psychoanalytic theories
of the mirror-stage a la Derrida via Lacan and Irigaray,
renovations of an academic Oedipal conflict played out
there behind the lectem as the young intellectual strives
to become grown-up with a voice of their own. This
would partly account for the pre-emptive defensiveness
frequently encountered at conferences, like a justificatory
altercation and mollification overheard from a corridor. If
we take this analogy and stretch it as far as it can go, we
could deputise post-colonial theory to put a new cast on
the imperialistic tendencies of hegemonic academic
discourses and structures, and how this affects paper,
paperer and papered.
Where the paper is reconsidered as verbal and
theatrical perfonnance, the henneneutic apparatus shift"
round from a reification of paper-as-object to paper-asevent, a transposition Gadamer utilised to insist upon
the historical contingency and social encounter of the
text, re-emphasising the role of belief and naturalised
ideology. Brechtian distancing and semantic tlleory can
be useful here, but the theatrical always merges with
persona and thus a form of quasi-conversation with
auditors who don't reply, a monologue for two voices
susceptible to discourse analysis and speech act theory,
particularly notions of the perfonnative and the ways in
which any paper in it" linguistic functioning constructs
and positions the listener as it proceeds.
As commissioned article, especially if to be
published in Proceedings with all the cachet and
departmental brownie points such a publication accrues,
papers frequently seem to privilege textual materiality,
often to the detriment or annihilation of paper-asperfonnance. A bravura needlework display of references
or tapestries of discursive complexities can only
realistically be unpicked by a reader, not an auditor, and
a reader with incentive, time and patience to re-read,
look things up, make notes and so on. There's no way,
for example, that the grammatical, theoretical and
intertextual networks you're now reading will be coming
unaltered out of my mouth in the conference room: if
you need multiple readings of a paper to reconstruct its
superstructure then there's no point in verbally
disorienting an audience with it. Unless to impress or
befuddle.
And that brings us nicely to the question of
interpretive competencies assumed, aimed at or brought
into play. Despite the profusion of things a paper
manages to be simultaneously, there's a strong bias in
practice towards the pedagogical or adversarial mode.

This has to do with the problematics of henneneutic
competencies within any given conference interpretive
community. Which is the more elitist or paternalistic:
to write for/down to a mythical "average or ordinary"
papered of mean pandisciplinary or panglossian
competence on whose behalf jargon must be eschewed
and who expects explanation; or to write for a similarly
mythical "oppositional or academic" papered with/to
whom one can talk in shared specialised language and
who demands agency? The fonner position, roughly
translated, is that everything can and should be roughly
translated such that everyone can follow it. The latter is
that conferences aren't for everyone, but for specific
constituencies, whose interpretive frames and tactics are
probably isomorphic with the paperer and a certain
commonality of discourse and register assumed. One is
admirably egalitarian but "metanarratives of
emancipation and positivist technological teleology"
does not really mean "Every day in every way we're
getting better and better." It also doesn't mean the
original wording is unnecessary. Then again, when a
ventriloquist for the latest French tlleorist submerges
unapologetically under a morass of obscurantist
grammar and mysterious metaphors, we have some
reason to be unamused. The way in which I have
characterised the two will have indicated where my
preference and reservations lie, but the dichotomy would
be better considered as a dynamic, changing with the
particular modality of paper-giving being deployed.
I have been engaging in a running argument with a
friend on this issue. You should be able to explain this
paper to my twelve-year-old she said, and it's possible I
could, but not without gutting it. And he's hardly likely
to be interested. Those who DO form the potential
constituency for this paper will want more detail, depth
and analytical rigour, and will probably want a version
of what I call a rhizome (after Deleuze and Guattari) of
epistemological dirt-tracks. The idea is that readers will
be stopped by an image, metaphor, literature-ism,
neologism, transplanted lexicon, piece of orthography,
whatever, and become diverted or doubled-back,
beginning to engage, question, swap paradigms, skip,
pastiche and teach themselves to deconstruct this text as
they go. This is the do-it-yourself post-structuralist
approach. If henneneutics in it" more limited exegetical
sense can be figured as cartography, I'm trying for mud
maps done during an orienteering run: a heuristics.
The scheme is plausible, but can only really work
with a limited number of the modalities of a paper, if
the analytical "compasses" provided are sufficiently clear
and able to negotiate the structural idiosyncracies of the
text, if the reader is sufficiently motivated and selfconscious about heuristic interpretive approaches and if
it is a reader, again, not an auditor. As with most other
interpretive tactics, its chances of application and
success expand in direct relation to the size, temporal
proximity and text-focus of the interpretive community,
such that if you're reading this because it has been
published in the Proceedings of a conference you
would've like to attend but couldn't, you're more likely
to engage in heuristic readings than someone scanning
this before or while I speak. As always, the realities of
hermeneutic/heuristic competencies and strategies lie
somewhere between compromise and common-sense.
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The paperer's current established credentials and
positioning together inflect every element of papergiving thus far examined. As the title of this paper
discreetly indicates, I'm an undergraduate. (It just
happens to be good letterhead luck that I also work at
the Department of Public Health). This fact changes
how I constitute myself here and in the conference
room, how I'm constructed by you, how this paper is
read (by myself, you and later discoverers), how this text
itself is interrogated and how I'm positioned in the
conference context (as event, occasion and milieu). All
the problematics and especially thc power structurations
and credentialling moves that would normally become
obscured, collapsed or made innocent-ordinary by
familiarity: these become real live immediate practical
problems for me from the first approach about an
abstract through to social fundamentals like networking
(if one has no net to work with, what then?). From
where, how and to whom can I speak without
overcompensation or twiddly subtleties, and on what
authority (have I mentioned I've given nine papers thus
far from departmental to international?), given the
foreclosure of so many of the usual shorthand
interpretive modalities and credentialling techniques? At
a Lowest Common Denominator synoptic view, my
status and its effects mean that some things, so long as
you avoid the twin temptations of neuroticism and
exaggeration, become much more concrete and clear in
their operation. Non-Romantic outsiderness sometimes
helps.
Which brings us to the major flaw with our
analytical homology of game-playing: the term usually
turns out to be an oxymoron. Not much playing goes
on in this particular game. Winning remains paramount,
through strategies as multiple as a paper's modalities,
and the rules are more often bent than broken or resituated. Too much is at stake in too many ways, too
much authority is put on the line immediately a paper is
accepted, too much time and ingenuity gets invested in
pinning down the recalcitrant text to certainty and
control, as could be extrapolated from even a limited
reading of the typology set out earlier.
But I'm here, giving a paper (or at least typing it),
playing the game for all it's worth. And having fun.
So, to return to our original metaphor... we seem
to have managed to tapdance quite a way towards the
end-point of reflexivity's razorblade without cutting too
much short, or at least without anything major actually
falling off. So what remains is the judge's assessment
of the game when you as the papered go through my
Shirley Temple act, reactivating every modality and
level of the game from this session to this interpretive
community to the academic communities in long
distance or seance conversation (to use Rorty's
delightfully naive phrase) with each other. This is, of
course, the one sacrosanct bit of gamesmanship we're
not allowed to speak about if the metanarrative of
intellectual positivist teleology is to be kept safe from
Jack the Ripper postmodernism. But you'll do it all the
same, so here are some helpful hints from the Author
(and will that come across as patronising as it reads if
you heard me say it, will you recognise the satire,
would my physicality contextualise it sufficiently, or

will the authority I've been hard at work constructing on
the page dissipate in the conference room?)

Is playJulness with the game itself a deconstruction
oJ it or perhaps just the shortest cut to proven
1IUlstery?
Have you, as reader, skipped over the irritating bits,
backtracked, pieced-together, decoupaged and worked
your way through to your own epistemological
heuristics via (or in spite oJ) the concretising
images. or are you just bloody bored by now?
Have I utilised theoretical language as a precision
instrument or to quickly short-circuit issues about
my own credentialling tactics?
Are my agendas too Jrequently produced from my
theoretical pocket. so obviously waved about that
suspicion grows oJ others unseen?
Is the space oJ this paper enclosed by a sort oJ
Bahktinian camiva lesque licensed anti-masque Jrame
(its own special set oJ rules that permit lots oJ
transgression within certain limits) in which an
interesting but Jairly pointless drama has been
enacted. a drama about the ethics and economy DJ
maximal hermeneutics, by which I mean the idea
that the best analysis oJ an object (like paper-giving)
is the one which brings to bear the maximum array
oJ interpretive technologies to produce the maximum
number oJ readings (an extension oJ Lyotard
'perJormativity ') ?
What sort oJ a persona has been playing magician's
assistant during this text and why?
Now, throughout this game of evaluative hermeneutics,
with your own razorblades at the ready, remember to
juggle that old cliche: it's not, after all, whether you
win or lose, but ...
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obscures facing this condition of inhabitation. So we
see that the seemingly simple word 'here' gathers the
uncertainty of the placement of the 'what,' 'where' and
'who.'

Now is the time.
1
VVho speaks here ?

Not being able to start at the beginning, the question
arises of 'where, no matter whosoever we are, is 'here'?,
Refusing geography, embracing the historicity of the
question and thinking about temporality - 'here' is not
a specific 'there' but rather the transitional 'now' of that
historic-textual place of discovery in which, and from
where, one speaks and 'things' change.
Jacques Derrida's play with the enunciative ploy of
Emmanuel Levinas's understanding of the relation of
One to an Other was expressed by acting upon what
Levinas had said and in so doing indirectly
communicating to him via an Other. Such an action
was made as a sign to mark, value and compliment the
thinker's insight. The mode of address reveals how it is
possible to find oneself as, and in, a place in which the
recognition of being 'here' arrives by hearing and departs
by speech.! Such a place rather than 'being a location'
is a 'location of being' - which is to say that is the
place of a non-individuated 'th(e)y-self,' the being which
only becomes itself in its relation to Others. 'Here' then
is where 'I' arrive, can be found at the moment, stay and
depart from my staying and going.
Seeing Others 'here,' as now, affirms, after
Aristotle, a coexistence in time and therefore motion. It
is impossible to stay in place. In the frame of change
and decay, 'now', as time spoken and lived, evidences
the kinetic power of the word to move being in
location, for every location is made a place of
inscription and exchange. To arrive, stay or go from
'here' is always to be in the pass-age. 'Here,' moreover,
can just as easily be deemed as a space of the awaited
arrival of its self. Viewed in this way 'here', rather than
a certitude becomes a transmogrified, fictive and mythic
place - the one design(at)ed as being 'there.' 'Here',
therefore, is never a singular fixed point but a location
of the turnings of all that 'is' present. Both 'here' and
'there' pivot on the copula.

•••
A warning - we are about to enter a site of conflict.
Interpretation is not the gentile well mannered activity
it is often masqueraded to be. Equally, the university is
not the refined and mea<;ured space of interpretation that
it wishes to be perceived as being. Not only can the
long running tyranny of oppressive action, claimed in
the 'defence' of truth, be evoked but there is a more
recent bloody history that still runs red. 2 What is at
stake is not the dead mass of the institutionised mind
but the direction of a residual spark of life as it thinks
and reaches out. Here we have that which is the hope of
new growing out of the grave of the old. It is an
intellectual fonnation of non-confinemet, a breaching of
the system of closure, a clearing and turning. What is
now lost (do you not see it crumble?) is the university,
but what is at stake is the arrival of another project,
fonn, articulation, set of relations that could perhaps be
named 'university.'

•••

2
A missive to Peri* _

3

Peri*-, I intend to give a paper at the 'Universities as
Interpretative Communities' Conference, to be held at
Sydney University in November. Giving it, however,
presents me with problems of communication, politics
and strategy. The crux of the matter is this - in putting
myself in another place, how do I say what I wish to
say in such a way as it will be heard as an invitation to
reflection and action. Quite clearly, at the moment, I do
not know how to deal with those interpretative
overdetenninations that will preclude, exclude or occlude
(is there a difference that matters?) what I have to say
being available to be interpreted. All of this is to say
that I am not sure if what I have to say can be brought
to being thought. I am concerned that what I have to
say will be all too easily dismissed (that is dis-missed,
dvis, bis, duo, twice and utterly missed).

•••
From what has been said already, it seems clear that as
soon as the word from an Other arrives we stumble and
fall into the abyss of interpretation. Knowledge
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I would be interested in your views and invite you to
respond. More than this, I should make it clear to you
that I invite you to speak at the event as the Other to
whom I have spoken. At that moment, I would be both
present and absent.

3
Questions

My modus operandi for engaging the question of my
title is to deposit a contentious proposition and then to
detrite a thinking of four linked questions, this in order
to constitute the detritus from which a different
questioning, one which invites an other kind of action,
can be contemplated. I see no prospect of either stating
the problems with total clarity, giving absolute
answers, or of ironing out every contradiction.
The proposition, one fonnulated by working with a
recoil from a certain interpretation of the theme of the
conference, is that 'universities are, or have become,
either non-interpretive or mis-interpretive noncommunities.' To put the proposition in a modified
slightly more direct way 'universities now constitute
(a) culture(s) of error.'
The questions I put before myself are: was the
university ever community? This first question enfolds
into the second question, how do we understand
community? The third question is how do we talk of
error? And the fourth, what is interpretation anyway?
It could be said that the bringing into being of a corpus
of knowledge constituted the condition for the creation
of a community of knowledge, named, university,
which immediately started to be undone by the
institutional production of the division of knowledge in
the production of the institution itself. The universities
was born out of the regulated order of religious
communities. University communities were thus direct
extensions of the nominated communities that created
them. It followed that their social and organisational
fonn was modelled on the structures handed down from
these mythic structures of communities.
Thus, the secularisation of the university was the
undoing of one knot and the tying of another.
Skirting over the history of Western philosophy a
story appears.
In the pursuit of power (from about 400AD and for
the next one thousand years), the Church, as a social
institution, set out to establish a creed that called up
belief, sacred history, the 'true thought' of disciplined
thinking to elaborate and extend the authority of the
word of God as it was kept and interpreted by the
Catholic faith. The power of God, the institution of the
Church, faith and reason were thus sought to be
synthesised. This then is the context for the recovery
and translation of Greek thought as a mobilised
knowledge that was called into service in the fonnation
of Catholic Philosophy, and the institution to which
this thinking was rendered subordinate. However, this
appropriation fundamentally refused what Greek thought
thought, not least the aesthetic cosmology of the notion
of Platonic unity and the myth of reason ('idea')
descending from the plaee of the Gods to enter the soul
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of 'man.' Rather, 'new thought' employed a popularist
Platonism, a thinking as a 'standing reserve' to take
from in order to create an Other a mode of neoproductivist thought. What was established was the
structure of a dualist ground, one founded on a division
between the world of God and the Kingdom of Earth.
More than this, in the elevation of knowledge, as
illuminative value, the actual social relation of the
production of epistemology, as it was also elemental to
this construction of the very foundations of the Western
metaphysical tradition, forgot the raison d'etre of the
advancement of the 'Principle of Reason', which in turn
also became that which was concealed and forgotten 4 •
All this adds up to reason being generative of
knowledge created to know that which wa<; unavailable
to reason's knowing. In the excitement that flowed from
the dynamic and transformitory power of reason to
create new and employable knowledge the non-rea~on
reason for reason evaporated. As replicated at every level
of the metaphysics of reason, the seduction of the
means (the projective power) of knowing totally
displaced any recall of that which it de-posited at the
beginning. Here then was also situation which disposed,
and led to, the reduction of reason to fonnalised
rationalisation. So we can say that both the beginning,
end and everything to which 'the means' was attached
were, are, all forgotten.
The answer to the question of the 'reason for being',
a question Derrida asks of the university in a celebrated
paper, is as we have seen was present in the beginning
of the institution with its grounding of reason in the
service of that which reason could not know.5 Modem
philosophy and the birtll of the university can therefore
be seen to both stand on a common foundation of
fabrication and forgetting that wrapped the end of both
the discipline and the institution in that which was
constructed at the very moment of (their) birth.
What was forgotten in the elevation of that
knowledge delivered by reason was not only what there
was to know (the question that called reason into service
in the first place), how reason knows, what the
metaphysical foundation of reason were but also what
unified the 'communities' ofknowers.
The Enlightenment, as the striking out and
attainment of reason, also marks not only all that is
rendered invisible, and so overlooked and forgotten, in
the glare of its lighting power, but equally the processes
of fragmentation which delivered the fragments of what
were to become specialist and competing ways of
knowing and its narrativisation. Fragmentation, as idea,
has been used define a condition that (fashionably)
characterises the qualities of the postmodern, however,
as is clear, 'it' was there actively from the the very birth
of the modem. This is to say a destruction of the
foundation of the way of knowing of Western
knowledge was destined to occur at the very moment of
the (re)conception (from the Antique) of that knowing.
Put another way deconstruction, as destruktion, rather
than just an invented philosophical critical practice, that
travels to us from Nietzsche, as transported and modified
by Heidegger and given contemporary fonns, especially
by Paul de man and Derrida, is de facto (some kind of)
an attempt to make present that which is, and always
has been, there un-named, and so concealed, in the

There can be no appeal to the nalUralism of
community. Community arrives before us as an idea
that becomes inscribed in a given knowing of common
sense. There is, however, no single commonly held idea
to be found at the base of the term. Competing and
connected ways of thinking community arrive. The
attachment to the mythology of community, the
binding together of people in adversity, sacrifice for the
ideal, the attempt to negate nothing are all offered as
ftfgistrations of thinking the foundation of community.

undercutting of thought in the very ontic ground of the
non-static 'here' out of which 'our' thinking arrives.
The university then, like Dc Frankenstein, has become a
victim of the violence of its own monstrous creation both monsters took on and erased the name of the being
that brought them into being.
In another voice I find I cannot speak of the
university - I see the edifice. What I see is a site of
instrumentaIism, a certain kind of structured structure of
forgetting, a non-community of non-learning that ever
repeats the flaw of a posited faith in enlightening
knowledge in a space of growing darkness. Then I ask
myself, how can one speak to an administrative
structure (one of the filters of light, sound and warmth)?
How can one speak to that which appears to in-habit the
pre-modern, modem and post-modem ruins the
arche(tecture) of "learning." In supporting the
institution a structure has to be faced that has abandoned
the task of the university as it could be searched for, or
was once a<; 'in error practice.' Do we not now face the
error after the error?

One designates community as that which exists and
requires to be structurally understood, in its difference,
as part of social formation and its functionality. This
space is the space in which a great deal of positivistic
anthropology and sociology constitutes its object of
enquiry, both in terms of a structural operationality of
community and as empirically claimed symbolic
divisions within and between one community and its
others. Emile Durkhiem can be taken here as a
generative figure in the founding of this kind of
functionalist thinking.12 Herbert Spencer adopted
Durkheim's functionalist accounts and gave them added
impetus by bolting them to Darwinian evolutionary
theory.13 The power of the notion of communities
being placed in an evolutionary disposition towards each
other in a schema of natural selection is still evident in
a good deal of everyday thought in a country like
Australia. 14 Thinking, and setting out to document,
community as a functioning organism became one of
the dominant paradigms of sociological theory, and one
that established an influential institutional presence. IS
Another way community was posited was that which
could only be explored by making experiential accounts
objects of study here soft eUmography flows through
to literary traditions with various modes of cultural
studies somewhere between these twin hot wired poles.
Community has equally been viewed as an ethical
structure that exists to curb the excesses of the
individual. This was certainly Freud's view, a view that
folded back into evolutionism, - '... a community
constitutes the decisive step of a civilisation.'16 Yet
another way of thinking the formation of community,
as a life world, is that found in media tlleory. Here an
approach to the arrival of language, in particular modes,
is cast as detenninate of the form of imagination in
which the 'sens' of community is formed. With this
view the coming of the book, for example, becomes
asserted as effecting a shift from a linguistic community
to a community by language. 17 Equally philosophy
asserts community in various ways as the historical
necessity of the coming to being of a being depending
upon the being of Others. Michael Zimmerman puts it
tllis way, ' I am not a human being in general but a
particular being in a particular historical community.' 18
The trouble here is that most people live in conditions
of displacement in which community has become
historically divested of its communality. In contrast,
Levinas's recognition of dependence upon an Other is
predicated upon the actuality of the act of
communication, rather than ideal of community.
Moreover, Levinas is not working with a binary of
self/community but rather the indivisibility of
self/Other.

'The gravest and most painful
testimony of the modern world, the
one that possibly involves all other
testimonies to which this epoch must
answer (by virtue of some unknown
decree or necessity, for we bear
witness also to the exhaustion of
thinking through History), is testimony
of the dissolution, the dislocation, or
the conflagration of community.'6
The popular imperative to confront thinking about
community (expressed in many kinds of utterances and
acts) comes, I suggest, out of assumptions of absence
and recognitions of the fear and loss.7 This is equally
taken to be a fear of the disappearance of present and of
future generations. If the history of community were to
be attempted to be written, it would have to be said that
the idea so often destroyed the prospect of actuality. The
idea of a commonality of modem(ised) being was used
to deliver the theory that legitimised the destruction of
premodem formations of common action towards
survival that became idealised as community.8
James Boon understands communities not as
structurally posited qualities, with a given identity, but
social formations that formulate a sense of themselves
as coherent and distinctive through their confrontation
with others. 9 While thinking in a similar direction,
Nancy puts a more powerful view by exploring the
catalytic force of resistance.1° If this is correct, we
might ask who are the Others we need to confront?
Before going further I need to say a little about
community. Although these comments may feign a
survey they are no more than a rapid orientational
sketch that seeks, like all the comments before them, to
draw a space in which it is possible to speak (of) the
university a<;/of/and error.
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Now to leap to a more radical and contemporary
understanding and concern with community this as it
has failed to arrive in the forms of its idealisations and
as it has been negated by the birth of the subject. 19
'Community is what takes place always through others
and for others ... It is not 'a space of egos ... but Is
who are always others ... It is a community of others
... A community is the presentation to its members of
their mortal truth ... It is a presentation of the finitude
and the irredeemable excess that make up finite being.'
20 The thinking of community has been absent from the
metaphysics of the subject, a metaphysics of the
'absolute for-itself: 21 Community is in danger, what
threatens is the 'community without community',
community without being with others - that is the
'inoperative community:22 Community then is not
reduced to organic functionality, rather it is the dialogue
in action of what is made in common by myth.
'Community and myth are defined by each other.'23
Myth can be taken here as the explanation, the
paradigm, the meaning, that enables tbe one and an
Other to commun(icat)e and cooperate. Equally, 'Myth
is above all full, original speech, at times revealing, at
times founding the intimate being of a community.'24
The most powerfully formative myth of community has
of course been that of the sacred - which in the
contemporary epoch has so often been claimed as 'that
which binds people together in belief.' The scared
thereby becomed posited as an immanence associated
worshippers rather than the worshipped. As Nancy puts
it 'Community is the sacred, if you will: but the sacred
stripped of the sacred. '25 The space of community is the
place we are given and give the gift of being 'here."26
An inoperative community is a community of noncommmunication. That is a non-communal community
without myth, for there can be 'no community outside
of myth.'27
The divisions, differences and even hatreds within
the university reveal there to be no common narrative,
practice, understanding or system of value. Certainly the
humanities are riven with discord which resonates in the
exchanges between disciplines, cultural values, theory,
history and politics. Science can seem more unified, it
is often projected in popular forms as this, however,
this is not so. The history of science is the history of
aggressive competition. This once again between
diSciplines, often with bloody conceptual, political and
economic power plays. Moreover, the fundamental
conflicts of co-existant paradigms of scientific
knowledge, themselves indivisible from myths as 'the
best explanation available at the time', are at the very
core of the research activity and the institutionalised life
of science. In so far as science poses itself again belief,
as an investment in the 'untrue', it poses itself against
the very notion of community. The 'scientific
community' of course does form a body of self interest
that operates as a pragmatic gatilering, this to exercise a
hegemonic power, in order to maintain economic status
and gatekeep its own institutions.
The common interest'> of elites still constitute a
good deal of the social (class) structure of the
university. Rather than being the cement of
community, these elites are by their very nature
exclusive and act to direct the institution for their own
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interests (note: whatever the university tie is. it is not
the sign of community! The same comment goes for
sporting colours). The divisions put in place by the
elites thus become one of the reasons why the myth of
community cannot arrive as anything other than as a
figurational form that itself conceals and assists
forgetting.
In recent years the 'crisis of reason" as it appears in
varied forms (poststructuralism, anti-objectivism, postfoundationalism - some of its academic brand names of
the trade in this crisis) have produced an acceleration in
the break up of the ruined structures upon which the
very ruins of the idea of community rest. A fundamental
lack of myth, foundational crisis and social
dysfunctionality all converge to evidence the university
as a non-community, but one that will continue under
the direction of elites, and the disproportionate power of
intitulionalised science. A university exists as a
organisationally operative, and representational figure
of, community but does not culturally function as such.
'It' is not a community - in spite of the often
'pluralist' rhetoric to the contrary, a university is a
place where dysfunctional divisions reign: disciplines,
faculties, departmental feud; and economic uneveness
delivers structural disarticulations. These divisions are
all markers iliat signify non-community.
An aside: acknowledging dialogue demands
difference, and conversations sometimes occur, one can
ask of the everyday life of the university - 'who talks to
each other about matters of the intellect and who hears?'
Without suggesting the wasteland is completely
wasted, the university, as non-community, can be secn
to function almost exclusively operationally. The
institution reveals itself so often to be near to social
stasis
to evoke community in this context is to
summon an oxymoron. Seen in the starkest terms, the
university glides towards becoming nothing but the
name that identifies an administered educational
organisation, one that provides an instrumental product,
a service commodity and manifests trade within the
economy of cultural capital.
Another kind of inoperative community also now
needs to be registered.
The Other that bring the being of a being into being
is no longer just a human being. The very distinction
between the animate and the inanimate is becoming
meaningless. Myth, tbat taken to be recognition, the
face of an Other, all arrive by both the animate other
being from which one comes to know ones self and the
inanimate, which for us of the now is the technological
Other, the televisual, the 'Other lifeless being' from
which one also comes to know self and others.
Community, like Being, can never just be. Both
depend on a process of diversity and change, both then
are in flux and thus can never be absolute or totalised.
'Community remains an open community in so far as it
is based on the recognition of difference, of difference of
the Other to be the same.'28 While always becoming
amid the world of beings and things, we now more
dramatically delivered 'here' by the hand and head of the
human and inhuman, the animate and inanimate. As
technology passes from being near to hand to fully
integrated with mind and body we now increasingly live

outside the space, scope, and orbit, of human
commonality.

judgement. Thereafter 'The untrue is the false in the
sense of the erroneous, i.e., in the sense of the wrong
use or conclusion of applied reason as it judges what is
present. 32 Hereafter, metaphysic's formulation of the
binary true/false, became installed as a given ground
from which to think with, or against, the project(ion) of
a self-certain expression of the human subject's ability
to exercise a free 'power of judgement', as it provides
the reference used to affirm, or deny, the correct or error.
33 To summarise: both error and truth function to reenforce the general claim that the application of
subjective judgement is the mobilisation of reason. In
this context, Hegel's dialectic of untruth/negative being
an essential element of truth/positive and Nietzsche's
inversion, in which error became central, have been
viewed as an Other thinking of the Cartesian
foundation. 34
The project that founded the university, its
enfolding, secularisation and undoing, resonates on.
Metaphysics marked a dualist division which
delivered the trajectory of the ever dividing divisions of
knowledge that modern sciences, technologies and
humanities rest upon. Science atomises all the
ecologies and the process of technological transfer.
Science increasingly delivers ever more embodied forms
of disembodied knowledge. Meanwhile the humanities
mostly either pretend there is a past, aesthetically
wallow in it, aestheticise every problem into a
fascinated contemplative inertia, or confuse making
rhetorical statements with taking/making 'political'
action ( here judgement is clearly invited, this I say as
one to an Other).
Clearly, no simple reaching out for the certain, the
correct can be made. Living in, and with, the error of
the university is not an aberrant life but rather it is just
one instance of living the error of our living in the
community of non-community. We live on the wrong
path without the availability of the right one. To put
this comment another way - know it or not, we live in
the revelatory moment of the end of the illusion of any
social and historical evolutionary direction of human
being. In these uncertain circumstance of posunodern
indeterminacy we know not where, or to what, to turn.
In this setting the interpretive act of finding 'here', even
if without verification, becomes a matter of life and
death.
The structuring of the institution of the university
grew by undoing the structures of understanding. The
basis of conditions of learning, the ground of the
academy, the ontic qualities of the university all name
the unstable crumbling foundation of the
anthropocentric edifice. The manifestation of the error of
the university is evident not only in its unrecognised,
unaccountable and destructive commitment to
inhumanity, either as anthropocentric (ir)rationalism or
romantic humanism but also in its disarticulated
inability to engage that which culturally inscribes
change. The knowing that made and makes the modem
world is fundamentally inhuman because human
centredness produced and produces a subject who acts as
agent of decommunionality and because this centredness
disengages human being from the diverse processes of
the ecology of Being.

How it possible to say that the university has become a
place of error, is in error, can be considered as error,
errs? Well first how error is being understood and
employed needs to be layed out.
As Mark Taylor explores at length in his book
Erring, err is a rich complex word, from the Latin root
errtire ,which, in a chain of languages, many others
grow. 29 To present the briefest of accounts - 'To err is
to ramble, roam, stray, wander.' ... Such wandering
inevitably leads one astray-away from one's path or line
of direction. To err, therefore is to "fail, miss, go wrong
in judgement, opinion; to make a mistake, blunder, or
commit a fault; to be incorrect; go astray morally",
even to sin.3o Error is the action of erring; erroneous is
misguided wandering, roaming, direction, opinion,
doctrine, statement; errancy is being in error; erratum is
to err in print.
Taking Taylor's etymological account as a context,
it is now possible to reframe what is implied here when
talking of the university as error, in error, as a place of
error and so on. The claim then is that the university
has roamed, wandered from its path, strayed, got lost,
has been mis-guided, has made directionality wrong
judgements, has blundered and so on. All of this falls
back into the problem of the myth of the guiding
moment that while it has been forgotten still exercises
determinate power. That which guides has been
concealed, not least by the instrumental and pragmatic
appearance of policy and the pernicious hand of
administrative functionalism. While the uncovering of
directional power of the ground of the modem Western
metaphysical tradition has received ever increasing
critical consideration for the last one hundred years and
more, not nearly as much thought has been given to the
institutional structure that has this tradition's logos at
its projectional foundation.
Error is posed as a quality of the human ('to err is to
be human'), while 'the correct' and 'truth' both rests on
a trcUlscendenL:'ll assumption of reason. To be human is
to be amid the mis-guided, the lost and in the chaos of
the ontical condition of the uncertain. The abandonment
of the grip of biological determination is that break that
brings each human into being. It is to move into the
condition of Dasein' s own ever changing constructed
reference - the limit of being as the given self (the gift
of an Other), as set in a delimited historicity that fixes
the horizon for each being, but a historicity that can
never be generalised, or abstracted, as the horizon of
being itself. The correct then, in ontological geography
of 'here', as a given place, is not the verifiable truth of
the absolutely certain but the dogma of the asserted
right of a constructed real. It is a path to the orthodoxy
(ortho = the straight, right, proper, correct; doxy =
opinion) of a design(at)ed ordered life. The true, the
being true, becomes displaced as the uncovering of
being as 'being-is-in-itselr , the non-false, and replaced
by an apparent knowledge of the truth, that is 'the
correct' , and so 'able to be falsified.' 31 From Descartes'
Meditationes de prima philosophia (meditation four 'on the true and the false') onward, the assumption of
the reasoned true/false is the product of represenL:ltional
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Critical knowledges flounder in an academic
pluralistic subordination and service, that divests them
of any possibility of a praxis. One can talk here of
deconstruction, acknowlege creation depends on death
and say that it knows neither what to truly destroy ,
conserve nor why, what or how to build in, or with, the
rubble. That is to redefine ethics as acting for, and
towards, survival without certainty. Mostly
deconstruction is constrained not by its ability but by
attachment to that which it disdains, that is to the
institutional patronage of the university. For all its
critical power, its undercutting, it uncritically upholds
the normative and institutional space of metaphysics as
a condition of dependence.
Typographic literacy , the literacy of cultural
institutional dependence, is now unravelled. This in
front of the unseeing eyes of learning in and by the
cUlting culture of the televisual. which is the almost
institutionally excluded, but socially dominant modality
of ill-iteracy. By this agency, the (inoperative)
community of the book becomes undone - the binding
breaks and that which holds the book, and that which
the book hold, breaks loose. It, thereafter, becomes that
which makes and then unmakes its maker. Uncritical
know ledges, knowledges that deliver the goods wiUlOut
any questions, knowledges that reduce everything to
information to store, move, evaluate, manage, for their
instrumental ends, are of course another mode of illiteracy.
From what has been said, to talk of universities as
interpretive communities is to present an aporia. Doubt
does not only question them as communities but makes
the sharing of any common act of interpretation open to
challenge. In the community of non-community no
communality is to be found in the act of interpretation.
The differences of the difference of knowing is such that
naive positivism inhabits the same campus, faculty,
deparunent and sometimes even room as erudite poststructuralism. Knowledges that have no understanding
of their epistemological bias cohabit with knowledges
that are working to cast off a particular episteme.
Interpretive activity in one context is thought to be no
more than an extrapolation facts while in another it is
the sum of the entire enterprise of the creation and
understanding of knowledge. The very differences of the
modes of interpretation ( a history to be passed over),
and the values assigned to them, in actuality drives the
production of difference that could negate any collegiate
spirit to fuel the formation of a functional community.
It follows, that neither interpreta.tion nor community
provide a structural basis for universities. The divisions
that the administrative structure exists to service
transpires to be the sole structure.
One cannot effectively appeal to the tools of
interpretation, say hennemeutics, and simply bring its
instrumentally to an object of enquiry. There are no
assured object<; of inquiry, every thing-in-itself is both
there as it is and is there as it becomes known by being
brought to presence by the interpretive act.
Interpretation has to be distinguished from that
given for commentary. Interpretation is always a
gathering of that which it addresses. It brings forms and
fonnations together and as such is a constitutive action.
Interpretation then is always a polil.ical act that
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decisively acts to select what it is to gather, and
thereafter to refuse either a political engagement (and so
becomes political in its refusal). or it extends the
possibility of what political agency is or could be.
Interpretation is a machine without parts, an 'abstract
machine' which has the ability to collect and
redistribute what it sees and hears. 35
What the recognition of error delivers is the essential
confrontation of the question already asked where is
'here'? To go anywhere we have to be able to find out
where we are. We thus need to be able to ask how we
define 'here' so that there can be revealed. 'Here,' as
said, is a temporal and a spatial category that we define
in many ways that pass into each other - place, home,
world are all complex designations of 'here', and all have
histories associated with them. 'Here' is no longer able
to be sustained as that 'now' that arrives as the latest
moment of telological projection. We can discover that
everything is 'here', and always has been. But in this
anarchy of that which-is-to-hand, confusion, the
discarded, the forgotten and concealment produce a
situation in which it is hard to find anything beyond
tllat which we have ordered for our own convenience and
reassurance. This is to say we have always been 'tllere'
confronted by the finitude of Being 'here.' Some might
wish to say, however, that 'here' before the question was
asked was given. This is the place of interpretive
communities 'here' as the university. The question can
now be posed as 'where is the university?' This
question is not asked on the basis of it being the place
of communities (or as a location of knowing. which is
understanding a.<; a way of acting). All of tllis is to say
the university becomes itself, in this thinking, an
object of interpretation rather tllan its home.
While it has been argued tllat the university cannot
be identified, or t"feated, as an interpretive cOlmnunity,
which is to say community cannot be made nor can the
university be homogenised within the contradictory
nature of its heterogeniety , there is a task that members
of a university who work against or across the
structuring of division can confront. They can set out to
make themselves as interpretive clusters of common
interest on the outside of the inside of the conflict of
interests and faculties which is the university. This
making is not posed as a chacterisation of a gathering
of, or for, bonliomie • rather it is proffered as a vital and
serious exercise in the face of the need to fmd the means
of staying 'here' in the face of the foreshortening of the
limit that our limited interpretation of being 'here' has
imposed. To think 'here' is therefore to resist the
destruction of thought by the very institution that
projects itself as a place of thinking, while in fact
becoming a place that has mostly given way to, and
evidences, in the rise of instrumentalism - that is a
degeneration of 'the Principle of Reason.'
Much requires interrogation, not least, the ethicophilosophical question of the finitude of Being. as it has
to be displaced in order for it to be possible for it to
return (what it has to be displaced by is the etbicopractical question of the finitude of being 'here.') More
simply, in living the question of our anthropocentrism,
the question of 'how 10 be' in order to remain 'being
here' has to be continually asked. The limit of

'We' are clearly (dis)united in our disunity, we have this
in common. More than this, we are also (dis)united in
the mostly unarticulated commonality of being 'here'
together in danger. A danger which is immediate,
enfolded by Guattari's idea of the tllree ecologies,
unthought and thus never remembered in a first instance
- an instance which becomes forgotten. and citing in
the common interest to secure. Being 'here' is not
assured, in difference 'we' have to act to stay on. In tllis
respect thinking ecology has simply become a thought
which acts in the 'light' of knowing Being >< Time.
The ground that interpretive clusters of common interest
can discover, or create, is viewable as no more, or less,
than a place where thinking can be made to be. The
challenge of this task cannot be overestimated, for the
profound danger of being 'here' now is before, after,
within and around us. Being is change but the changes
of our being 'here' now is profound - not least because
the very division between life and technology ever blurs
and exposes the lack of any fundamental human essence.
Forgetting who we are is no longer a flaw of mind but
its condition of delivered existence.
The arrogance of speaking the error of the
university, what arrogance?

community becomes a crucial subset of such
questioning, for what community fundamentally
designates is that social ecology which affIrms that we
cannot survive without the Other. The Other is not
simply another human being but all other beings that
articulate our selves to every thing in Being. The task
of the beginning of the university is thus to think a
way out of the restrictive frame/economy of
anthropocentric thought and in so doing make a way of
acting ethically (a construction in action). The
communal 'here' becomes realised by the common
purpose that arrives out of the materialisation of the
pmctices of ecosophy that Felix Guattari wrote of under
the heading of 'The Three Ecologies' - these are the
'social ecology, mental ecology and environmental
ecology' 36 There is nothing in the university that
cannot become this thinking and acting. There is
nothing in the university that cannot be redesign(at)ed,
remade or discarded by this thinking and acting. Without
calling up the hollowed out figure of institutionalised
politiCS, everything said here is profoundly and
essentially political, for rather than seeing the
university as a straw in the wind of myopic
dysfunctional instrumentalism, a place of the policy
players as they huff and puff (that is in the sweat of
everyday 'real' politics), it becomes the place of the
reconception of the conception of politics itself. A place
of turning, a polisversity, where the actuality of
diversity as animated being arrives. It might seem that a
wild leap has been made from a consideration of
'Universities as Interpretive Communities,' this is not
so.
All that has in fact been done is to add a modest
prefix and interpret the turmoil that results, to wit 'How
to make Universities as Interpretive Communities.'
Perhaps there is a conference that breaks out of the
space of the academy in this title? Perhaps there is a
subtitle hiding therein (something like -'rethinking
thought as a rethinking of the political').
Let things hang on this note of [as 'I' speak amidst,
in dialogue with] an Other whose words have been put
down to live again with all who are 'here.'

Error?

'Error and ignorance are fateful - The
view that truth is found and that
ignorance and error are at an end is
one of the most potent seductions there
is.' 38
Arrogance?

'Education: essentially the means of
ruining the exceptions for the good of
the rule. Higher education: essentially
the means of directing taste against the
exceptions for the good of the
mediocre. '39

It is quite simply wrong to regard action on the

psyche, the socius and the environment as separate
[yes! ]. Indeed, if we continue - as the media would
have us do - to refuse squarely to confront the
simultaneous degradation of these areas, we will in
effect be acquiescing in a geneml infantilization of
opinion, a destruction and neutralization of
democracy [perhaps, but are not there problems - are

While taking stock of the state of the university, and
hearing Nietzsche 'here', 'now' and his elevation of the
'body' of, and as, knowledge, it can be said that so far
as we cannot right the wrongs of error, fully liberate
ourselves from that illusory error we call truth or reach
for certainty in our age of indeterminacy we do have one
choice to make. Abandonment or to chose to make
justice everything? Justice here falls under, and only
under, the law of survival - a law that demands a
deconstruction and redrawing of all rules. 4o The
questioning of this law, and its exploration in
difference, is the question of politics and (as) ethics. It
is the beginning, the first, question of (and for) the
polisversity.

we in a position of choice? Is not opinion not
already diminished in its nULnufacture and is not the
current moment not one of initial loss but one in
which there is a disappearance of that which was
installed? As for denwcracy, has this arrived to be
neutralised? Is there not also a danger from that
which evokes and speaks in the name of democracy?
]. We need to 'kick the habit' of seductive
consumption, of television discourse in particular;
we need to apprehend the world through the
interchangeable lenses of the ecosophy [yes, but

What does all 'this' mean? Is tllere any gathering of
thought? Is there any gathering to think?

another kind of desired also has to arrive ].36
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Text, Pretext and Context
Morphogenetic Hermeneutics
Qtto Reichard
Consultant Psychiatrist
28 Belmore Street Burwood NSW 2134
All knowledge has the structure of a l1wrphogenetic dialectics: of it's text embedded in a context and selected by a
pretext. Not only knowledge has this true epistemology but reality itself (Nature, Man, SocietyJ, is structured the
same way: ontology is morphogenetic too: creating it's autononwus emergent structures by the same dialectics.
This allows us to dissolve the Cartesian dualism. Similarly, it puts Humanism on a more comprehensive basis. It
also speaks for a new hermeneutics Of University education and design of new curricula.

Morphogenetic hermeneutics
Morphogenetic Hermeneutics must rest on the
assumption that Nature, Man and Society are complex,
therefore any interpretation and understanding must be
based on a multi-axial method, otherwise it remains
partial and one-sided and therefore not "sufficiently true".
Ibe degrees increase with the number and correlation of
methods.
(The observations and experiments of modem science
- form physics via biology and psychology to the social
and human sciences - lead t.o these inevitable facts and
theories from quantum and relativity to chaos and
complexity to neurobiology and psychology).
Reality not only is complex but also creative. New
emergent realities are created by the morphogenetic
evolution of Nature, Man and Society. The relationship
of "realities" is also morphogenetic. As life emerges
from non-living matter it creates qualia of living via
complex order and organisation. As mind emerges from
the mere body it creates the subjective (reality), and with
abstract intelligence the symbolic reality. So we need a
morphogenetic ontology that considers order and
organisation in terms of complexity, creativity and
emergcnt selection!
The relationship of different hierarchically more
complex realities via increasingly more complex
organisations are essential for the Sciences to consider
to understand and interpret correctly. Therefore a new
morphogenetic epistemology is required too. These very
different yet equally valid realities must integrate
different "reasons" for human action!
In the hierarchic organisations of structures the
higher levels rest and are based on the lower levels, but
often the higher levels (or organisation) initiate and
detennine the selection of the lower levels. The
dialectics of the hierarchy of organisation can only be
accounted for by a complex selection dynamics.
(The hierarchically selected organisation of Energy,
Information and Meaning correlate them. Energy
constraining but not determining Information, similary
infonnation constraining Meaning but not determining
it).
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Not only phenomena but causality also depends on
the level of organisation.
(E.g. The mysterious leap from "mind" to the
"body" occurs via semantic selection - activating
informational selection, which again activates energetic
selection e.g. change in the metabolic pathways).
A.N Whitehead was probably the first modem
philosopher who -pro-nounced (since he did not have the
scientific evidence to a-nounce), that Nature is more like
a living organism than a collection of particles.
Translated to current terminology, that: order and
organisation are inherent structures and to be considered
in underst.:'lllding and interpretation!
"Henneneutics" in the most general sense is the
interpretation of a text in a context with a pretext. A
text in the most general terms is any thesis (a simple
concept, a complete hypothesis, an institution, a whole
discipline or even the totality of a culture) whether in
science, art, philosophy or in human affairs e.g.
education or politics. Contexts are any and all the
backgrounds of multiple kind that are relevant and
significant as determinants for the thesis. Pretext is the
bias (in the scientific sense) in the selection dynamics
ilIat creates ilIe complex, creative emergent properties of
the order and organisation of the specific phenomenon
under consideration. Anchoring this selection in
Morphogenetics is turning the Heideggerian
Henneneutics from its head onto its feet) Nature's great creative - potential - in my opinion - depends
basically on the fact that increasing complexity (or
complexifications) creates heterogeneity and
exponentially increases diversity which allows selection
of order and (self) - organisation often on an
astronomical scale. It applies equally to the mental
(human) creativity a, at the molecular level (e.g. genetic
variability and selections). This is a probabilistic and
population - dynamic concept

Dissolution of Descartes' dualism
The morphogenetic - evolution of fonns is the only
possible resolution of the ontological - epistemological
- methodological dilemma of dualism too. Those who

created a dualism are left with the chicken and the egg
dilemma of philosophy - unresolvable and unnecessary!
Because of the two world "stuffs" of res extensa and res
cogitans - are incompatible and incommensurable could
neither constrain, detennine or cause each other. Nor
could they interact with each other (a most critical and
important requirement). Morphogenetic Henneneutics
ultimately arrives at the "mental" level (the
morphogenesis of the mind) and the phenomena of
Consciousness and Intention. From the reality of
Energy to the reality of Infonnation (via cybernetic
feedback)to Semantic reality without contradictions of
dualism on the basis of the complex, creative emergent
selection dynamics of order and organisation!

The role of hermeneutics in
the university

become truely human by virtue of culture Humanism
(humaneness) is a potential but only Culture can create
the actuality of its existence, select the mode how it's
essence is realised, that is: emphasising and influencing
relations between facts, attitudes values.
(The different periods of history - Greece, Middle
Ages The Renaissance, The Enlightenment: their
cultures had different attitudes and values as 10 what
constituted exactly humaneness: what to include and
what to exclude).
Love has as much (human) reality as hunger,
attitudes and values are of as much importance as sheer
behaviour. Fulfillment is as much a need as fame or
fortune in human achievements, to some anyway. The
reason detre of humans is humaneness and not
possessions or power for it'> own sake.
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rather than edicts of established knowledge.
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Television: Towards a
Hermeneutics of the Text
A Poststructuralist Research Perspective
Tony Wilson
School of Literature and Journalism
Warrnambool Campus
Deakin University
(i)

account of viewing was offered as a process which
resolved the tension between aspiration and reality,
between cultural prescription and ability to proceed in
the world. For ninety minutes the spectator could
behave with the patriarchal virtuosity of a James Bond.
The pleasures of an audience were those of an individual
who, untroubled by contradiction, enjoyed a coherent
unity of outlook.
The audience-centred research which followed
structuralism, on the other hand, sought to establish
both in eliminable differences between the cognitive
perspectives associated with the real viewer and those of
the program/film and that these differences produced
a variety of readings. The test has a meaning 'in accord
with codes of perception that it does nol control'.2
These differences also opened up the possibility f
rebelling against the images of life promoted by the
film or television program, as images in contradiction
with an audience's perception.
Dominant cinema has the 'ability to place the
spectator in the position of a unified subject'.3
Television 'maps out fictions, little drama,> of making
sense in which the viewer as subject is carried along'.4
In statements like these, according to an audiencecentred perception of what went before, structuralist
media theory ignored an important distinction. It failed
to separate the 'implied' audience, the audience to which
a text appeared to be addressing itself, and the
'empirical' audience, the real audience to which it was
in fact communicating. There was no question of
relating the work to .... the actual readers who studied
it, since the founding gesture of structuralism had been
to bracket off such realities.s But, those who felt they
took the audience more seriously argued, 'real readers are
subjects in history, living in given social f01lllations,
rather than mere ("inscribed") subjects of a single text'. 6
Real 'readers' (viewers) arrive at the text (film or
television program) equipped with their own knowledge
and accounts of experience and can use them not only to
produce new interpretations but to resist the text's
'positioning' .
The structuralist account effaced the distinctiveness
of the reader's experience as a historical and social
individual, 'as already constituted in other discursive
formations and social relations' prior to engaging with
the text. 7 For those whose centre of attention has

In recent years film and television studies have been
characterised by a developing research concern with
audiences. 'Discussions about the television audience',
as Seiter remarks, 'have proliferated'.1 This emerging
interest did not derive its energy from speculating,
solely on the basis of films and television programs
themselves, about how audiences were supposed to
react. Rather, it attempted (and continues to attempt) to
establish how real audiences view television programs
and make sense of them. And within the 'messiness'
(Ang) of everyday life, these audiences are recognised as
possessing a complex membership of different gender,
class, generational and racial groups.
Histories of media theorising run the risk of
reducing that history to a set of oppositions between
text-centred and audience-centred research. The research
perspective outlined here attempts to negotiate between
those oppositions. One might say that prior to the
comparatively recent interest in audiences, within earlier
structuralist analyses texts determined their
consumption. That is, where a film or television
program addressed its spectators or viewers with a
dominant set of social representations (for example, a
patriarchal conception of men and their 'appropriate'
activity) that audience was argued to consume those
representations un problematically . As far as a critical
understanding of the film/program's view of society was
concerned, since the intended audience did not engage in
this neither did the real one.
During the 1980's the growth of empirical studies of
the audience in psychology and sociology unde1lllined
this easy theoriSing. Accusations that television
produced violent behaviour needed investigating.
Feminists and ethnic groups asserted the possibility of
difference, of active viewers producing their own
meanings from a text. An increasingly audience-centred
theorising rejected its structuralist predecessor, an
abandonment both wide-ranging and enthusiastic.
Structuralism, it was suggested, argued for a limited and
damaging account of the pleasures of viewing: centrally
involved was the resolution of psychic conflict. In
structuralist theory, the audience uncritically adopted the
text's apparently coherent view of the world and forgot
its own limited and fragmented experience. Here, an
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sbifted to real audiences, it is the specificities of these
'fonnaUons' wbicb (always) produce different readings
of. and (sometimes) act as the source for resistance to,
the dominant ideologies of sexism, ageism or racism
inscribed within the text. A sense of one's own identity,
capabilities. and experience can allow one to reject
account." of living produced within film or television.
The distance between television's images of age and
bow older viewers think of their own day-to-day lives.
for instance, allowed them to rebel against the media in
Right to Reply, a UK television audience response
program. In this way cultural 'sedimentations' in the
experience of a viewer of a particular class, age, gender
and racial background allow critical readings to emerge
of the ideological identities on offer within film or
television. Feminists, in particular, articulate
'contradictory desires that challenge master narratives' .8
For audience-centred theorists. then, the structuralist
conception of the ideological subject was, insignificant
respects. reductionist. It denied the specificity of the
individual's experience and in particular the function of
tbat experience in providing tbe individual with an
emerging awareness of contradictory versions of reality.
Tbe male viewer wbo identified with James Bond was.
for structuralism, freed from any bint of contradiction
between the cultural prescriptions of patriarcbal
ideology and real life inadequacies. The worker aecepted
dominant accounts of how things were wbicb 'removed'
the subjective consciousness of exploitation by reducing
it to the status of delusion. Tbe viewing subject was
constituted as coberent, unaware of contradictions
arising from tensions between the delusory freedom and
equality espoused by bourgeois ideology and materially
constraining and unequal realities.
An audience-directed borizon of understanding the
text-viewer relationsbip argues that all readings are
productive of new meaning, invariably of ideological
significance beyond tbat already given in the
film/program. In invoking the possibility of a rich and
varied response to a work, the benneneutic philosophy
to which I refer below (section Hi) reminds us of this
possibility in the case of television. Here. the passage
of time can allow an emerging history of a work's
reception, testifying to its qualities as a source of varied
response. Institutional limitations closing down the
range of readings possible can signify the exercise of
unwarranted power.
lbe meaning most easily attributed to a text by its
intended audience is said to be the 'preferred reading' of a
film or television program (a phrase upon whicb I offer
further comment below). Even this 'may be inbabited
differently by subjects' ,9 producing different
interpretations. An investigative drama can be enjoyed
by an audience as an investigative drama in a wide range
of different experiences of its enigmas and their
resolution. To suggest otherwise will truly 'close' the
text, denying the necessity of an audience's reading it
through tbe discourses associated with his or ber
particular cultural and historical situation.
Structuralism, on the other hand, marginalised as
unimportant the (apparent) differences whicb existed
within viewers' experiences or between those
experiences and the text's account of the world.

Audience-centred theorising asserts contradiction to
be present in everyday readings of dominant film and
television. Its concern is with a 'rear audience
subscribing to perceptions of society distinct from those
of the text or maink'1ining a balf-suppressed awareness
of experiences incompatible with a dominant media
account of the way tbings are. It asserts the need to
consider sucb readings to be genuinely contradictory. An
audience's conflicting appropriations of meaning from a
text permit progressive moments of viewmg/spectating
to emerge wbere a dominant ideology can be cballenged.
Political action demands, in this sense, a subject-incontradiction wbere oppositional thougbt resides, if not
in the text, at least in the discourse brougbt to its
reading and in subsequent perceptions of its meaning. IO
My argument is that the appropriation of meaning
from a film or television text involves the experience of
difference and distance at the beart of the familiar and
recognisable. Here, contradictions may be discerned
between tbe ideologies of text and viewer. Tbe
structuralist paradigm argued (with some difficulty) that
the individual who 'recognises' ideology 'bailing'
him/her. who 'turns around' in response to it." address,
had been 'interpellated' into the ideologically
constructed position of unified 'subject' and
subsequently identified him/herself in these terms.1l
Recognition is of the same. r shall be suggesting in
what follows that structuralism did not take sufficient
account of the complexities of 'recognition' and
identification. For recognition is rather an awareness of
both similarities and differences between self and
textural subject, between ways of existing and
understanding the world. Recognition is of the familiar
and its limits.

(ii)
Tbis researcb project examines the relationship between
television programs and television audiences. In
asserting the polysemic sk'1tus of television textuality.
it seeks to integrate a study of program form with an
investigation of forms of viewing. At a pbilosophical
level it replays a range of concepts such as 'illusionism'
and 'identification', exploring the very idea of a
pbenomenological revision of media analysis.
This reworking of meanings is an investigation of
'reading formations' (Bennett), of audience activity and
tbe texts wbicb prompt it. I make use of a range of
concepts - 'social role', 'cognitive borizon' and 'lifeworld' amongst others - to investigate the interaction
between these visual texts and viewers. The result is not
simply theoretical but practical; the ability to generate
close analyses of both text and context of reception. For
as Newcomb indicates in bis early essay, television has
its own specificity: it is not simply 'a transmission
device for otber forms' .12 The investigation will
provide, I hope, a pbilosopbical underpinning and
justification for current enthusiasm with ethnograpbic
research, althougb that research itself requires systematic
scrutiny. As Nigbtingale remarks at the outset of an
important paper, a 'thorough re-appraisal of wbat
"ethnograpbic" means is long overdue'

.n
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My emphasis is neither on program nor audience,
for I attribute equal importance to the activities of both
in constructing television meanings. The 'work is
performed and achieves being through reading'.1 4
Central to my account is an attempt to 'unpack' the
ideas of 'identification' and 'distanciation' which, while
important within television (and film) studios, are
notoriously subject to ambiguity and alteration in their
meaning. As BUCkingham thoughtfully notes in Public
Secrets, the concept of 'identification' 'has barely been
theorised in relation to television' .15 Caughie, equally,
points out that in media criticism words like
'identification' 'appear quite frequently, but largely they
have been appropriated as given categories rather than
debated in their specificity for television' ,16
Television invariably engages its audience within
the 'horizon of everyday life' (Dahlgren). Unlike film
its popular fonns of soap opera, situation comedy, and
game show celebrate 'ordinary' people and the 'ordinary'
experience of a viewer. Its varieties of speech differ,
therefore, not only on the basis of their truth-value but
in disclosing a range of abilities to address the everyday
viewer in ways s/he can recognise as familiar. For
reasons of finance, censorship, and attaining its
particular cultural identity, television (much more than
film) affinns the mundane and 'known'. The medium
uses the 'familiar' to construct the everyday world (the
'life-world(s)'} of the intended audience. Here the
importance of a phenomenological investigation of
viewing experience is suggested. But, of course, the
familiar may also be politically objectionable,
constructed from the discourses of oppression. This
research perspective seeks to define the pennanent
possibility which is open to the real viewer to resist
this 'familiar' communication, distancing himlherself
from its tenns of ideological address. The 'culture of the
greatest number can at any epoch distance itself, make a
place for itself, or establish its own coherence in the
models imposed upon it.' 17
This research perspective draws upon a
phenomenology of the viewer and a henneneutics of the
text. Phenomenology provides an account of the
viewer's interests and his/her reading of the text of
programme as 'relevant' to those concerns, For within a
life-world interpretations of experience are generated by
such perceptions of mundane relevance. 'The practical
horizon of the lived world (Lebenswelt) indicates the
point of departure and the point of arrival of
hermeneutical activity' ,18 Phenomenological analysis
indicates that viewing is to be considered primarily
'practical'. Being a member of a television audience
means generating role-related, interest-driven narratives,
varying in content even amongst viewers of the same
programme. Often these stories are used to bring
together and make sense of events within a text, with an
audience supplying speculative infonnation of its own
to remove problematic gaps. Inferences 'serve' to "fill
out" the narrative, increasing coherence and interest
through beliefs about the motives and thoughts which
lie behind the characters' actions' ,19 But television's
stories may also be reread by a viewer as a way of
making sense of experiences within hislher life-world
outwith the immediate context of watching television.

A phenomenology of watching television can
generate insight, I would suggest, into 'identification'.
Identification is a particular way of existing in and
knowing the world. For a viewer to identify with a
character involves the fonner appropriating one (or more
of) that individual's social roles with it.s associated
point of view on events, the 'horizons of understanding'
with which that subject regards a situation. Identifying
with the private investigator Hazell in the series of that
name, for instance, the audience 'plays' at being a
detective, asking appropriate questions. The viewer, like
Hazell, understands occurrences in terms of their
relevance to solving the crime in question,
But to play is to be (almost) always in motion: and
in identifying the viewer moves within and between
roles, 'inhabiting multiple and mobile identities that
fluctuate from situation to situation' .20 In regarding
identification as a mode of both existence and
awareness, my account draws attention to (what I have
called) ontological and epistemological aspects of this
complex process, ways of being and ways of knowing.
Identification is supported by experiencing
television's images as 'veridical'. For an audience
veridical images allow a (near) transparent disclosing of
the apparently real, of individuals who seem to be
involved in the roles, relationships and restrictions of
everyday living. These images constitute the televisual
equivalent of filmic illusionism, with camerawork and
editing effaced so that the viewer forgets slhe is
watching a constructed media artefact. Apparently
perceiving the world and its subjects, the audience views
individuals in the text as possible foci for identification.
Television's mechanisms of identification, of
aligning its intended viewer with a character or
presenter, involve both visual and verbal strategies. To
a degree these are similar to film (for instance, the
point-of-view shot). But as a medium where spoken
discourse is particularly central. television's positioning
of its audience is significantly verbaL

(iii)
Much of the conceptual geography within this
research, as I have noted, derives from phenomenology
and hermeneutics. While some indication of this
philosophical 'anchor' is given, it is not given in detail
since my emphasis is on the study of television. The
'hermeneutics' referred to is distinct from Bathes's
'henneneutic' code, the text's construction of enigma.
The text's hermeneutic code, says Barthes, poses 'a
question as if it were a subject which one delays
predicating' ,21 Such a code consists of those
visual/verbal strategies which might be used by a film
to develop puzzles (for example, the motive for a bank
robbery) which it later resolves. Henneneutics, on the
other hand, attempts to describe the reader's active
response to the experience of uncertainties of meaning
found, for one reason or another, in the text which S/he
is viewing. Invariably, but in ways which are
empirically complex, this response will be to construct
sense-making narratives.
Philosophically, I share the audience-centred critique
of structuralism I noted above, implicitly defining poststructuralism as a position unified and historically
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located if only around a perception of the main
theoretical blunder it seeks to transcend the omission of
the (actual) reader. Unlike Fiske for whom
'developments in structuralism ... go under the name of
post-structuralism' my view of the relationship between
these two theoretical areas is one of criticism and
difference rather than continuity.22
Thus I distance myself from a structuralism in
which consciousness is passively detennined by the
social and cultural (here, film and television).
Structuralism, in any case, was always less plausible in
the case of television than film. For the individual
engaging with the former amidst the distractions of
domesticity 'is not as monolithically constructed, as a
result of the fragmentation of the viewing experience' ,23
The environment of the home, not nonnally closed off
in silent cinematic damess, is a source of interventions
and associations with experience which can be at odds
with many dominant text'>.
Methodological agreements between recent studies of
the continuous serial suggest there is an emerging
paradigm for work on 'soaps', a growing research
consensus whose 'normality' is constructed around
certain rules and standards. Central to these rules is the
requirement that, in analysing the processes of viewing,
an equal regard be paid both to text and to audience, to
the 'real' as well as the implied audience of the
programme. Hobson's Crossroads 24 and Ang's
Watching Dallas25 both contain substantial analyses of
discussions with audiences, as does Buckingham's
Public Secretes (on the BBC's EastEnders)26. Seiter's
edited collection, Remote Control, is a series of
reflections on audience behaviour providing useful
evidence for the nature of identification and audience
speculation about textual contentP Allen's Speaking
of Soap Operas does not make use of audience
interviews. Nevertheless, it asserts it, interest also to be
in a 'read-oriented poetics of the soap opera' .28
While clearly empirical, such work on the audience
is not thereby excluded from being philosophically
based. It is sufficient here to note that both AlIen's and
Buckingham's analyses use investigatory tools
belonging to phenomenology and hermeneutics or to
the literary investigations associated with this
philosophy, reader response studies of how audiences
perceive texts to have meaning. Allen uses the
phenomenological concept of the 'horizon of
expectations' to write of the 'soap opera's horizon of
expectations', its audience's assumptions about what
they can expect to see and hear. 29 Buckingham's
account of the relationship between viewer and text
implicitly acknowledges the henneneutic concept of the
'projection of meaning': 'viewers constantly test their
own and others' predictions against the evidence
provided by the programme in their attempts to get it
right.' 30 At this point the analysis of television
converges with Radway's study of consuming popular
written fiction, Reading the Romance, For this
literature is also said to require the intended
reader/viewer to 'supply a narrative projection'. 31
In a further accord between the empirical and the
philosophical, Schroder's references to the viewer's
'commuting' between involvement and distanciation in
his 'The Pleasure of Dynasty'32 bear a close

relationship to a philosophical understanding of reading
as 'play'. For the phenomenologist Ricoeur, reading is
the 'playful metamorphosis of the ego' .33 Similarly,
the hermeneutic philosopher Gadamer holds the
relationship between text and reader to be characterised
by an 'ease of play', a 'to-and-fro movement' in which
the latter moves back and forth over the text in a
holistic construction of its meaning. 34 The work of art
is the playing of it ... The work is what is played by
the players it plays:35 Play elicits a truthful meaning
for the text.
A close interest in theorising the audience and its
behaviour (as well as the text) is clearly central to this
research into the 'soapie' and, I would hold, into
television more generally. My investigations can be
read as considering whether this emerging paradigm of
research procedure, implicit within investigatory
practice directed at the con tinuous serial, can be used
more generally throughout television studies. Reader
response theory and the phenomenology/henneneutics
of viewing investigate the audience's construction of
meaning for a t.ext" rather than viewers' attitudes to the
content of a programme once it is found meaningful.
From this perspective, while some earlier accounts of
television paid attention to audience reaction they did so
inadequately. Uses and gratifications theory and
behaviourist studies both engaged in an empiricist and
arbitrary separation of audience use or need from the
latter's understanding of a text. For an anti-empiricist
phenomenology of reading it is a mistake to assert that
an audience can perceive a prograrmne to possess a fixed
and unproblematic meaning, to which tlley then 'react'
in different ways. Rather, detennining the meaning of a
text and 'reaction' are inextricably and mutually related:
'the work of art is not an object that stands over against
a subject for itselC .36 Looking, and what it reveals, are
always directed by the interests of the individual in
question.
Uses and gratifications theory, in particular,
envisaged an extrinsic and separate existence for the
meaning of the text, on the one hand, and audience
response, on the other. In this theory, it is what the
viewer does with the text which is foregrounded at the
expense of considering the programme itself. It is
perhaps for this reason that the theory gave
methodological houseroom to the suspect assumption
of a text of unproblematic meaning to which viewers
separately react in varying ways. As Fiske wrote,
describing 'escapist needs in the media audience', 'we
need to go further than merely labelling these needs
escapist ... Semiotic analyses of the programmes can
also show us what we are escaping to.37 There is need
not only for the detailed consideration of a prograrmne,
but of how a viewer goes about assembling its
meaning.
The last decade, then, has brought tile demise of
such important text-centred approaches to the
construction of meaning as structuralism, on the one
hand, and uses and gratifications theory, on the other.
Brundsdon is surely correct in seeing 'the transfonnation
of English and literary studies since the 1960s' as
consisting of 'the elevation of the act of reading over
the text, as the point of meaning production' .38 A
semiotically active audience, endowing a text with
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meaning, is central to 'the enabling theses of
contemporary cultural studies' (Mellencamp). This is a
worldly audience inextricably located within, and
drawing upon horizons of understanding constituted ~y
the experience of day-to-day living. I~ i~ was ~e case ~n
1989 that, as Silverstone remarks, 'It IS preCisely thiS
integration [of television] into the daily lives of those
who watch it which has somehow slipped through the
net of academic scrutiny,' then this research sets out to
join the growing number of book.s and articles
addressing this failure. 39 Like them It maps out the
conceptual grids it perceives as necessary to engage with
audience talk. Along with Radway I object 'to the
privileging of speech or writing as production', the
'conflation of cultural production with the moment of
enunciation alone' .40 Instead. my theoretical alignment
is with a postmodernist assertion of an audience 'in
play', whose differences as rea?ers e~tabli~h then::selves
in a capacity to read a text m an mfilllte variety of
ways. It is in consumption, as well as in the text, 'that
originality and creativity are to be found' .41.
•
My investigations set out to capture philosophically
something of the 'infinite, contradictory, dispersed and
dynamic practices and experi.ence~ of televi~ion
audience-hood enacted by people m therr everyday bves
... the complexity and the dynamism of the social,
cultural, psychological, JXllitical and historical activit~es
that are involved in people's engagements With
television' .42

'multiple' preferred reading of its humorous tr~atme~t of
events within the closed world of a pnson IS a
prerequisite of its transmission in mid-evening
television as 'family' viewing. In this context a
reductive analysis of 'preferred reading' would be one
which reduced the reference of the concept to a single
interpretation of the text.
101 have not considered psycho-analytic versions of
structuralism. Many argue thaI, like structuralism, they
are an inadequate attempt to anticipate, with. a
description of textual activity, the processes engaged 10
by actual readers. They represent 'a ten.de~cy. to
substitute for semiotic transactions a mere redlstnbution
of (psychic) quanitities'. [Fletcher, 1. (I988).,
Melodrama, Screen, 29(3): 4.) I leave others to argue for
a reading of psycho-analytic approaches which engages
with the complexities of the day-to-day awareness of
actual audiences.
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This pape r is an atte mpt by two academics to map thei r perception ofthe field ofarc~it~~tural :anguages and its re lation
to allied fields. Architectural languages is a label applied to a set of research actrvltles whlchfocus on theform and
formal relationships in architectural works, and the understandings of people in response to form and formal
relationships.
No scholarly discipline can operate in a vacuum. The
discipline of architecture has long held conversations with
the traditionally related fields of fine art and engineering,
and the contemporary discipline expands these
conversations. One can discern a Zeitgeist at work within
some fields of architectural rescarch, linking architecture
and philosophy, psychology, linguistics, anthropology,
even artificial intelligence and neuroscience.
This paper began as a conversation in which we set out
to map, in an approximate, tentative and experimental
way, our perception of one such research field and its
relation to allied fields, as means of exploring whether
there was common ground in Our research interests and
viewpoints. It is still very much a preliminary view, and the
result has no claim to be more than a transient state of an
inevitably changing perception. Neither do we hold
identical maps, or even place identical boundaries on the
extent of the scholarly universe that we each consider to be
a part of the field, and we have chosen to identify ourselves
as authors of parts of the paper to better reflect these
different perspectives. Our main justification for this apparently self-indulgent exercise is to assist us further in
own exchanges and our identification of possible collaborative research programmes given the still-emerging nature of the scope of what might be considered a part of
architectural languages, as a recognisable body of
knowledge, and its relation to the wider field of 'architecture
theory' It may (possibly) be of interest to others as a basis
for the comparison of other views, and as a better basis
from which to 'put us right' about our current 'misconceptions' (we recognise that any attempt to clarify our
view may well provide amunition to our critics a<; well as
support to those who have similar positions! )

65

Background: Architectural Theory and
Architectural Language
Although a subject of continual and often lively discussion
and debate, the essence of architectural theory is curiously
mercurial. Some, like Llewelyn-Davies, have argued that
there is no independent body of theory: "architecture is not
so much a discipline in its own right but as a 'meeting
ground' for a number of disciplines" (Llewelyn-Davies,
1962).1 Under this premise it was suggested thatarchitecture could be academically legitimised by presenting itself
as an activity that produced actual outcomes, rather than
accumulated knowledge: architecture turned "geometrical possibility into built form,,2 by applying knowledge
produced in other disciplines} The objects of scientific
enquiry in the architecture schools of the 1960s was the
application of other disciplines to architecture: the 'human
needs' to which buildings were the response, the 'environmental sciences' as related to buildings, the 'human
behaviours' which were assumed to be influenced by
buildings, the 'design methods' that might be used in their
creation, but not the buildings themselves as designed
objects with intrinsic physical forms and spatial patterns.4
From the late 1960s there was an increasing commitment by previously separate disciplines to research tile
built environment as a set of interelated functions and
activities. The characteristics of these approaches were
(Arden, Amdt and Thorne, 1980):
•
•

An orientation towards social situations in which
people are included as integral to every issue.
A holistic view to the variety and complexity of the
architecture and the environment.

•

The ordering and definition of the architecture and
the environment in relation to human thought and
action.

Research in 'architectural languages' relates to this last
point. We understand architectural languages to be the
study of form and formal relationships in architectural
works, and the understandings of people in response to
form and formal relationships. Although the utility of this
label has been questioned (see the discussion in 'Does
Architecture Speak a Language?' (Kolb, 1990», the term
'architectural language' has along history. Originating as
a metaphor with a spoken or written ('natural') language,
like all metaphors which are adopted in widespread use it
has come to be understood as a concept in il<; own right
over and above reference back to natural language. It is an
equivalent metaphor tu such others as body language,
graphic language and computer language, all of which
include elements of form, structure and meaning. 5 The
nuances ofexpression in body language or graphic language
cannot be adequately described in words. Similarly, the
meaning in architectural language can only partially be
translated to and expressed accurately in words.
The terms of spoken or written language are also used
in architectural language. Both the terms grammar and
meaning are applied in architectural contexts, with associated terminology such as syntax, expression, composition, vocabulary, articulation, coherence and so forth.
Grammar and syntax are associated with the organization
and disposition of form and space and are a focus of study
independently of the study of meaning 6 . There may be a
sense that the field is appropriating (claiming for itself)
what it wishes from other fields. Rather, an 'architectural
language' perspective on architecture is not exclusive; it
cuts across other perspectives and includes within its
scope matters (and literature) which may also be seen from
other viewpoints.

A View of the Field: Arden
For me, of primary importance is the way form is seen,
experienced and articulated, which aspects and which
relationships between fonnal aspect'i are significant in the
fonnation of understandings. Though the fonnal aspects
of architecture do not provide infonnation on how a
building is used, or built, or how it derives cultural meaning,
they do help us to underst<'U1d how architecture is perceived
and thought. Within its scope I include:
Research into 'representations,' that posit a level of
analysis of architecture wholly separate from biological, sociological or cultural dimensions.
• Research into computer simulation, as a means of
rendering operational models for the syntax of
architecturallangauage.
.. A focus of research on those aspects that relate to
configurational design, with a background role for
matters of historical, cultural, and psychological
signific<'U1ce.
• The recognition of the input of classical philosophical problems in shaping the research activity.
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A Second View of the Field: Radford
Forme, the core of the field is the articulation ofthe syntax
of designs. I, and I believe others, delight in recognising a
consisitency in fonn-making, as one does when walking
around an Italian hill town, a Greek island fishing port, a
West African desert village or a Fijian highland settlement.
This delight is independent of the observer's ability to
understand the relationships between fonns and the culture,
including the environmental perceptions, that gave rise to
its existence. I find this both interesting and exciting,
al though I make no claim that it is the core of architecture.
Within the scope of architectural language I include:
e
The organisation and composition of spaces and
elements in buildings.
• In one direction from this core, the development of
the means of operating on the composition of
spaces and elements with computer systems. Here
implementation issues overlap with those of expert
systems, although the underlying concepts of
grammatical design systems are quite different
from those of expert systems.
o
Linked, but not identical with, computer implementation issues are 'shape grammar' and other
spatial grammar formalisms.
• In another direction, the 'meanings' of this architectural language, including issues involving
ethnograpy, perception, and cognition. Although I
have not worked in this area, it is important in an
understanding of the breadth of architecturallanguage.

Charting the Field
We set out to chart some of the literature of this field as an
interpretation of that literature's role in collectively
demarking the field.? Many maps would be possible. We
chose as a conceptual starting point one of our common
interests: the potential role of computers in architectural
desit,l1l. In the diagram below, two orthogonal axes represent
two particular perspectives related to this interest. The
horizontal axis spans from syntax to semantics, a conventional duality when discussing languages. It ranges
from syntactic or concrete-geometric aspects of built fonn
to their semantic or abstract-symbolic associations. From
left to right along this dimension, we denote five research
areas: 'objective' studies, effective descriptions of architecture and enVironments,S subjective cognitive maps of
the spaUallayout of buildings and environments,9linguistic
labels and spatial construct systems,lO imagematic studies of the character of architecture and place,11 and the
me.'U1ing and significance ofbuildings and environments. 12
The vertical axis spans from work which can be represented in computational form to work which cannot be
represented in computational fonn. At the crossing point
of the two axes is, then, work which is equally concerned
with syntax and semantics and about which we are ambivalent about whether it is producti ve to seek to represent
much of it in computational fonn.

NOT REPRESENTATIONAL
IN COMPUTATIONAL
FORM

SEMAN11C
(SYMBOLIC)
FOCUS

SYNTACTIC
(GEOMETRIC)
FOCUS

REPRESENTATIONAL IN
COMPUTATIONAL FORM
From top to bottom along the vertical dimension we
denote four research areas: drawing and representation
studies,13 typologies and voeabularies,14 symbolic and
design modelling,15 and grammatical and syntactical investigations. 16
We locate selected published works on the map, using
our perception (rather than the paper author's perception)
of whether the paper's contents is a part of the field of
architectural language and where it is located in the field.
Where both of us are familiar with the work the location is
an agreed compromise; where only one of us knows the
work, its position follows that person's perception of its
place. In some cases researchers seem to us to have shifted
their focus. Works from these individuals are shown in
differing positions on the map (we are locating work, not
authors, on this map).
We loosely cluster the work into four overlapping
regions with which we denote central issues of the field:
TIle perception and experience of architecture.
• The typology and vocabulary of architectural
works.
• Generative grammar systems
• The computer modelling of design generation.
Alphabetical key to works cited:

The Regions of the Field
In the following sections we briefly examine each of these
four regions. Since they represent personal rather than
joint views, we acknowledge the authorship of each section.

First Region: The Perception and
Experience of Architecture (Arden)
This issue concerns contemporary efforts to explain how
humans percieve and experience architectural forms and
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urban spaces. Research into the use of formal aspects
started with early compositional theories of architecture
(for example: Durand 1819; Quatremere de Quincy 1832;
Viollet le Duc 1899; and Gaudet 1902), and was subsequently influenced by the succession of dominant themes
of spatial perception studies occurring in other disciplines:
•

•

•

•

Helmholtz' (1924) belief that there is insufficiently
accurate information in the stimulus [object/space]
itself, and that much of perception accordingly
depends on unconscious inferences about what is
being observed.
J.J. Gibson's (1950) view that the senses pick up
directly from the environment that information
needed for decisions.
Merleau -Ponty' s (1962) contention that perception
begins with the bodily detection of elementary bits
of sensation, out of which builds up to more complex forms and spaces.
Koffka's (1935) et aI, Gestalt theories, and the
contrary view to the sensationalists, that one frrst
percieves overall form, in a top-down fashion.

Contemporary investigation of the processes ofperception
and experience has been approached as an engineering
problem, by attempting to map preferences throu gh representations of designs. Visually presented information is
parsed so as to determine a structure for the nature and
form of objects, patterns or scenes. The purpose of this line
of enquiry is not to examine how perception in humans
operates than to understand the basis for preferences. This
line of research was stimulated with the evidences of
neuroscientific research into vision (Hebb. 1949; Hubel
andWiesel, 1962,1979). The groundbrealdng work in this
direction was done by Marr (1982). He laid out a program
of how to approach visual perception as a knowledge
system. His belief was that vision is the construction of
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efficient symbolic descriptions of images of objecl"l and
scenes, and that the observer constructs a description of the
scene that is not cluttered by irrevelant information
The contrasting position to Marr are the ecological
views of Gibson (1950. 1966, 1979). His position is that
spatial information in the environment is simply present in
the light reaching the eye. Information needs only to be
picked up, with no neeed to process it or draw upon
previous knowledge. In more general words, if we can
understand how people attend to what is in the environment, all of the issues concerning the cognition of it would
be explained. Gibson's views appear to be the major
influence on 'first generation' scientific architectural research for three reasons:
•

•

the idea of direct perception, " ... the problem of
perception is that of recovering from sensory information 'valid' properties of the external world"
(Marr 1982:24)
the idea of interlocking concepts. Looking at coneepts in other disciplines as a means of understanding the slructure of environmental information.
Gibson inlroduced the idea of affordances - po-
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Week 1991
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•

tentialities for human action are inherent in the
object. An object is meaningful because they
provide things for us to do with/to them.
Gibson's view is simple and unabiguous. It removes the necd for mental models, schemas and
representations of the environment.

The 'engineering' position argued against direct perception by pointing out that computational and psychological
studies have ably shown that perceptual information can
be broken down into elemental units and operations. They
further argued that the key concepts missing from Gibson' s
view all involve meaning - how does an organism interpret, or assume an 'intentional stance' to an object. Fodor
and Pylyshyn (1981) suggest that when one talks about
light conveying information about an object's layout, one
is refering to semantic relations - the information is about
something. They suggest that inference is the only way of
getting from the properties of light to the properties of
layout. They further suggest that perceptual and understanding can only have to do with information about
features of the environment, such as those in an image or
representation.

Second Region: Typologies and Vocabularies of
Architectural Works (Arden)

Third Region: Grammars (Radford)

This issue concerns Ihe classification and structure of
architectural works and its constituient elements, and Ihe
role of typology and vocabulary in Ihe generation of
architectural works. Of crucial importance in Ihe development of architeeturallanguages is Ihe determination oflhe
identities of architectural works and elements, and how
they are classified them, as a prelude to any debate on how
architecture is rea.'\oned or designed.
Theories of fonn propose that architecture is held to
refer first and foremost to itself, as a thing in itself, to its
intrinsic nature as architecture. Typological analysis concerns the characterisation of architecture in tenns of the
essential or significant features, usually associated with a
specific time period or stylistic eclectism (Pugin 1841;
Jencks 1977) but sometimes a more general typology is
attempted (Frankl 1914; Thiis-Evensen 1988). Typologies
and vocabularies provide no infonnation on how a building
is used, or built, or how it derives cultural meaning, but it
does help us to understand how buildings are seen and
articulated.
Since Vitruvius put forward his division of architecture into finnitas, conunoditas, and venustas , theories of
fonn and form analysis have developed as an independent
field of study, where the basis was the orderly composition
of parts of Ihe building, for example; the 'style-free'
abstract geometrical rules put forward by Durand (1821),
or Jones's (1856) typology of ornament according to its
underlying structural similarity.
Quatremcre de Quincy introduced the Ihe notion of
type in 1803 (see Lavin 1992:87) in order to transform
theoretical speculations into operative systems for making
architecture. His architectural idea of type is an abstraction, and is completely at odds with the classical idea of
typology. Classical typology originated in attempts to
reveal the divine source of creation - for example in
PIatonist philosophy ideas of God were the types of
created things, whereas Quatremere de Quincy's architectural types only existed by human invention. In Ihis
century, the ideas of the type or more precisely prototype
have fanned one of the foundation stones to the development of Modem architecture and modem architectural
theory (Banham, 1960; Colquboun, 1967).
Other contemporary approaches to typological analysis and classification have been Ihe works of; Kniffen
(1936), Rowe (1947), Wittkower (1949), Norberg-Schultz
(1971), and Glassie (1975). Of more recent publication are
works that include graphical approaches to analysis; Ching
(1979), Clarke and Pause (1985), Thiis-Evensen (1988),
Baker (1989). Contrasting the graphical approach are the
analytically rigorous mathematical-based studies of Stiny
and Gips (1972), Stiny and Mitchell (1978), Hillier (1984),
March and Stiny (1985).
Contemporary typological approaches all tend to be
'structuralist', with the central aim, to arrive at some
description of the abstract principles underlying order in
architecture, with the assumption Ihat once Ihe rules are
understood, these principles may provide us with the
possibility of producing new architectural works.
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A systematic body of work on representing architectural
languages is apparent in the literature on shape grammars
and related fonnalisms. Shape Grammars describe a way
in which a space of designs can be derived Ihrough Ihe
sequential application of spatial operations expressed as
replacement rules. In the shape gnunmar, the rules can be
operated as a system of logic; in the completely specified
grammar there is no need for interpretation, although there
is almost always choice as to whether or not a rule is
applied. A good introduction, which also sets out to
position the shape grammare fonnalism within a tradition
writing on spatial systems and logic, is provided by March
andStiny (1985) and a fonnal deSCription by Stiny (1981).
Well-known examples of shape grammars include those
which generate designs within the style of certain Paladian
villas (Stiny and Mitchell, 1978), Frank Lloyd Wright's
Prairie Houses (KoningandEisenberg, 1981), and Moghul
gardens (Stiny and Mitchell, 1980). Although Koning and
Eisenberg use 'labels' on shapes to express the 'function'
of building spaces that the shapes represent, these grammars are primarily concerned with syntax.
There has been a continuing interest in using parallel
fonnalisms to link function and fonn in bUildings. Mitchell
in his 1990 book The Logic of Architecture writes:
"I begin by considering how buildings may be described in words and showing how such descriptions
may be fonnalized using Ihe notation of first-order
predicate calculus. This leads to Ihe idea of a critical
language for talking about the qualities of buildings.
Turning to the question of depiction by drawings and
scale models, I develop the notion of design worlds Ihat
provide graphic tokens which can be manipulated
according to certain grammatical rules. I then view
design processes as computations in design worlds
with the objective of satisfying predicates of form and
function stated in a critical language."
Mitchell claims directly:
"I show here how architectural languages can be established, interpreted and used."
and supports this claim with carefully selected illustrations and appeals to contemporary and historical sources,
placing the argument wilhin Ihe context of a tradition of
architectural discourse, within the recent tradition of artificial intelligence and computer graphics research, and
within some selected streams ofcogni ti ve science. Mi tchell
argues that designers reason about Ihe design world and
about the relationship between statements in a critical
language and Ihe design world.
Most of the literature on grammars argues the value of
the work as furthering an understanding of history and the
transition between architectural styles in history, an understanding of design (while not claiming that the fonnalism
is a complete representation of design), a basis for dialogue
between designers about design that is independent of

particular design results, and a basis for new kinds of
design tools which use the logic operations to genemte
members of a design space under the ovemll direction of
a designer.

Fourth Region: Computer Modelling 0/ Design
Generation (RaJ/ord)
A grammar, if completely specified, can be operated as a
computational system. Mitchell (1990) offers a definition
of designing in computational terms:
"A design process is a computation of specified predicates according to these rules; that is. a sequence of
operations on the shape tokens undertaken in an effort
to satisfy predicates asserted about the design world."
(p179)
Mitchell and his colleagues implement a highly structured
hierachical version of computational design in their
TopDown computer program (Mitchell et al1990), where
the TopDown 'shell' is supported by subroutines which
enable the design of members of a specific design spaces.
Examples include versions of the program which work in
the domains of columns, sheds, and some other building
elemensts. Other progmms which implement grammar
concept" areTartan Worlds (Woodbury et al 1992) and
Discover Form (Carlson & Woodbury 1991). An example
of the computer implementation of an extensive granunar
is provided by the use of the Genesis 'shell' to implement
Flemming's gmmmar for the generation of Queen Anne
houses in A Pattern Book for Shady side (Flemming. 1985;
Woodbury, 1990), and Woodbury and Griffith's later
work on writing an implemented granunar for fire station
design (Woodbury and Griffith 1993).

Conclusion
A dialogue to be fruitful must be based on some common
understanding of the topic of dialigue; otherwise the
different sides of the discussion miss each other. aiming
papers into an ether where no-one picks them up. Charts
such as 111is may also assist in informing potential students
of the scope of our interests in this field, and some of the
preliminary reading that we would expect if iliey wished to
locate their own work wiiliin it. It also seeks to clarify
connections between fields which may be considered
separate. Here we assume a field of archi tecturallanguage
and relate it (via the vertical axis) to the field of computeraided design. The same horizontal axis could be used with
a different vertical axis; perhaps construction, or sustainable development. The most interesting research niches lie
often at ilie connections between, and edges of, field".
This modest working paper deseribes our incomplete
understanding of a field in which we work, and in which
we find interest and possibility for future work. If no one
shares our interests or our perceptions, so be it. If our
interest is shared, ilien perhaps oiliers can contribute ilieir
understanding and in so doing modify ours. We seek not a
definitive statement of the field of architectural language,
but mther the furthering of ilie community of scholars.
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Hermeneutics, Universities, and
the Letting-be of Technology
Adrian Snodgrass
Department of Architecture
University of Sydney
Ecologists warn of the dangers posed by technology, and endeavour to develop ways to control its impact.
University curricula and research reflect these concerns. Heidegger, however, doubts the efficacy of any form of
intervention aimed at controlling technology. He contends that technological phenomena are only the external
manifestations of a deeper problem. The supreme danger confronting modernity is a hegemonic enfranting of
thought by techno-rationality, which, in accordance with a utilitarian application of the principle of sufficient
reason, asks for the reasons of things and excludes from consideration all phenomena for which reasons cannot be
given. He proposes that the only appropriate response to the threat of this enframing is a 'letting-be.'
The pedagogical implications of this notion are d~fficult to define or to implement. By contrast, Gadamer's
hermeneutical philosophy, and in particular his notions of phronesis, intimate ways of applying 'letting-be' in
educational practice. Pedagogical practices llwdelled on the dynamics of play, for example, escape the enframing by
techno-rationality and involve a spontaneous emergence of a mode of letting-be which transcends the thought/action
dichotomy. 1
We are all too familiar with the rhetoric of technological
crisis. Technology, we are warned, threatens catastrophe.
It is despoiling the earth, depleting resources, polluting
the planet; it has the power to destroy all life. Therefore
it is imperative to develop technologies to control
technology, or face the very real possibility of
following the dinosaurs into extinction, taking all other
life fonns with us.
Universities respond to the rhetoric. Ecology, in its
various disciplinary guises, is a potent and growing
force. The environment figures increasingly in
university curricula and research projects. In architecture,
for example, there is a focus on 'environmentally
sustainable' building.
11le dangers are undeniable, and nced for response is
urgent. As we search for technologies to control
technology, however, we should note a voice that
speaks against the conventional rhetoric. Heidegger, as
always, thinks counter to the general flow. Before and
more than most thinkers, Heidegger was keenly aware of
the threat that technology poses, but at the same time
he dismissed talk of controlling technology as empty
and self-defeating. It simply parrots the modes of
thought which gave rise to our predicament in the first
place. The notion of using technology to control
technology is another version of the notion of using it
to control nature. Thinking in tenns of control, whether
of technology or nature, is not a solution but the
essential root of the problem.
However we may react to Heidegger's unfortunate
political affiliations, we cannot ignore what he has to
say.2 His thought is too pertinent to our predicament. It
questions our basic notions of what technology is and
what it does, questions that are not only relevant to how

we might respond to technology's threat, but also to
how that response will reflect in university practices.

Techno-rationality and the
Principle of Sufficient Reason
More than thirty years ago Heidegger warned that the
greatest danger facing the modern world is not some
technological calamity but rather the possibility of
losing our essential humanness by becoming totally
subservient to what he calls 'calculative reason.' the
instrumental rationality that is directed towards the
control of things in nature. It is the rationality that
accords with Leibniz's principle of sufficient reason, the
principle that "nothing exists unless a sufficient reason
for its existence is able to be rendered."3 This principle
demands that every thing must have a reason or a cause
for its existence, or else is not real.
The principle of sufficient rea'lon is the driving force
of science, which is often taken to epitomize rationality.
Science seeks the reasons for things so as to exercise
control over them. It functions on the premise that the
behaviour of every phenomenon has a cause and is
rationally explicable, and that access to reasons and
causes allows predictions, and thereby control, of
phenomena, a control that is exercised by way of
technology.
Heidegger says that this rationality, which I will
refer to as 'techno-rationality' throughout this paper,
"challenges forth" the reason of things, demanding that
they show why they exist and why they function as they
do. 4 It seeks causes and logical connections. When
things are questioned, when they are challenged forth to
declare their reason for being, the answer is given that
they exist to be used for some practical purpose, to
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serve some end. All things are thus seen as items to be
stored, calculated and manipulated to produce
commodities for use. This line of thinking culminates
in an attitude which views all things not as they are in
themselves and for their own sakes, but as raw materials
for some productive end or, as Heidegger puts it, as a
vast 'standing reserve' (Bestand) of resources waiting
ready to be used for the production of commodities.s
This reduction of things to the status of items in a
production line is total and all-inclusive. It includes
humans as well as all other things, whether animate or
inanimate. Techno-rationality has so tightly enframed
our world-view that humans themselves, like all other
things, are no longer seen as they are in themselves and
in their essential humanity, but a<; part of a reserve
stock of statistical items, forming part of a global
system of production and consumption.

Cybernetics
The principle of sufficient reason finds its most
'perfected' revelation in cybernetics, the science of selfregulation. The word "cybernetics" comes from a Greek
word meaning "steersman," and in its present use refers
to a system in which information is steered back upon
it<;elf in feed-back loops so as to monitor its own
functioning. A cybernetic system is a closed system that
needs no input from outside itself nor any external
control for its efficient functioning. 6 Technology,
Heidegger argues, now operates cybernetically. It works
as a global feedbaek system with its own selfcontrolling mechanisms. It is not oriented towards some
teEos, but circles in a spiral self-generation. It is no
longer a means to an end, but an end in itself. The goal
of technology becomes efficiency and control for their
own sakes.1
Technology, operating in the manner of a cybernetic
system, perpetuates, regulates and generates itself free
from the control of human agency, and without the need
for human intervention. In this sense it has a life of its
own. Machines are no longer merely means to the
attainment of some local and specific end, owned and
controlled by particular individuals or groups, but form
part of a global system of production that is quite
beyond the control or "ownership" of any individual,
group, class or community. It is impossible to begin to
imagine how any dismantling of this world-wide system
could take place, and reason cannot begin to grasp how
it might be controlled.

transportation system, involving bewilderingly complex
sets of interactions and involvements. 9
On the other hand, technology also transforms the
notion of the subject. The advent of cybernetics heralds
the reduction of logos to 10gistics;IO reason is reduced to
calculation; and human subjects become objects of
calculation. They become statistics in the cycle of
production and consumption; they become items in the
circulation of information, finance, energy, goods.
Humans become part of the standing reserve and are
'called' - pro-voked - to work within it.
The outcome of technology's self-propelling drive to
efficiency is that logistical systems become the
controlling mechanism not only of the natural but also
the human world, dictating patterns of behaviour, the
subject matter of discourse, the validity of modes and
objects of inquiry, the direction and purpose of
education, in short, every aspect of life. In this way
logistical infonnation about objects impinges directly
on humanity and its actions. We become manipulable
objects contributing to the productive enterprise, the
equivalents of information bits, pieces of equipment or
raw materials, caught up in the chain of manufacturing
and marketing.

'Enframing'
Techno-rationality, 'calculative thought,' has become
all-pervasive and hegemonic in the modem world. 1I
[f]he demand for the delivery of grounds [Le.,
reasons], now speaks unconditionally and incessantly
throughout modernity and sweeps over us
contemporaries. ... [It] has Slipped in between
thinking man and his world in order to take
possession of human representing in a new way."12
The principle of sufficient reason is the primary and
overarching principle of the metaphysics of modernity;
and techno-rationality, the child of the principle of
sufficient rea'>on, is now uncritically accepted by many
as the only mode of rationality. It governs how we are
to think and what we are to think about. It allows only
those things to come to presence which can be organized
and accounted for in terms of use. Unless a reason can
be given for a thought or an action, it is unfounded,
invalid and 'irrational.'l3
In the modern world everything is treated in tenns of
control and is ordered in accordance with the demands of
techno-rationality. The sole reason for the existence of
things is to serve technological needs. The world is set
within a framework in which all things are seen as
waiting to be accumulated, manipulated, and
calculated. 14 Heidegger calls this all-inclusive prestructuring of our world-view an 'enframing' (Gestell)
and identifies it as the essence of technology.IS "The
essence of teChnOlogy," he says, "is not at all
something tcchnical."16 The essence of technology is
not machines and techniques of production, but is the
way in which we think about, interpret and view the
world within the framework set up by technorationality, which now enframes every aspect of our
thinking and practice. This enframing of thought and
praxis by techno-rationality ha" become totalitarian,
exercising an hegemony over all areas of human conduct
and agency, to the exclusion of all other possibilities. It
H •••

The Transmutation of the
Subject-Object Dichotomy
Technology changes the traditional ways of viewing the
subject-object dichotomy. Things are no longer objects,
but cogs in a system. "What is there in the sense of
standing reserve (Bestand) no longer stands over against
us as an object."8 In this technological era a telephone,
for example, is not seen as an object or instrument
which extends the range of the voice, but as an element
in the global communication system; a Boeing 747 is
not an object which serves as a means of getting us
from one place to another, but is part of a world-wide
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is an all-pervasive presence in the modern world, and is
the defining characteristic of modernity.
The paradigmatic example of the exclusi vist
en framing of thought and praxis is scientific method,
which wholly dominates science by prescribing in
advance what is real. Before any scientific investigation
begins the real has already been reductively defined as
what can be measured and calculated mathematically to
show causal relationships. If the phenomenon escapes
the net of causal reasons, it is irrational and a figment.
The possibility of the presencing of some thing is predetermined. Those things that are not disclosed in a
mathematically calculable manner that renders them
amenable to control, are as if absent, and therefore
wholly negligibleP Only those things are allowed to
come to presence which conform to the limits of
scientific reasoning.
The universal dominance of the principle of reason,
says Heidegger, constitutes the nihilism of our age. 18 In
demanding that every thing, whether natural or human,
have a reason, we have lost our respect for them. If no
reason can be given, the thing is no real thing, but no
thing, a nothing (nihil).
For Heidegger the greatest danger facing humanity is
not the possibility of some technological calamity. The
dangers posed by technology are merely external
manifestations of the essence of technology, which is
the enframing of thought. This, rather than any
technological mishap, is the 'supreme danger.' The
danger lies in the possibility that with the totalitarian
and ubiquitous hegemony of techno-rationality there
will be an obliteration of all other modes of thinking.
The danger is that the enframing becomes the only way
of seeing reality.19

Enframing and the Universities
Whatever its meaning might have been at the time of its
coining, the term 'university' has become a 'one
turning' (uni-versus) around the principle of sufficient
reason. University education, both in the natural and the
human sciences, turns upon the single pivot of asking
the reasons for things. George Grant says that, "modern
reason," which is " ... the summoning of anything
before a subject and putting it to the question, so that it
gives us its reasons for being the way it is as an
Object," is now the paradigm of all knowledge and
stamps the institutions and curricula of the educational
system. It dictates what students are required to know
and what they must be able to do if they are to be called
'qualified. '20 Whether it be a genetic structure, a disease,
a nuclear reaction, a poem or an event in history, we
seek its reasons, and in so doing enframe it by assuming
that it has a reason. This is also to assume that the only
legitimate form of university activity is to deal in
reasons. These, as will be shown, ultimately trace back
to utilitarian and instrumental aims. By subscribing to
the principle of sufficient reason, universities
acknowledge the hegemony of the enframing.
Universities are structured to accord with the
instrumental and utilitarian objectives of technorationality. They are managed on production line
principles planned to produce graduates in the most
efficient and cost-effective manner, assessing educational
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success by the employability and usefulness of the
products. Education is a saleable commodity. Teaching
is geared to educational 'outcomes,' and research, even
'blue sky' research. is directed to discoveries which have
some useful purpose. The humanities are as much a part
of this cycle of production as are engineering and
chemistry.
Ecological thinking and research, directed towards the
technological control of technology, are as tightly
enframed by techno-rationality as any other university
endeavour. Discussions of the 'environmental
sustainability' of buildings, to take an example from
my own discipline, are conducted wholly in the
language and logic of the principle of sufficient reason.
They focus exclusively on the efficient use of energy,
with 'energy' defined as units of measurement such as
kilowatt hours. This excludes all other ways of thinking
about energy, such as 'the work character of beings,'
which is how Aristotle defines it. Energy is thought of
exclusively as a commodity to be measured and
controlled.
Techno-rationality not only monopolizes ways of
thinking about energy by this process of reducing it to
calculable units. but expands out to appropriate the way
we view architecture and ils relationship to us and to the
world. The building of today, built in accordance with
the calculations of sustainability and energy
conservation, thinks of the sun solely as an energy
source and thus in terms of 'sun control,' 'solar
systems' and 'solar heating: In the architectures of the
pre-modern world, by contrast, buildings were laid out
in relationship to the movements of the sun, seen as the
source of life and light and as tlle visible sign of the
rhythmic structure of the universe. Laid out in this
manner, buildings fonned part of a mythic and ritualistic
schema which connected humankind to the sun as source
and sign, strengthening the links which bind human
thought and action to the cosmos and it" great temporal
cycles. 21
Again, in pre-modernity the building was planned in
a manner which related it to the qualities of the four
elements - earth, air, fire and water - and thus to
those same qualities as they are found in all things in
the cosmos and in the configuration of the human
humours, organs, limbs and senses, and to every aspect
of human thought and action. In today's sustainable
building, by contrast, earth is measured for its
insulation properties and for 'heat mass,' water is
measured for its cooling properties, air is 'conditioned'
and used to control temperature, fire is used for central
heating and 'fire control' regulations are enforced.
Environmentally sustainable architecture turns out to be
a dehumanized architecture, an architecture which
separates building from human qualities and from the
environing world.
Calculations of the energy consumption of buildings
are both necessary and important, but not to the extent
that they lead us to forget how we experience energy and
architecture in the lived-world and the way in which we
relate to the sun and to eart]), fire, air and water. This
relationship is neither calculable nor utilitarian.
As in architecture, so elsewhere in the university,
which enthusiastically adopts the managerial language
of business and the factory and speaks of 'efficiencies,'

'quality control,' 'educational outcomes,' 'triennial
plans' and 'through-puts,' as if the sole concern of
universities were production. So likewise, arguments in
the ecological debate revolve around management of
resources. The problems of the university and the
environment are expressed in terms of efficient
organization and more complete control. In both,
technology is invoked to control technology.

The Paradox of Technological Control
There is a twofold paradox in any talk of using
technology to control technology. Firstly, to use
technology to control technology is to deal with mere
externals and leave the essence of technology intact. To
have recourse to the type of thinking that gives rise to
technology and its attendant problems is to reinforce
that thinking and strengthen its consequences. This is a
double bind. To talk about the control of technology is
to acknowledge powerless subservience to the form of
rationality that gives rise to technology. To discuss
notions of technology and its control we must use the
language and logic of techno-rationality, structured
within the framework of the principle of sufficient
reason; we must think in terms of the manipulation of
objects. The 'questioning' of technology does not in fact
question teChnology, but merely rearranges
technologically pre-determined tokens located in a
technologically predetermined thinking-space. To
question technology is to ask for reasons, to ask how it
'works', and how to control it, all notions which are
fore-structured in accordance with the limitations,
metaphors, pre-assumptions and rules of technorationality. Employing reason to question or control
technology simply sets the enframing more firmly in
place.
Secondly, reasoning about technology is ultimately
empty, since reason is itself without reason. 22
Heidegger stresses that the principle of sufficient reason,
which is the foundation of the thought and praxis of the
modem era, has no foundation. The principle of reason
questions all things, asking their reason, and if no
answer can be given, counts them as nothing. But when
we query reason, when we demand to see its reason, and
ask why all things must have a sufficient reason, the
answer is silence. No ultimate reason can be found to
support the principle of reason itself, because to give
reasons is to resort to the principle that is being
questioned. If reasons can be found to base the principle,
then they must also be asked their grounds, and so on to
infinite regress.
Techno-rationality hides from itself that it has no
fundamental justification. Its quest for causes and
reasons stops at reason itself. If pressed, it masks its
lack of grounding by justifying it<; existence in terms of
utility.
When pressed, the reason given for technorationality is technology. Here we enter a circular
argument which reflects in every answer that is given
whenever we ask the reason for some or other
manifestation of technology. The reason for production
is production. Energy is consumed for the sake of
consumption; money is amassed for the sake of its
amassing. The reason given for economic growth is that
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it must grow in order to continue growing. The end to
which this growth is tended is its own survivaL The
reason given for any technological phenomenon is
always given in technology's own terms. In the final
outcome the answers are utilitarian and enframed in the
thinking which calculates quantities. To justify
technology on the grounds that it raises living standards,
for example, is to say that its reason is to increase rates
of consumption. Reason here travels in a circle.23
Technology does not answer to any real reaSOll. It
grows out of itself without reason. Thus the reason for
technology becomes itself. Technology proceeds and
grows according to its own self-enclosed and selfreferential logic, so that" ... it produces what it is, it
wants what it produces, it produces what it wants, it is
what it produces."24 Whereas a small number of
hydrogen bombs would suffice to obliterate all life on
the globe, they are stockpiled in their thousands. 111ey
are accumulated for the sake of accumulation, for a
purely quantitative superiority, long after the 'need' has
been satisfied.
The questioning of technology always stops at the
level of utility. It does not proceed to the final step, to
ask what is the reason of technOlogy's reason, what is
the reason for utility.
This failure to ask the final question signals a
transmutation of the principle of sufficient reason.
Whereas the principle, when initially spelt out by
Leibniz, demanded that rea'lons be given for all things,
now the reason for technology and its rationality are
taken for granted. They have become part of the
generally accepted way of viewing things, accepted as
obvious common sense and as referring to
unquestionable realities. Their rea<;on is unthought; it is
gathered in and drops from sight. We forget to ask its
reason. For Heidegger, the principle of sufficient reason
attains its ultimate destination and fulfillment in this
forgetting.
Technology in its various aspects enacts, discloses
and brings to fruition the principle of sufficient reason,
but the principle itself retreats into the unseen
background. Thus withdrawn, it is forgotten. According
to Heidegger, we modems are amnesiacs. We forget to
question the principle of sufficient reason and
consequently leave unthought the grounding of
technology.
This forgetfulness extends to universities. The
principle of sufficient reason is so firmly in place, so
much a part of the taken-for-granted, that we no longer
consider it necessary to specify the ultimate grounding
for the university's existence and activities. We forget to
question the rational foundations of research,
scholarship, educational management, and teaching.

Derrida on the Ground of the
University
This forgetfulness, however, is not tOlal. Derrida is one
thinker who has heeded Heidegger' .'I charge of
forgetfulness and has remembered to question the reason
of the principle of sufficient reason, and more
particularly to question that principle a'l it underpins the
university.25 "We may reasonably suppose," he says,
"that the university'S reason for being has always been

reason itself, and some essential connection of reason to
being."26 But what is the reason for the principle of
sufficient reason? Any attempt to answer this question
involves the insurmountable paradox that it must turn
to reason to support itself; any argument regarding the
principle of reason must be reasoned, which is to say,
must be based on reason. "... [T]he impossibility for a
principle of grounding to ground itself," says Derrida,
leads into "the abyss, the hole, the Abgrund, the empty
'gorge."'27 The university, based on baseless reason,
hangs over the abyss. The university, Derrida continues,
does not acknowledge that it lacks firm foundations; it
does not ask the reason for reason, and covers over the
void this question would open up by saying it exists to
serve the interests of "technology, economy, medicine,
psychosociology or military power."28
University research is geared to and justified by
technical and economic 'outcomes'; and reason itself is
identified with technological rationality. "One can no
longer distinguish," he says, "between technology on
the one hand and theory, science, and rationality on the
other ... an essential affinity ties together objective
knowledge, the principle of reason, and a certain
mek'1physical determination of the relation to truth ...
we can no longer dissociate the principle of reason from
the very idea of technology in the realm of their
modernity."29
Pedagogical practices in universities, and the power
relations which inhere within those practices, are
inextricably entangled with the technological and
metaphysical outlook of modernity. This applies right
across the disciplinary spectrum, from the hard sciences
to the softest of the humanities. All university
diSCiplines are now so many dispensers of infonnation;
all disciplines are encoded and transmitted as the
information which translates metaphysics into
technology. The notion of information transmission, as
the dominant and exclusive paradigm for university
education, gives the impression that language is under
our control and that we are masters of everything "on
earth and beyond." Education is reduced to notions of
information transferral, and is thus structured in
accordance with the framework set up by technology and
metaphysics.

Technology as the Disclosure of Being
For Heidegger the emergence of techno-rationality in
Western history and its domination of modem thought
are not the fruit or fault of any hUman doing or willing.
They are not ascribable to human causes nor do they
result from human thought, but are the 'mission' of
Being, which, he says, " ... is no product of thinking.
On the contrary, indeed, essential tilinking is an event
(Ere ignis) of Being."3o Technology is the the way in
which a certain aspect of reality, enframed by
technological rationality, is disclosed to us in the
modem epoch. 31
The disclosure of techno-rationality is a 'handingover' (Geschicht). We humans do not make history; nor
do we arbitrarily leave behind what has been handed
down to us. We are handed over into what gets handed
over. The nature of this handing over is hidden; we
cannot find an answer to the question of who or what

hands over. All we can say is that Being discloses itself
in a distinctive way in each epoch; it unfolds in a
different way at different times. The sequence of these
epochs is a "free floW"; it is not subject to any
dialectical necessity; it is not predictable but neither is it
accidental. 32
For Heidegger the term 'epoch' does not simply
mean an era, but is to be understood in the sense of
epoche, the 'holding back' or withdrawal that goes
together with all manifestations of phenomena. 33
Something of what is 'handed over' in every epoch is
held back and remains hidden. In each epoch being is
disclosed in a certain way but also is forgotten in certain
ways. But, says Heidegger, this holding back, this
forgetting, escalates in the free flow of the epochal
sequence. The covering over and the displacing of the
truth of being escalates as Western thought unfolds
through the ages until, in the modern epoch, there is a
complete forgetting of being, obscured by the unfolding
of techno-rationality. 34
This leads to a profoundly significant conclusion: we
cannot hope to control technology because its essence,
which is coincident with Being, lies outside our willing.
If the essence of technology
" ... is Being itself, then technology can never be
mastered, neither positively nor negatively, through
a mere self-dependent human action. Technology,
whose essential being is Being itself, can never be
overcome by man. l1lis would mean that man would
be tile lord of Being."35
This negates the notion that technology is neutral
and that it only poses a threat because of human
misuse. 36 If the essence of technology, the Gestell, is a
'mission of Being' and beyond human control or
intervention, then the core problem lies neither with
machines nor with the way humans use them. It lies, as
we have seen, in the possibility that the mode of Being
disclosed by techno-rationality comes to exclude all
other modes of disclosure, with a consequent distortion
of the essence of humanity.37
There is no point in asking what caused the
emergence of technological rationality or why it exists.
For Heidegger the event (Ere ignis) of Being allows of
no explanation. We cannot say why the essence of
technology has come to dominate Western thinking and
now spreads out to dominate the thinking of all peoples;
there is no 'answer' to the 'question' of Being.3 8 This
being so, then "What does there remain to say? Only
this: the Event of Appropriation comes to pass (das
Ereignis ereignet)."39

The Impasse
Heidegger leads us to the edge of tile abyss. He tells us
that techno-rationality, the only mode of thought
available to us in this present era, is groundless. He
then further compounds our perplexity by asserting that
techno-rationality is a supreme danger in that it
ilireatens what it is to be human, but that no human
agency can change this state of affairs. Technorationality is a disclosure of Being that we can neither
prevent nor alter. Our interventions, our attempts at
technological control and ecological management, only
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deal with the symptoms of technology, but cannot reach
its essence.
Heidegger's thinking on technology calls into
question the basis of universities. Not only are they
without supporting reason, but their teaching and
research programs, firmly embedded in technorationality, function to reinforce and perpetuate rather
than diminish the problems confronting us in the age of
modernity. They induce a forgetfulness of being and of
anything other than utility.
If Heidegger is correct, however, there is nothing we
can do about it. Tinkering with curricula or planning
pedagogical strategies will have merely an occasional
and cosmetic effect. We can no more control universities
than we can control technology. Universities are
manifest:'ltions of the same essenee of technology which
elsewhere manifests in machines, science and technical
processes. That essence is withdrawn and inaccessible,
and cannot be controlled.

Letting-be
What then is to be done? If the essence of technology is
a disclosive mission of Being, and neither human
agency nor thought can control Being, then the only
choice we seem to have is to submit passively to
whatever technological calamities await us. Heidegger
proposes an alternative. He says that we can leave
technology alone to reveal itself. We can learn to
'listen' to what Being reveals, and open ourselves to its
disclosure.
Heidegger calls this opening up to Being 'letting-be'
(Gelassenheit).4o It involves a new way of thinking, a
thinking which, unlike that based on the principle of
sufficient reason, does not ask for the reason of things,
but accepts them as they are and allows them to disclose
themselves in their own way. To let-be is to abstain
from the interrogation of either Being or beings, to
cease from challenging them to give an account of
themselves or to show their why. Tt is to grant that
things do not need a reason. Heidegger sums up this
way of thinking by citing a short poem of Angelus
Silesius:
"The rose is without why; it blooms because it
blooms
It cares not for itself; asks not if it's seen."41
The rose has no rcason for existing; it simply is, and
simply reveals itself. While it is correct that technorationality and its methods of investigation can find
causes for the rose's blooming and give reasons for its
existence, such explanations are not a full disclosure of
what it is to be a rose, but reveal only one aspect of the
rose's reality at the expense of others.
Any disclosure of reality, of Being, says Heidegger,
is simultaneously a concealing. 42 Explanations
en framed in tcchno-rational thought cover over other
aspects of reality, as when the background withdraws
when we focus on a figure in the foreground. 43
Likewise, to explain the rose in causal tenns discloses
one aspect of its reality even as its obscures others.
Techno-rationality asks the why of the rose; but the
rose itself demands no answers and is without why. If
we allow the rose to disclose itself to us, without
interrogation, it reveals its own reality. As for the rose,
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so also for technology. To interrogate technology, to
ask its reason, is to focus exclusively on one aspect of
Being, and by such focussing prevents other aspects of
Being to present themselves. We must relax our focus
on the why of technology, and prepare ourselves for
another disclosure. We must accept that, like the rose,
Being, and its revealing in techno-rationality, are
without why. The question "why is this?" must give
way to the simple statemem "because it is so."
Letting-be is a simple recognition of the finitude of
human powers of control and understanding. As
Heidegger says, "We are so finite that we are not able by
our own decision and will to bring ourselves originally
face to face with the Nothing."44 This being so, we
must allow the Nothing to disclose itself to us.
Letting-be involves not only being open to the
reception of those aspects of reality, those other modes
of thinking, which technological rationality exclude or
conceals, but also being open to the 'Mystery' that is
concealed within the technological world itself. 45
Openness to the Mystery may allow technology to
disclose intimations of another 'world,'46 to reveal
glimpses of a 'pristine techne,'47 ways of making which
do not exploit nature. but have a respect for things and
allow them to reveal themselves as they are in
themselves. To be open in this way is to displace
technological rationality from its position of absolute
dominance, and to open a way for a reconciliation of the
human and the technological. 48
Letting-be is a non-willing. Tt is the giving up of all
willing, even of willing not to will. Heidegger thus
speaks of negative and positive modes of letting-be.
Willing not to will is the negative and 'ascetic' mode of
letting-be, in which we seek to free ourselves from
attempts to explain Being-which is to say, the essence
of technology, technological rationality-by way of
'reasons'; it is an acceptance that Being, like the rose, is
without why.49 This negative willing is a 'preparation'
for a final and positive stage of letting-be, in which
every trace of willing is absent, and in which there is a
will-less opening up to Being.5o In this second stage of
letting-be all willing has given way to a simple
openness which "lets Being be."51

The Turning
Heidegger speaks of a 'tuming' in the handing-over of
Being, a turning of Being's being forgotten. This
turning is an epochal handing-over in which the
enframing thought of techno-scientific reason is
abandoned. In this tuming the danger inherent in technorationalist thinking is disclosed to us, and this
disclosing of danger unfolds what is hidden and
withdrawn, namely. the forgetting of being. What is
forgotten reveals itself. Heidegger says that enframing,
Gestell, is the "most extreme forgetting." But at the
same time it is "the hint of the Ereignis."52 The
enframing, he says, is "the Janus-face."53 It is like "the
photographic negative of Ereignis."54 In enfrmning there
is a reciprocal provocation of humans and of being
which brings us 'bewildered, closer,' 55 so that their
originary belonging together is disclosed:
"In their total hopelessness and dreariness autonomic
humans, functioning much like machines, and the

automatic wasteland of concrete show forth how they
be-fittingly belong together."56
Heidegger wal1lS against asking whether the tuming
is taking place. He says,
"Perhaps we are already standing in the shadow cast
in advance of the arrival of this tuming. When and
how it takes place in the unfolding of being, no one
knows. It is also unnecessary to know that.
Knowing like that would actually be very destructive
for humans .. ,"57
Knowing the future, we would no longer be human;
such knowledge would destroy both pain and joy:
"To know such would put an end to our dwelling on
the earth, since awaiting and not knowing belong to
this dwelling It is for us, here and now, in
meditative thinking and in spirited action, to await
the tuming
without calculating it."58

Letting-be in Education
What meaning can letting-be have in the university
context? Does it mean that academics are to abandon
their research and teaching and sit out the rest of their
tenure waiting for the light of the new thinking to
appear in the clearing they have prepared by their
inactivity? It is difficult to see how letting-be could
possibly translate into educational practice, except in the
form of a passive acceptance of the 'destining' inherent
within techno-rationality.
Perhaps, however, Heidegger has not told the whole
story. Perhaps there are ways in which lelting-be can be
expressed in action.

Bernstein's Critique of Heidegger
Bernstein, borrowing Heidegger's notion of
simultaneous disclosure and withdrawal, claims that
Heidegger's own thinking concerning technology
conceals at the same time as it reveals. 59 Heidegger's
thinking on technology is a development of Aristotle's
philosophy of episteme and techne. At the same time as
he reveals aspects of Aristotle's thought, however,
Heidegger conceals that Aristotle contrasted episteme
and techne on the one hand with phronesis and praxis on
the other.
In contrast to episteme, the technical knowledge of
the rules to be applied in the conduct of techne, the
making of things, phronesis is a 'practical wisdom,' a
tacit understanding of how to act in an unfamiliar
situation.6o It does not depend on pre-given rules and is
an understanding of the appropriate manner in which to
act in the praxis of social interactions. 61 Episteme is
concel1led with the means to some end; in phronesis
means and ends are fused. Modem techno-rationality
restricts its thinking within the limits of episteme and
forgets phronesis. Heidegger, says Bernstein, is
similarly forgetfuL
For Aristotle phronesis is intimately and
inextricably related to praxis. It is
a state of
grasping the truth (aletheia), involving reason,
concemed with action (praxis) about what is good or bad
for a human being."62 It is also a mode of alethenein or
'disclosure: one of the five states in which the soul
grasps the truth (aletheia) in its affirmations and denials:
H •••
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craft (techne), scientific knowledge (episteme), practical
intelligence (phronesis), wisdom (sophia), and
understanding (nouS).63
Heidegger wholly ignores this mode of disclosing
truth. He devotes his attention solely to two other
modes of revealing reality, poiesis and 'enframing'
(Gestell), the former being a 'bringing forth' and the
latter a 'challenging forth.' Bemstein claims that
Heidegger dismisses phronesis and praxiS because of his
particular views on the nature of action. He separates
thinking and action, and privileges thinking, considering
it as the 'highest action. '64 It stems from this view that
phronesis and praxis, as modes of action, are seen as
merely a part of and subservient to Gestell; all action is
nothing other than a manifestation of the will to control
all things in nature. Hence, the dangers of technology
cannot be overcome by action but only by a new way of
thinking. For Heidegger there are only two modes of
action: action that causes an effect, that is, utilitarian
action exercised to control and manipulate things; and
the 'highest action,' which is thinking. This 'stark
dichotomy,' says Bemstein, conceals other ways of
conceiving human aClion. It covers over phronesis and
praxis, which are not tended to any exercise of contrOl,
but to the disclosure of truth.
Phronesis and praxis are forms of action which are
displayed in social intercourse. They come into play in
all matters to do with ethics and pOlitics and whenever
there is a plurality of opinion or judgments must be
made. They are the forms of action which reveal humans
in their uniqueness and their divergence. Heidegger
ignores these aspects of human life. In this, as in his
privileging of thinking over action, he betrays a
'Platonic bias. '65 He never speaks of 'men' or 'human
beings' in their plurality but always of 'man.'66 He
seems unaware of the atnbiguities involved in the
practice of our daily affairs and our engagements with
others.
Heidegger "collapsed praxis into Gestelr';67 Gadamer
rescues it. Heidegger demotes praxis and privileges
thought; Gadamer reinstalls human actions and
interactions to their rightful place, at the very centre of
our experience.
By drawing out the implications of Aristotle's
teachings concel1ling phronesis and praxis, Gadamer
provides the basis for an altemative way of regarding
technology and, by extension, educational and research
praxis in the universities.
Purther, and this is the main theme of what follows,
Gadamer's notions of phronesis and praxis open up
possibilities of letting-be which Heidegger's 'stark
dichotomy' of thought versus action covers over.
dialogue, play,
Gadamer uses a series of metaphors
to
the art work, the fusion of horizons, and so on
bring out aspects of the working of the hermeneutical
circle and to demonstrate a mode of rationality which is
not constrained by the idea that action follows after and
is the application of theory. This alternate mode of
rationality, which is both a 'thinking-in-action' and an
'action-thinking: is a form of letting-be that escapes the
enframing of techno-rationality. This, it will be argued,
opens up possibilities of pedagogical practice which are
not instrumental nor subject to the principle of
sufficient reason.

Dichotomies in Heidegger's
Notion of Letting-be
For Heidegger letting-be is exclusively a matter of
thought. It is not a mode of action. He asserts that there
is no saving power in action, since action is always
directed towards some end, and is therefore necessarily
subservient to the principle of sufficient reason and its
entailments of utilitarian objectives. The 'highest
action' is thought, and only a new mode of thought can
free us from our bondage to an utilitarian and
instrumental approach to things in the world.
With this privileging of thought over action and, by
extension, mind over body, Heidegger seems 10 resort to
the same metaphysical dichotomies that are part and
parcel of the metaphysics which the principle of
sufficient reason generates and which he struggled for so
long to dismantle. A letting-be which truly escapes the
net of the principle of sufficient reason and the
calculative and manipulative approach to things, would
need to dissolve the subject/object and
physical/metaphysical separations which have
characterized modcmity's thinking, but at the same time
dissolve the thought/action and mind/body dichotomies
which still seem 10 bedevil Heidegger.

The Absence of the Subject in Play
These conditions are met when we play games. Play is
one of a number of metaphors Gadamer cites to
illustrate phronesis.68 In play, firstly, the subject-object
dichotomy collapses. Play is an example of a human
activity which does not go forward as the result of a
subject controlling an object. The game is not an
object; it is, rather, something into which players lose
themselves, in which they are absorbed. The game draws
the players out of themselves. Subjectivity plays no
part in play, so that "play fulfills its purpose only if the
player loses himself in play."69
Gadamer says that "players are not the subject of
play; instead ~lay merely reaches presentation through
the players." 0 The game is revealed or 'presented'
through, rather than by, the players; it is, to use
Heidegger's term, a 'disclosure.' It discloses or unfolds
in the actions of the players. Thus, while the game is
dependent on the players to the extent. that without
players there would be no game, tlIe players cannot be
said to control the game. Quite on the contrary, the
game controls the actions of the players. The game
takes over and presents certain possibilities to them.
Thus the subjectivity of the player "is obviously not !lIe
subjectivity of an individual who, among other
activities, also plays but is instead the play itself."71
The player does not play the game but the game plays
the player. "All playing," says Gadamer, "is a being
played. The attraction of a game, the fascination it
exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game
masters the players."72
In play the subjectivity of the player is transcended;
the self is no longer a substantial entity but is revealed
"as an openness to various possibilities. The 'self'
involved in play is not a totalized self-identical essence,
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but a 'self-narrative,' a self-process which never stops
being a process in play."73
The loss of the self in play dissolves the opposition
of the subject and object. The subject is not distanced
from the object, but merges with it. This runs counter
to notions of control and manipulation. In play the
subject does not control the game but, quite on the
contrary, is controlled by it. Play thus contradicts the
techno-rationalist assumption that lack of control, and
especially lack of self-control, equates irrationality. Play
is rational, but its rationality is contingent on a lack of
control. Play, when truly playful, is not driven by a
self-willing, but is spontaneous.
Play is thus subverts the principle of sufficient
reason and techno-rationality. When playing, the player
asks for no reasons; and the aim of the playing is
neither utilitarian nor instrumentaL The player plays for
the sake of playing. The aim of winning tlle game is
not necessary for the game to be played, and the
involved player will play, win or lose. When the game
is in play the players are caught up in the play and, to
the extent that they are involved, are not playing to win,
but simply playing in the best way they can.

The Merging of Thought
and Action in Play
Play similarly collapses the thought/action and
body/mind dichotomies which vitiate Heidegger's
notions of letting-be. In the moment of playing the ball
thought is coincident with action. The player does not
think first and then act, but simply plays. The body acts
without prior thought; there is an immediate response to
tlle state of play, immediate in the sense that it is not
mediated by reasoning. The ball is played in a moment
of what the Far Eastern traditions call 'no-mind,' which
is not merely a state of thoughtlessness, hut one in
which there is a symbiosis of thought and action. As
every player knows, it doesn't help one's game to think
about what one is doing.
This is not to say that players do not work out
strategies nor practice certain moves before the game.
These, however, are part of the training that is an
integral and important part of any form of serious play,
a training which makes these pre-planned moves
immediate and spontaneous when the game is played.
The player does not think back to these plans, but reacts
to the particular state of play at the moment it occurs.

Play and the Theory/Practice
Dichotomy
Play also deconstructs the techno-rationalist notion tlIat
practical activity is an application of theory embodied in
rules.7 4 It would not be possible to play a game if it had
no rules; yet the rules only take actual shape when the
game is played; and outside the specific instance of its
playing neither the game nor the rules have concrete
shape or existence, The rules provide a framework for
the playing of the game and determine tlle range of
appropriate actions tlle player can take, but they do not
account for the way the game is played or the way it
turns out each time it is played. Like the game itself,
tlle rules only really exist in the actual playing of the

game. The game is not the rules, but its playing. In this
sense the playing of tIle game allows the rules to reveal
themselves as what they are.
No game is a mere repetition of the rules and the
rules never take the same shape in any two games. That
is, the concrete existence of the rules is not constant,
but changes. There is an inexhaustible range of
possibilities contained within the rules and in the moves
that have been learned prior to the playing of the game,
and this richness of possibilities gives the game its
fascination. 75 The 'spirit' of play is its to-and-fro
movemcnt, which happens of itself, aimlessly and
effortlessly. Each game has an existence independent of
the rules; it has its own rhythm and buoyancy, a 'life of
its own: The game plays the rules as much as the rules
detennine the game.
Although it follows the rules of the game, play is
not rule-bound. To play by the rules of the game is in
no way similar to acting in accordance with prescribed
theory. Play is not the application of a tIleory, but is
umnediated action, in which rules and their working out
coincide.

A latent letting-be inheres in all those actions in
which the self is taken up and carried along without
willing. Gadamer claims that every act of interpretation
is such a non-willful action. The movement of the
henneneutical circle, which plays back-and-forth in all
events of interpretation, understanding and its
application happens without the intervention of the
human will.77
The presence of this latent letting-be opens up a
possibility other than that of waiting for a new mode of
thought to be disclosed to us. We can, as an alternative,
explore and draw out into awareness the letting-be that
we already tacitly practice. We may not be able, as
Heidegger tells us, to control technology in any total
sense by way of the modes of thinking now available to
us, but perhaps by drawing out into awareness those
aspects of letting-be which inhere within our social
praxis we may be able at least to get a better idea of the
possibilities and limitations of our actions in response
to technology. We may gain some insights into how
letting-be in an active rather than passive mode can
operate as a response to the exigencies and contingencies
of the particular case.

Play and Letting-be

Play and Education
Play, which is phronesis in action, discloses a letting-be
which is not a way of thinking nor something to do
with the mind alone, but inheres witIlin action. The
actions perfonned in play are a letting-be in that they are
not subject to the principle of sufficient re<L<;on; they are
aimless and are therefore neither utilitarian nor
instrumental; and they do not involve the willful control
by a subjcct of an object. Actions perfonned in play do
not ask for reasons; they are not dirccted towards some
utilitarian end, and they are selfless. 76
Playful action can be taken as typical of the sort of
praxis that is associated with phronesis. Play, however,
is not the only praxis of letting-be that collapses the
body/mind and the theory/practice dichotomies. Such a
letting-be is also evident in the other modes of action
which Gadamer cites to illustrate the functioning of
interpretation - dialogue, tIle fusion of horizons, the
encounter with the art work, and so on. Each of these
activities only 'works' if there is a letting-be, that is, if
the self has been absorbed into the action and is no
longer exercising control nor seeking reasons. In each of
these action arises spontaneously; and ratller than the
agents controlling the action, the action acts and
represents itself through the agents. There is a letting-be
of actions to be themselves; and the mind is caught up
in the revealing of the action.
The action which emerges in the praxis of phronesis
is a thinking-in-action or a thinking-action in which
thought and action merge. Thought here is no longer the
'highest action' which is separate from mere action, but
is coincident with action. This fonn of action is an
alternative to Heidegger's patient waiting for a new
mode of thought to be handed down to us in the turning
tllat will take place in the next mission of Being. The
turuing lies latent in our present practices. Already in
our ordinary everyday lives we const~mtly perfonn
actions which are in no way subject to the dominance of
the principle of sufficient reason nor arise from motives
of control or utility.
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These considcrations hint at possibilities for the
development of new educational strategies for
universities. A pedagogy involving the sort of letting-be
that inheres in play and other fonns of phronesis might
stand to counter techno-rationalit y' s drive towards
totalitarian sovereignty.
Shaun Gallagher, following Gadamer, indicates that
learning proceeds according to the to-and-fro movement
of the hermeneutical circle, which is the same
movement evident in playJ8 In learning there is a
simultaneous movement of self-transcendence and selftransfonnation. In tenns of play, not only does the
game 'appropriate' the player when she plays, but the
player also appropriates the play in that she is
transfonned by the playing. When, at the finish of the
game, the player returns to herself, she has been changed
by the experience of tIle game, and takes something
away from it which she didn't have beforeJ9
This is an experience of excursion and return. so
Having gone forth into the unknown, the self retums to
its familiar ground. The player abandons her sense of
self in the playing of the game knowing that she will
find herself again. She retums to herself, but
transformed in that something is brought from the
experience of playing the game.
This transfonnative appropriation, contingent on a
transcendence of self, is a learning proeess. 81 Play and
learning involve the same processes of appropriation and
transcendence that are found in every fonn of
henneneutical experience. Experience in play ~Uld in
education involves an excursion into the unknown,
leaving the familiar territory of what we already
understand, and going out of ourselves into the alien.
We are lured by the unknown and so move outside
ourselves, going beyond the limits of the self and our
own horizons of understanding. There is a projection
towards the possibilities inherent in the unknown,
which is simultaneously a projection towards

Play and Nature

possibilities in oneself. This self-transcendence is a
prerequisite for any event of learning. It opens up a new
world; and it opens up the familiar world to question. S2
In the learning process, to lose oneself is to enter
into the hermeneutical circle. The student (player) plays
with the possibilities of the subject matter that is being
interpreted. There is an interpretational to-and-from
movement between the student's prejudgment'i with the
matter under consideration, and a continuing revision of
those prejudgments as aspects of the matter come to
light. This cycle continues until understanding is
reached
If, however, the subject is lost in this activity. how
can she learn anything? Or, in what sense can we say
that someone learns in or from these experiences? Who
or what learns, if the self is absent?83 For Plato and the
currently dominant rationality, to be outside oneself
(ecstasis) is a kind of madness. For Gadamer, by
contrast,
" ... being outside oneself is the positive possibility
of being wholly with something else. This kind of
being present is a self-forgetfulness to what he is
watching. Self-forgetfulness here is anything but a
primitive condition, for it arises from the attention
to the object, which is the positive act of the
spectator."84
That is, when caught up in play, we are not 'absent,'
but attain a kind of presence, a being-present in a
different way. When we attend to something other there
is a self-forgetfulness which is simultaneously a selffinding.
The hermeneutical play which is involved in
learning requires a self-forgetfulness, but the subject
matter in which the student loses herself requires a
continuity of presence in the sense of a self-finding, in
which the truth of the student's own world presents
it<;elf to her and she comes to recognize herself in that
presencing. 85 The play of teaming is a presencing of the
truth of the world and a self-presencing. It brings the
student back into the context of the world and confmns
the truth of that world. The student sees herself and the
world in the to-and-fro play between herself and the
subject matter, in which she continues to revise her
prejudgments about what the world of play is like. The
student and the subject matter are played in this circle of
hermeneutical play, within the tumings of an
interpretational round-ilimce.
The student is mastered by the subject matter, and
thereby masters an understanding of its meaning. This
involves a fusion of the student, the subject matter and
the world, each confmning the other. In this experience
of fusion the student is transformed; H . . . something is
suddenly and as a whole something else, ... [and] this
other transformed thing that it has become is its true
being, in comparison with which its earlier being is
nothing."86 Any real learning is transformative in this
sense. A true encounter with the subject matter
transforms the student and her world. Gadamer calls this
Ha transformation into the true."

The to-and-fro play that structures the learning process
inheres in the very nature of the world. As Gadamer
says,
"The fact that the mode of being of play is so close
to the mobile form of nature permits us to make an
important methodological conclusion. It is
obviously not correct to say that animals too play
and that we can even say metaphorically that water
and light play. Rather, on the contrary, we can say
that man too plays. His playing is a natural process.
and
The meaning of his play, precisely because
insofar as - he is part of nature, is a pure selfpresentation."87
Play is not an activity which is characteristic of humans
alone, nor even, for that malter, of the animal kingdom,
but inheres within nature. Gadamer says, "Play is really
limited to representing itself. Thus its mode of being is
self-representation. But self-representation is a universal
aspect of the being of nature."S8 Play is a means
whereby nature represents itself. We humans, insofar as
we participate in the play of nature, are representative of
nature. The process of acquiring understanding by the
participation in the play of the hermeneutical circle is
both a self-representation and a representation of the
world, in that both are revelatory of aspects of the nature
of things. Both the self and the world are renewed,
recreated, in the process of interpretation; they are seen
in changing contexts as the self and the world unfold.
Our self-understanding and our understanding of the
world come into being by the circular play of
interpretation. By way of the hermeneutic process self
and world are created. But this process is a continuum of
change, in which both ourselves and our world are
constantly transformed. There is, in this play of
interpretation, no 'centre' in the subject in which
knowledge is stored and where reasoning takes place
There is no 'place' in which it takes place. Insofar as we
participate in interpretive play, our subjectivity is
dispersed. There is no subject which has control; not
being self-possessed, the subject does not possess
control, either self-control or control over objects. The
play of interpretation is not our play, but is
participation in the play of nature itself. Our
hermeneutic play is meaningful because human activity
and the activity of nature are coincident.
This disclosure of the nature of the self and the world
does not result from any search for utilitarian
applications or by seeking for the reasons of things, but
arises naturally, which means from out of the very
nature of things. All things in the world are playful by
nature; nature, in in this sense, is play; and if let be,
nature discloses itself through the play of humans and
the play of things in the world.

Edifying Play
For Gadillner the twofold hermeneutical movement of
self-transcendence and self-transformation is the essence
of Rildung, education in the sense of illl 'edification,' a
building up of the person. Through education "man
gains the sense of himself ... he finds in himself his
own franle ofmind."89 Bifllung proceeds by recognizing
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one's own self in the alien. This process of recognizing
oneself in what is other than the self is "the basic
movement of spirit, whose being consists only in
returning to itself from what is other."9o Bildung has
the same structure of cyclical movement a<; play. Both
involve transcendence as a projection of possibilities and
the retrieval of those possibilities as one's own. Hildung
is effected by an interplay between transcendence, which
is a going out to the other and hence an alienation from
the self, and an appropriation, which is a return to
oneself. 91
In both edification and play the going out from the
self is an experiencing of truth in which human
existence is brought into a proper relationship with its
own being. In both the self is continually undone and
reformed, and it is precisely this undoing and redoing
which is the self. Transformation in play and education
is not something which happens either internally nor
externally to the self since the self is not something that
stands in any spatial relation to the change, but is the
change itself. The self is the process of transcendence
and appropriation which takes place in every event of
play and in every process of leaming,92
Rather than thinking of play as a part of education,
therefore, it is more correct to think of it as the
paradi!:,'lll for all educational experience:
"If play is the dialectical interchange of transcendence
and appropriation, then not only is play one kind of
educational experience but it might make sense to
say that all educational experience involves play in
this fundamental sense."93
To view education as hermeneutical play is to see it
as a process of ongoing creation and recreation, not in
the sense that the student or player engages in a creative
act, but in the sense that the circular movement of
excursion and return creates, which is to say reveals or
represent'>, new aspects of the truth of the world.

Playing, Learning, Willing
This conflation of learning and play opens up notions of
education which break free from the straitjacket of
techno-rationality. In the same way that play involves
no self-willing, the student's absorption into the subject
matter involves no act of the will, since the self does
not will to displace itself. Self-transcendence is not a
matter either of control of an object or if self-control.
The student has no power over the movement out of the
self. Rather, the subject matter, by its unfamiliarity,
initiates a transformation or modification of the
forestructures of understanding the student brings to the
situation. 94
We cannot will ourselves to open up to the
unfamiliar other. Rather the unknown attracts us,
drawing us into the unfamiliar horizons. Gadamer
speaks of the Atopon, "that which does not 'fit' into the
customary order of our expectation based on
experience.''95 The Atopon is whatever is anomalous in
the subject matter, whatever does not map onto our
preconceptions or coincide with our expectations. The
lure of the alien, which Rorty has called "the power of
strangeness,"96 sets in motion an interpretive process
which is wholly independent of techno-rational
thinking. It involves no exercise of calculative logic,

85

nor of any manipulation of an object by a contrOlling
subject, but is a spontaneous going out to the
unfamiliar. This is a mode of learning that enlarges our
horizons, not in the sense of making the alien a
possession of the self by an act of pedagogical
appropriation, but rather by way of an expansion of
possibilities of experience. It is a participation, not in
any sense of 'taking part: but of being 'taken up,'
involved in a greater whole:
uB your participating in the things in which we are
participating, we enrich them; they do not become
smaller, but larger. The whole life of tradition
consists exactly in this enrichment so that life is our
culture and our past ... always extending by
participation. ''97
This participation is a mode of letting-be. It allows the
subject matter of interpretation to be itself even as the
interpreter participates in it. There is no notion of
control here, nor of using whatever is being encountered
in the interpretation. It asks no questions of the subject
matter but, quite on the contrary, allows the subject
matter to pose questions which alter the understanding
of the interpreter.98
Conceived of as play, the learning experience is a
letting-be because it allows things, nature, the world,
the self, reality, to be themselves and to disclose
themselves as they will, without asking why and
without interfering. Phronesis, as it works out in
learning and play, is a letting-be in that it allows the
particularities of the interpretational situation (of the
'text') to appear as they are in themselves. It does not,
as does techno-rationality, bend and distort the
specificities of the event so as to fit them within the
prescribed frame of a universally valid paradigm,
ignoring those features which do not fit. Phronesis
focuses precisely on these misfitting anomalies, not
only because they constitute the specific circumstances
of the case under consideration, but also because by
allowing particularities to show forth, by letting the
thing be to reveal its own peculiarities, the phronimos
invests it with a dignity denied it when these
peculiarities are ignored in favour of supposedly
universal characteristics prescribed in fonnulae.

Play-Learning and Technology
It is not to be imagined that education as play-learning
can stand in place of education based on techno-rational
principles of instrumentality and utility. It can merely
stand as a reminder that techno-rationality is not the be
all and end all of education. Play-learning is a letting-be
of all things, even including techno-rationaIity and the
type of education it spawns. It is a letting-be that
recognizes that the present forms of education, as part of
the enframing, are not things we humans think up and
utilize but are things that bappen to us and in which we
participate. This is to think of education,
H", not as a deliberate human enterprise, but as a
process that happens to the human enterprise; not as
a process that is consciously achieved within human
culture, but as a process that achieves culture.
Within education both individuals and traditions are
formed and formulated. In opposition to those
theories that equate education to cerL'lin technical

fonns of learning or methodological activities of
teaching, or to the development of an individual's
power over her environment, or to the transmission
of what Bacon referred to as a 'rich storehouse' of
knowledge, we are motivated to question whether
education is something under our control, or
something that has its own power in which we must
learn to participate."99
In the light of the letting-be that inheres in playlearning, we can view our lack of control over technorationality, and thus over techno-rational education, not
as an entrapment but as a token of the finitude of the
human condition. This is a letting-be that accepts that
we do not stand outside the events of our lived
experience, but participate in them, that we are, in sum,
part and parcel of the world in which we find ourselves.
Thus phronesis offers no promise of a reversal of
technology's drive, nor can it change the course of
techno-rationalist education in the universities. It would
be idle to imagine that play-learning could supplant the
techno-rationalist paradigm of university education.
Training in phronesis can never replace the teaching of
instrumental knowledge, since it would be a nonsense to
deny that such knowledge is necessary for our dealings
with the world. We cannot do without. knowledge which
is applied mechanistically for purposes of control.
Nevertheless, this does not preclude the possibility
of introducing a complementary praxis of play-learning
to act to remind us that neither techno-rationality nor
Heidegger tells the full story, that our response to
technology is not limited to a choice between the search
for a technological fix for technological dangers and a
passive waiting for a turning in the mission of Being. It
would remind us that there is also a letting-be in action
which does not specify in advance what is to be done
but acts when the time comes and in answer to the loeal
and specific circumstances of the particular case. It
would remind us that phronesis engenders a praxis
which copes with occasional and circumstantial
emergencies as they arise. These ways of coping are not
included in the techno-rational inventory of pre-planned
procedures; nor are they a passive waiting for something
to happen.

The 'Teaching' of Phronesis
A paradox remains. Phronesis cannot be taught, if
teaching is thought of as the transmission of
information or of prescribed ways of acting. In this
sense phronesis is not learned, since it confonns to no
strict precedents but arises from tacit understandings
which cannot be articulated or fonnulated. It consists in
knowing what to do, but without knowing how one
knows what to do. It belongs to a realm which lies
beyond control or manipulation. How then can
phronesis, and the letting-be which inheres witllin it,
fonn part of an educational program?
Phronesis involves tacit under-standings, which,
being tacit, cannot be taught. A degree of phronesis,
however, already operates effortlessly in our everyday
henneneutical encounters with the world. The role of the
educator, therefore, is not to teach it but to bring out
and strengthen what already inheres in everyday praxis.
This is education as a 'drawing-forth' (from Lat. e-
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ducare) in contrast to the 'challenging-forth' that
characterizes teclmo-rationality. Letting-be as revealed in
play is an un willed and spontaneous mode of thought
and action (thought-action), and while, being
spontaneous, it cannot be taught, it can be allowed to
disclose itself naturally. The clearing for its natural
disclosure can be prepared for by way of 'exercises.'
We learn how to play a game by playing it;
phronesis is picked up by way of experience, by a
participation in activities with one's fellows. While it is
true that phronesis cannot be taught directly, situations
can be contrived which are conducive to its emergence
and development. Situations encouraging dialogue,
participation, group inter-actions, self-assessment and
assessment of and by others, and the questioning of
one's prejudices provide a clearing in which phronesis
can emerge and grow. Self-reflexive learning eontexts
can be set up in which students become aware that they
understand what to do in the particular situation even
though no fonnal instruction has been given, thus
making them aware of the existence of tacit
underst.:'Uldings.
As they relate to the teaching of design, these
strategies fit in Witll the view that designing does not
proeeed in accordance with techno-rationalist paradigm
of applying design rules, but works out
henneneutically, by a to-and-fro movement between the
present circumstances of the design situation and
projections into the unknown of expedient completions.
These projections into the unknown territory of the final
scheme play back into the ongoing proeess of
designing, that is, are tacitly appropriated by way of a
self-transfonnation into the way the designer sees the
design at any moment of its coming to be. IOO In this
proeess the designer does not, for the greater part,
consciously 'control' what is going on, nor does the
process take place within a framework in which the
subject acts upon and effects the design as object In this
view designing does not proceed as a series of controlled
and self-willed actions, but by way of a letting-be. The
aim of the design educator, therefore, is not to teach
methods of designing, but to structure the design
program in such a way that the spontaneous aspects of
designing are allowed to emerge unhindered.The program
is designed to allow a letting-be of design activity.
One such program, devised by Dr. Coyne and I,
involves a self-reflective examination of how verbal,
spatial and imaginal metaphors play into the design
process. The program is designed to raise awareness that
design is a play of metaphors, a play that proeeeds in
accordance with the back-and-forth play of the
henneneutical circle. The projection and return of
metaphors generates other metaphors, and these
metaphors, eventually, are the design. lOl
This program assumes that metaphor generation is
something that happens spontaneously and outside the
control of the designer, except to the extent that she can
'clear the ground' for its happening. One way in which
this can take place is by clearing away involvements
with notions of applying rules, and relaxing into the
flow of metaphors.
Another program brings out the dynamics of
dialogue. Small groups of students work together,
without the presence of a tutor to instruct them how to

proceed, and 'work things out' by discussion and trial
and error. The exercise is given a self-reflexive turn by
requiring students to record the dynamics of dialogue in
the designing process as they emerge in the course of
the design event.
A third exercise, described in greater detail in Dr.
Coyne's accompanying paper, involves a design praxis
which is reminiscent of the 'technique' of
deconstruction, but having different aims and working
within a different notional fi'amework.l° 2 Students are
asked to examine the oppositions inherent within some
work of architecture, from such things as inside/outside
and public/private through to more complex oppositions
such as form/function, technology/ hand-craft,
autonomy/ participation and male-space/ female-space.
These oppositions are then examined to determine the
interpretational presuppositions (or 'prejudices' in a
Gadamerian sense) that inhere within the hierarchical
privileging of one or other of the terms of the
opposition. Next the students venture into the alien, by
projecting possibilities into the thought-space opened
up by reversing the bierarchical structurings, and
allowing the possibilities that such a reversal opens up
to reveal themselves. The unfamiliar ('alien')
possibilities are allowed to question one's prejudices and
fore-structures of understanding. Students then translate
into architectural forms the possibilities which have
been revealed by the reversals.
This process of translation is itself henneneutical,
and this a~pect of interpretational play is brought out in
a course I run on Asian Architecture. Here students are
required to translate Asian architectural forms into
designs which are relevant and appropriate within the
Australian context. This exercise assumes that every
translation of the unknown proceeds by way of a
hermeneutical exchange between what is familiar to the
translator and what is unfamiliar. 103
These exercises are tentative and perhaps minor
explorations into the possibilities of developing a praxis
stemming from phronesis rather than a techne deriving
from episteme. They all bring out, in some small way,
an aspect of letting-be. They are, to that ext.ent, tiny
challenges to the total hegemony of techno-rationality.

Conclusion
The point here is not that the introduction of an element
of play into the learning process is good pedagogical
practice. There is nothing new in such an assertion.
Educational theorists, whose outlook ha,> nothing in
common with hermeneutical thinking, have long
recognized the importance of the play element in
education, but tbis recognition does not necessarily have
anything in common with the notion argued here that
play involves educational processes which are exempt
from the governance of techno-rationality.l04 Nor has
tlle citing of play anything to do with the utilitarian
thinking that values sport for building muscles,
coordination, competition, team spirit, or a sense of
identity.!05 The purpose of this paper is not to extol the
virtues of playing fields, whether Etonian or other.
The point, rather, is that play, as one mode of
phronesis and the hermeneutical circle of interpretation,
with its twofold movement of projective excursion and

transformative return
the transcend-ence of self and
the appropriation of the otber - is a model for
education that breaks free from the en framing of technorationality. To think of the learning process in selfless
terms of a play betwcen a venturing into and a return
from the unknown is to think in ways that are free of
concepts of control. Whereas in this process the self is
built up, this is not in any way that presupposes
knowledge as a possession nor the self as its possessor.
Nor does it presuppose that knowledge is an instrument
of power and the subjective self is the wielder of that
power. The learning involved is not the building up of a
standing reserve of objective knowledge - facts and
formulae - to be consciously used for utilitarian ends,
but is an absorption of tacit understandings, wbich are
not possessions of the self to be used in the manner of
tools, but are constitutive of the self itself. Notions of
control in this context are redundant and inappropriate;
and in the absence of such notions, this learning is a
letting-be.
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later thinking and certain aspects of Taoism and Zen
Buddhism. See, for example, the articles collected in
Graham Parkes (ed.), Heidegger and Asian Thought,
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through a thinking that has the same origin and
destiny."
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some other time.
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The Interpretive Position
lohanna de Groat
Interpretation has been found to be coextensive with perception. The neurophysiologist Herman Haken has
denumstrated that when the outer world is reconstructed internally during human perception, the brain supplies
lacking or apparently lacking material.(l} He has therefore affirmedfrom a biological point of view what had already
been taught by the philosopher Martin Heidegger when he wrote: "when something in the world is encountered, the
thing in question is furnished with OUR meaning AS we perceive it. "(2) Interpretation being thus coextensive with
perception, I propose that some remarks pertaining to perception may throw light on the phenomenon of
interpretation.

Position
I wish now to make two proposals pertaining to
perception, namely, that (i) Perception is affected by
subjective position, that is , by biological; and
mind structure; and (ii) perception is affect.ed by
objective position, or according to the location and
nature of the percei ver' s insertion into the environment.
The implications of the first proposal are that the
biological as well as the psychological structures of the
perceiver shape the nature and the limitations of what is
perceived. This was pointed out by Maturana and Varela
in their publication The Tree of Knowledge with the
report of research done on tadpoles. (3) Their conclusion
was that perception is perceiver-peculiar, not only in
frogs but also in human beings. Thus if in human
persons any of the perceptual structures, - whether these
be biological or psychological, - are tampered with and
become inadequate or missing, then perception will take
place badly, or only partly or not at all. And since
interpretation is coextensive with perception, one must
conclude that interpretation will suffer the same
deprivation.
The second proposal, that perception is affected by
objective position, can be illustrated by the following
diagram.

aecording to where individuals, or even groups, may be
placed along three particular continua. One such
continuum is that of the particular worldview which
persons hold in our Western society. If we study, for
example, the following table:

1
2
3
4

5
6
7
8

ENTREPRENEURIAL/
PROFESSIONAL
I am in control
IamOK
I have friend<;
I can succeed
Others respect me
Opportunities are open
tome
God is good and loves
me
My life makes sense

MARGINALISED/
UNEMPLOYED
I am helpless
I am no good
I don't have any friends
I can't succeed
Others don't respect me
Opportunities are closed
tome
God is niggardly ~U1d
uncaring
My life is meaningless

Table 1. Opposing worldviews according to placement.

in Western capitalist society.(4)
and we draw up a continuum of world view, as follows:
ENTREPRENEURIAU
PROFESSIONAL

Person 1

MARGINALlSED/
UNEMPLOYED

we find that while both these groups of persons in our
western society are placed in the same economic
Person 2
Person 3 structure, they appear to produce entirely opposing
interpretations of the meaning of their personal position
Person 4
within that structure.
Another continuum along which the interpreter may
If this is a painting and we the observers are looking place him or herself, or indeed, be placed by one's
down from above, we will notice that Person I sees the profession, is that of personal distance, as follows:fronl, Person 4 sees the back, and Persons 2 and 3 see a
DISTANT
CLOSE
side each. Now if we were to ask each of these persons
POSITIVIST POSITION _ _ PERSONAL POSITION
to give his or her impression of the painting, each
OBJECTIVE
SUBJECTIVE
would give a differing interpretation, except perhaps
(STATISTICS BASED)
(INDIVIDUALLY BASED)
Persons 2 and 3, whose views would be similar
although they are at opposite ends of the painting.
To illustrate: when working for the State, social
Continua
scientists work mainly by means of the manipulation of
large numbers. But when onc works with large
I would like to elaborate now on the relativity of numbers, one puts oneself at a distance from what is
interpretation as a function of personal position observed. This is not so when working with individuals.
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For example, when the Defence Department, deploying
university trained personnel, draws up its need for
troops, its interpretation is an impersonal one since it
deals with numbers and strategies. On the other hand,
when parents receive news that their son was killed in
active service, their interpretation is: "This was flesh of
my flesh." etc. and they grieve at length for their lost
one.
A third continuum along which each person stands
as an interpreter is that of his or her human maturation,
or development of consciousness. If one studies the
various stages of human maturation as shown in terms
of the development of consciousness as shown by the
following table:

stage description
L
PHYSICAL
2. SENSORI- PERCEPTUAL
3. EMOTIONAL-SEXUAL
4. PHANTASMIC (picturing)
5. REP (representational)MIND
(concept formation)
6. RULEIROLEMIND
(role assumption, rule abidance)
7. REHEXIVE -FORMAL MIND
(introspection, dreaming)
8. VISION-LOGIC
(l..eativeness, integration)
9. SUBlLE
(intuition, contemplation)
10. CAUSAL (unmanifest source)
Table 2. Basic structures of consciousness.(S)
One can draw a continuum from the least human
development to the highest, as follows:
PHYSICAL - - -

CAUSAL

I would suggest that in our Westem culture most people
get lost somewhere half or two-thirds of the way along
the continuum and never grow to full maturity. Ken
Wilbur, in his book "Eye to Eye,,(6) gives possible
reasons for this. Wilbur proposes that in the world's
quest for knowledge there have been three major spheres
of endeavour, namely, (i) the physical sciences, (H)
philosophy-psychology, and (Hi) transcendental-mystical
religioll.(7) He suggests that the majority of individuals
do not have the oportunity to study in each of these
spheres and that this causes much misunderstanding
between groups. I propose that each of these three
spheres of perception has a vital contribution to make
towards a balanced, rounded or more complete view of
reality. Each of these spheres has its own peculiar tools
and methods by which to perceive and these must be
acquired, usually with the assistance of mentors and
much discipline. But over-specialisation in universities
today discourages the gaining of this kind of holistic
development. The majority of students do not become
familiar with all three sphere..;; and their associated skills
of perception, particularly tllOse which differ from those
of their own specialisation. Of necessity, therefore, they
lack certain abilities to interpret. Mostly, General
Studies courses are not taken seriously enough to have

the impact required to produce a fully educated person,
nor is our system geared to encourage graduates to
continue with further study courses outside their primary
discipline. Our system is geared more to the production
of workers than to the production of wise persons, but
interpretation requires wisdom.

Case Study
I will illustrate some of the points discussed in this
paper by reference to a case study within my own
experience. This case study will point out the need for a
more holistic approach to the education of professionals
in the current circumstances of Western society. It also
shows that the interpretive function may be seriously
foreshortened without such holistic education.
The case study is that of Pia Fugaccia, a forty-five
year old woman who was medically diagnosed as
suffering from manic depression.(S) Pia admits that her
life was "just one long series of disasters" and that she
often felt like committing suicide. But there is another
interpretation of the life of this remarkable woman: she
is also a mystic. Her spiritual experiences have been
published in her autobiography entitled "The Easy
Yoke."(9) She describes her spiritual awakening, which
took place while living in Scotland, as follows:
Somewhere between my infancy and childhood, on
one or perhaps numyoccasions, I was surprised at my
play among the flowers, and my heart was captured for
God or Jesus at that stage. The most memorable of
these occurrences happened as spring was
approaching ......... I found myself gazing at a little boy
of about my own age .... It was his dress that gave him
an air of strangeness, for he was dressed as a shepherd
boy...... I was quite startled by...... the inappropriate
mention of Kings and proposal of marriage... ...He
approached me, and planted on my face a kiss of such
utter loveliness, not rough or carnal, but [which left] an
exquisite taste of pleasure and delight. I felt a wave of
overwhelming bliss, and my heart burst into a living
flame. Unable to bear it all, I fell into slumber, held fast
in the embrace of absolute rapture, very like being taken
over by death. (10)
Many more meetings with the Divine were to take
place during this woman's life, but she kept them to
herself. Sbe knew that she would be labelled insane by
the society in which she found herself. It was not till
she was in her twenties and doing IIer Master's degree in
classical literature tllat she met a person who understood
her. Himself a mystic and a language scholar who
specialised in reading the spiritual writers of all faiths,
this man asked her to speak out her visions to him.
Shaking with fear (of being judged mad, of course) she
spoke:
The stars are falling from heaven.... the mountains
are crashing into the sea .... the earth is heaving .... the
rocks are splitting ...... the graves are opening and the
dead are rising up ...... and the veil of the temple is torn
in two, from the top to the bottom... .<l1)
A mutually profound experience followed as this
man answered with a verse from the Spiritual Canticle:
You ravish my heart, my sister, my spouse;
You ravish my heart.... (12)
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Pia reports that she immediately understood that these
words did not refer to her as a woman, but to an
experience, like her own, of loving at the very roots of
the heart, the keynote of the mystical life. It is
important to our discussion here that Pia began to feel
much happier now that she had found a 'kindred spirit,'
someone who interpreted correctly. Furthermore, when
she told this man she had a diagnosis of manic
depressive psychosis, he said to her: "Mood swings are
not an illness, but a fact of life, to be experienced as
they happen- not treated with pills and muffled up." Pia
chose, nevertheless, to continue with medication. Some
time later, when she had just missed out on the higher
honours results which would have ensured her of an
academic career, she found herself doing nurse's training.
Again, she had a spiritual experience which shook her
and which caused her doctor to double the amount of
anti-psychotic medication. She report-;:
With unspeakable gentleness I tended the patients.....
I was assigned that day to the recovery room .... They
wheeled in a new patient in a trolley. He was semiconscious after surgery, and in very great distress ..... I
put out my hand and laid it flat on his chest to calm
him, and closed my eyes.
And then I was in another world! It was no longer
the recovery room, but the scene of the death Of Jesus.
The sky was dim: there was a mist, and the sound of
sighing and lamentation filled the air. As I sat there,
men came to me and dumped in my arms the broken,
bleeding body of my beloved Jesus, recently dead after
much cruelty. I took him to my breast, and rocked Him
in my arms like a baby..... Then, without any
transition, I was back in the recovery room, taking the
patient's blood pressure........ The shock had paralysed
me, and I tried to come to grips with my spinning
reality. (13)
From the content of this event we can infer that Pia
did not solicit this 'divine visitation.' It came upon her
unexpectedly. Is this experience simply one of
psychosis? Is it an experience of divine visitation as
well as of psychosis? Or, if it is a mystical experience,
is it a psychosis at all? The woman's psychiatrist who
was working out of the Western paradigm had no doubt
that it was psychosis. Pia herself, however, decided
immediately to contact an Indian doctor of her
acquaintance. This doctor, nol being limited by the
world view of positivist science, told her, so Pia reports,
that she was anything but mad; that the reason why he
had previously sent her off to read book" on Hinduism
was to get herself versed in the experience of
enlightenment; and that she had now come back to be a
great Christian,(14) He also told her that perhaps
Someone was saying something to him, by which he
meant that God was showing him that mysticism was
not the prerogative of the East but could and did take
place in the materialistic and earth-bound West as
weUJ15) Pia has now found herself and is living a very
creative life within the context of a Christian
community, writing poetry and carrying out a very
fruitful work of prayer counselling.
In conclusion I would venture to suggest that the
Indian doctor had the ability to use contemplative tools
of perception as well as those of rationality and

scientific method and therefore had the edge over his
Western counterparts in his interpretive position.
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Alices' Adventures In Education
Of Talking Heads, Blue Stockings, Hunters, Rabbits,
and Other Fantastic Creatures
Mary Harvie
School of Social and Policy Studies in Education
The University of Sydney

There is more than one Alice in education. I begin by
placing my story with two others:
... what we know already indicates that it will not be
enough to change language and that more far-reachlng
changes are necessary. These will involve whole patterns of discursive regularities,' including the generic
norms and the patterns of access to and compliance
withln a social system and which transmit and reproduce the values of existing power structures. This in
turn suggests that we need to know much more about
genres anddiscursiveregularities/formations, how they
are valued, and by whom, and who has access to what
genres and discourses - the old Foucauldian problematic of what the subject can say - in both senses -'is
able to' and 'is permitted to': and thlS implicates the
question of language and power and the whole social
structure. It ceases in other words to be a problem
whlch can be dealt with in terms oflanguage alone, or
in terms of language as 'a determining container of
meaning' (Terry Threadgold, "Language and Gender," Australian F emittist Studies 6, Autumn 1988).
I

The epistemological politics of postmodernism is its
most determinate and perhaps most interesting feature.
This is an epistemological politics whlch contests and
forswears the foundationalist presuppositions of modern and modernist discursive formation. These are
presuppositions whlch ground the validity of knowledge-claims with reference to some a priori ground of
truth, beauty, justice. This ground is a monocentric
universal guaranteed by the unitary subject of mankind, God, or nature. These are interchangeable terms
in modern thought as the idea of Reason bears out.
(Anna Yeatman, "The Epistemological Politics of
Postmodern Feminist Theorising," Social Semiotics,
Vo!. 1, No. 1,1991.)
I argue that the signifying space of postmodernity is a
product of the Saussurean revolution. In other words
reality no longer precedes but becomes constituted by
representations. Further, the meaning of representations is
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Figure 1. Charles Blackman, b. 1928, Australian Alia
(detail) 1956, tempera and enamel on hardboard 189.9
x 133.0 cm. Private collection.
a function of the systems of signification. Representations
are now understood as integral to postmodern political
practice - the contestation for dominance within discursive practices.
One way ofthlnking about the representation of women
in education's discourses is to read the political implications of visual aids. The use of visual aids in teachlng
to explain typologies (signifying spaces) and to aid
memorisation is clearly documented in the earliest
texts from university libraries. I have chosen several
visual aids from mediaeval texts to trace the exclusions
from, confinement in, and controlled access to signify-

Figure 2. Gregorius Reisch, Margarita philosophica,
printed by Johannes Schott in Basle in 1508.
ing space in education's discursive practices. Women
have to negotiate in our educational institutions from
a position of confinement, for a place to speak from.
But, unlike Foucault, I believe, following Lefebvre
and de Certeau, that we can appropriate signifying
space. l
In Figure 2, Logic is depicted as a hunter, according to
Anne Cranny Francis, one of patriarchy's fantastic archetypes.2 "Logic is the study that hunts down truth and
falsehood", is the description given in Boethius' De
disciplina scholarium.3 From the hunter's horn emerges
sonus vox, the sounds of language. The sounds express
thoughts' meaning and are the primary object of logic.
Two praemissae emerge from the mouth of the horn in the
guise of roses, the two propositions which precede a
sylogism's conclusion. In his right hand the hunter is
carrying the quaestio, method as a longbow; from his belt
hangs the sword of syllogisms; the theory of locus forms
a quiver containing the different types of argument as
arrows. (Jiirgen Habermas' Theory of Communicative
Action quivers full of validity claims).4 His breastplate is
composed of conclusio, conclusions. His right boot is the
categories, and his left the predictables. the main forms of
the universals. The clog on the right foot is knowledge of
fallacies, the left clog is knowledge of the pitfalls of
language (the excess of metaphor Plato admonishes
against).5 Veritas and falsitQS are the two hounds that hunt
problema in the form of a rabbit. (I am reminded of Pope
Paul John' s "Veritatis S plendor. ") The hunter is still safely
established on the rock of Aristotelian logic (behind him he
has Parmenides, the pre-Socratic philosopher who, according to legend, invented logic while sitting on a rock in
the Caucasian mountains). In front of him lies the Middle

Ages' own discoveries in logic, parva 10 gicalia, the shorter
logical essays. In the middle distance can be seen insolubilia,
paradoxes such as "Everything I say is false." In the
background is silva opinionum, the wood of theory with
the trees representing Albertists, Scotists, Occamists and
Thomists, the followers of Albertus Magnus, Duns Scotus,
William ofOccam and Thomas Aquinas respectively.
There is no need to elaborate on the proliferation of
phallic symbols arrows, swords, trees. I argue the mapping is not only descriptive but has the power to produce
what it represents. In the disciplines of scholars there is no
trace of women. There is no signifying space, no place for
women in this ordered universe oflogic. Here we can see
the primary place of the voice (sonus vox), logocentrismpriority of place given to speech over writing; the role of
the question (quaestio) (what is ... ?) as method; the breastplate (protection) of conclusions; the jack boot of categories and predictables; truth (veritas) and falsehood (jalsitas),
are two hounds that symbolise the binaries ofmetaphysics.
The hunter is on firm ground, he is safely established on the
rock of Aristotelian logic. All of these notions concerning
logic, a discursive practice which produces patriarchal
signifying space, and its place in teaching and learning,
concerns us in this study. A unifying theme in my project
is the 'pedagogical imaginary' or the stock of images
which insinuate our pedagogical discourses and seem to
begin in the Middle Ages when philosophers and/or pedagogues were beginning to free themselves from the dominance of religion. I have appropriated Michele Le Doeuff s
'philosophical imaginary' for this idea. 6 Le Doeuff argues
that any form of rational discourse (and all pedagogies'
stories would claim to be rational) proceeds from, or
originates in, things which cannot be sustained or pro-

Figure 3. The Distant Pure Mother.
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Temptation
Figure 4. The teacher's breasts.

Inspiration

duced through reason; things such as beliefs, for example.
She says: "In philosophy these beliefs are set forth in the
form of myths, or 'exempla,' comparisons, images, or
pictorial writing."
During the Middle Ages the official doctrine in universities and amongst scholars was that philosophy is the
servant to theology (Ian Hunter et aI., Accounting for the
Humanities). This was a time for putting forward questions about the variety of forms of rationality. It is not
surprising then to find that a figure like the Madonna as
highest and purest icon of humanity should refigure as an
icon of forms oflearning in secular reasoning. Christianity's 'ideal' became the female figure. She is not Father,
Son or Holy Ghost but humanity closest to the Trinity. She
is what Marina Warner7 has said - a monument, distant,
pure, mother but non-vaginal. She is beyond this life. She
is still with us in the FreudianlLacanian good and passive
woman (Figure 3). She is Jane Gallop's teacher who
inspires and gives sustenance; the teacher who has a breast
but no breasts (Figure 4).
Francis Bacon, known as the father of science, says
that nature is a woman whom false knowledge deals with
as if she were a prostitute, and whom true knowledge
properly treats as a legitimate wife. This image is produced
to reinforce the complex of binary oppositions: false,
impure, illegitimate, sterile- true, pure legitimate, productive.It is highly significant that these images of women, as
serviceable agents 8 (either prostitute or mother/wife) are
used. Women as a knowing/speaking subject is excluded
from this cosmology. This practice of placing women in
the category of the collect abies, bric-a-braq, objects, is still
with us in many semiotic systems (Figure 5).
The complex of Pythagorean oppositions is repeated in
Hegel's Lectures in the History of Philosophy, Vol.l.9

limit
light
good
masculine
unity

infinity
dark
evil
feminine
multiplicity

Far from being obsolete, this inventory still has a dynamic
role in thought. In fact, as writers Michele le Doeuff, 10 Jill
Julius Mathews, 11 Luce Irigary, 12 Elizabeth Grosz, 13 and
Rosi Braidotti 14 show, woman's image in philosophy,
psychiatry, education and social sciences is posited as a
radical otherness outside theoretical reasons. Woman is
projected as an icon of irrational disorder unless she is
legitimately controlled as wife and even then she is denied
subjectivity. She is body, nature, inseminated by male
knowledge to produce true and false knowledges. (How
often have we read of women's studies as ghetto, marginal?) Women pleading in the correct case (them and
now) for marriage to Church or Faculty are given a
speaking voice - as (res )body matter - a gendered position,
the master's position for us. A different place would be the
ablative case of res, rebus, a lost case, a place from which
to speak that generates know ledges that acknowledge
embodiment. Rebus, cipher puzzle, key is part of my
pedagogical imaginary as you will see.
The seven liberal arts have been described so in antiquity because they were and are regarded as proper pursuits
for all free men, although one can argue whether 'free'
referred mainly to people born into freedom or people with
free time. The contents for the study of these arts was
decided by the books which were available. They are
represented as virtuous chaste maidens. The Liberal Arts
are there to inspire young men to wisdom, chastity and
scholarship. Marina Warner 15 tells the story ofthe Liberal
Arts becoming less and less active as they lose their
resemblance to Greek goddesses who practice skill and
cunning as well as metaphorphoses. The figure employed
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Figure 5. Collectables bric-a-braq.
to enable the writers to give a short account of the content
of each of the seven liberal arts is personification. Female
figures, the arts, make speeches to the academic board on
behalf of scholars for inclusion in Faculty (Figure 6). The
female figures are merely carriers. They are not women. I
include here Pierre Bourdieu' s metaphor for authority that
draws lines 'regere fines' the phallocentric marking of
disciplines and women's place in them. It is this discursive
power of metaphor,16 'pedagogical imaginary', that is
important here. Woman is personification, a mere rhetorical trope, a mask (persona), a figure that writing speaks
through.
In traditional reading pedagogies these figures and
metaphors are not read. They are invisible transporters of
the 'truth' they carry. I argue that this strategy effaces the
very conditions for the possibility of the 'truth' to be told
-and put into question the mastery ,authority, of malestream
knowledges (Figure 7).
In a liberal arts programme all scholarship starts with
familiarity with grammar, shown here (Figure 8), as a fine
lady who in her right hand is showing a young schoolboy
a tablet with the alphabet written on it. In her left hand she
holds the key to the temple of knowledge. The ground floor
is occupied with people doing grammar exercises in
congruitas, the art of combining words in the right cases.
The lowest floor of the tower is occupied by Aristotle with
logic, Cicero with rhetoric (that which civilises citizens
and secures order in the state), and Boethius with mathematics. J7 Above them is Pythagoras with music, Euclid
with geometry, and Ptolemy with astronomy. The two
figures on the next floor are Aristotle once again, but now
with Physics, and Seneca with ethics. At the top, Peter
Lombard sits in solitary state with his theology and his
metaphysics. The study of the ultimate principles was

called 'metaphysics.'
The architectonics of the university's disciplinary
hierarch is represented by a tower another phallic symbol. What is of importance to us here is the place given to
metaphysics. What distinguishes philosophy (metaphysics) is its absolute power to establish criteria and to serve
as a judgment for all other disciplines. Philosophical
reason is separated from rhetoric and ethics and is supported by a base of Aristotelian logic. For confinnation of
the 'pedagogical imaginary' turn to Hegel for whom
theoretical thought was the final stage in human thought,
the perfect achievement of consciousness. The tower is
also a metaphor for the upward dialectical spiral in the
Phenomenology ofMind, 18 by which spirit approaches the
realm of Absolute Knowledge. This place, this signifying
space of supreme knowledge given to philosophical discourse is questioned by feminists. They wish to show that
philosophical discourse has represented itself as the high
court of theoretical reason. Michele Le Doeuffhas concentrated on the images and modalities through which this
game of projection has succeeded in constructing the
'irrational' as woman as a necessary step in philosophy's
'self-legitimation' (Figure 9, p.17).
Figure 10, Arithmetic, is presented by her two theoreticians, Pythagoras on the right and Boethius on the left.
Arithmetic was the frrstsubject studied in the quadn·vium.
It was the need to establish accurate figures for the working-out of the date of Easter that gave rise to the new
science, computus ecclesiasticus (ecclesiastical computa-

Figure 6. King James I in court. London 160 I. Model for
Academic Board Meetings in Universities. Pierre
Bourieu, Language and Symbolic Power.
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has no weight, worth, or influence. A cipher is also a way
of transforming a text in order to conceal its meaning. It is
a sign in existentialist philosophy serving to mediate
between the existent and the transcendent. It is an engraver's device or monogram, the interwoven letters of a name,
a riddle, rebus. Cipher allows us to read and limits our
reading. It is itself a supplement - a different text. You will
forgive, I hope, my play on cipher, my Derridean play. It
is through play I can expose that place from which woman
might speak - the excess of writing. 20
Philosophers and pedagogues project their desires for
purity and certain knowledge and their fears of impurity
and false knowledge on to a constructed discourse rational, lucid, theoretical, which eschews (they say) the
imaginary, the metaphorical and the mythical. Irrationality in this discourse is there but it is represented as the
domain of impure sexuality, primitive, illiterate people,
children, and the insane, the hysterical excess of woman.
Le Doeuff argues that intertextual images (a stock of
images) and pieces of pictorial writing are the foundation
of this or that way of reasoning; they organise the fundamental values of every system, they put forward, as its
were, what is good and what is bad, and they express the
differences the philosopher has to assume before getting
started on his work. The text here encompasses different
semiotic systems. As Kevin Hart writes "there is no
outside the text" (Derrida's infamous aphorism) can mean
that everything is and everything is also text. 21 To deny
philosophy's 'impure' connection to semiotic systems is
to deny its masculinity. Following Le Doeuff (1989), in the
Philosophical Imagery, I want to argue that
phallocentricism is not the inevitable condition of all
rationality.

Figure 7. 10nathan Swift, Gulliver's Travels-the book:
the letter of the law (canon); the pen: (penis) authority to author knowledge.
tion), on which the basic textbook was Detemporum ratione
by the Venerable Bede (written in AD 727). Major advances in mathematics did not come until the twelfth
century (as was true in many other disciplines as well) and
were based on translations from Arabic, principally of the
algebra of AI-Khwarizmi (which was called in the Middle
Ages Algorismus after its originator). In the thirteenth
century calculations were made considerably easier with
the introduction of Arabic numerals, among them zero. 19
From this period the following terms were used in Latin:
cyfra (an Arabic word), additio, subtractio, multiplicatio,
divisio, radix, productumetc., terms that have also become
indispensable in modern languages. In this illustration
woman is shown as 'cyper,' zero, using Arabic numerals
- that which fills a place but is of no importance; one that

I never had any quarrel with philosophical rationality.
But its irrationality is another matter. More precisely,
it seems to me that philosophy does not stem from a
properly 'masculine rationality', but rather, that it
often infers a misogynist imaginary in trying to be
more than it is. In trying to make rationalisation operate
beyond its limits.22
The excess of writing, the tropes, figures, images and
pictorial passages set the conditions and limits for the
possibility of argumentation in theoretical discourse. Le
Doeuff emphasises the indivisibility of Reason and its
others (the 'primitive', the passionate. the figurate, the
illiterate. women and children). Appropriating Hegel's
'imaginary' she suggest that there is a shadow zone, a zone
of indeterminacy within the circle of the light of reason, a
zone created by the unsaid and what is excluded. What is
unsaid. what is excluded, in our disciplines is not the
remaining repressed but that which we have still to create
knowing women and women knowing.
Elizabeth Grosz in "Feminism and the Crisis of Reason,,23 argues that the
correspondence between prevailing discursive models
and forms of male sexuality and corporeality described
by Luce Irigary (1985) in terms of isomorphism, is not

Figure 8. Gregorius Reisch, Margarita philosophica (first
printed in 1469), printed in Basle in 1583 by Sebastian
Henricpetri.
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Figure 9. The first 'mother' of unreason supplicating
Reason.

Michael Halliday and Clare Poynter's "social contexts";
Shirley Brice-Heath' s "literacy events"; Bertoldt-Brecht's
"gestus"; Stanley Fish's "interpretive communities"; Pam
Gilbert and Alan Luke's "literacy context" and the most
recent and most provocative Elizabeth Grosz's work on
"embodied knowledges"; Anna Yeatman's "discursive
spaces for differently embodied subjects"; Moira Gaten' s
work on "the body politic" and "corporeal representation."
Rosalyn Diprose and Robyn Ferrel in their introduction to
Cartographies: Poststructuralism and the Mapping of
Bodies and Spaces 26 have this to say of the process of
mapping bodies, borders, and spaces:
... a map does not simply describe what is. A map does
not only set up a grid which detemlines what can be
found by selection or omission. Nor is it merely a series
oflines inscribed on a previously blank surface. There
is an alterity which provokes the desire to map, to
contain and to represent which is to say, to make
familiar. At the same time, the very mapping of this
difference produces its difference in terms of the
economy of the same. The political reality of the
changing map of the world, its allegiances, exclusions
and oppression, is testament to cartography as a relevant metaphor. Mapping, as representation, is inextricably caught up in the material production of what it
represents.

the result of a male conspiracy to create knowledge in
their own image; rather, the hierarchical organisation
of men's bodies under the dominance of the phallus is
the result of marking social meanings, values, and
knowledge on the boy's body.
This correspondence (isomorphism between knowledges,
discursive practices and male corporeality) is a function of
semiotic systems and their politics of representation.
Australian feminists theorising on the significance of
embodied subjectivity (Yeatman, 1991;Grosz, 1989, 1993)
have rejected formal universals because they argue that
these are "sexed" phallocentric concepts: reason, knowledge, social contract, public domain, the human body, the
scholar. Yeatman 24 writes if there is to be a 'vision of
freedom', a place for feminists' knowledges, signifying
spaces, which are non-phallocentric, must be produced by
embodied subjects. "This means admitting the differences
between differently embodied subjects. These differences
are not reducible to a simple dimorphic sex difference, nor
are they without socio-cultural mediation." This could be
read as advocating unlimited heterogeneity.
Since unlimited heterogeneity is an impossible telos
(all knowledges may be equal but not all knowledges can
be equally represented and not all people may have access
to all knowledges), my own tactic is to attempt to contour
not discursive formation, not social formation, but literary
formations which are shifting coalescences, kinships of
embodied subjectivities. I embrace the possibility of signifying space that simultaneously is dominated and appropriated by specific embodied subjects. In this I follow
Lefebvre who, unlike Foucault, advocates discursive space
that is not segmented or compartmentalised. There is no
signifying space that corresponds to 'realist' space or
patriarchal space or colonial space and another to metaphysicians or the feminists. Space traverses and transgresses categories simultaneously.25 To contour literacy
formations implies both an outline and a mapping operation to represent that formation. My outline is a reading
through many disciplines: David Birch's "reading formations"; Michel Foucault's "regimes" and "discursive ensembles"; many social theorists' versions of Weberian
social formations; John Docker's "cultural elites"; Pierre
Bourdieu' s "field", "price formation" and "habitus"; J urgen
Habermas' "three value spheres" and "life world"; Michel
de Certeau' s "strategic places" and "tactical spaces";

My project is to contour the 'unexpected territory' of
embodied signifying spaces. It is a project which will lead
to more detailed mapping of what I see as literacy formation. There is a long history in discourses on literacy which
represents its project to enlighten, to civilise, to control the

Figure 10. Gregorius Reisch, Margarita philosophica,
printed by Sebastian Henricpetri in Basle in 1583.
Arithmetic.
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End Notes

Figure 11. Apartheid.
passions and to bring order and prosperity to the state. 'The
Great Literacy Debate' on method continues 27 but its basic
project has not changed. In the discourse on literacy from
many disciplines, Education, Anthropology, Sociology,
Literary Studies, the materiality of a discipline's representations, the politics of the language and discourse, the
images and metaphors which constitute the grounds for a
discipline's arguments are left unread. They constitute the
invisible 'pedagogical imaginary' that I hope to contour.
Perhaps the most pervasive, pernicious, and persistent
metaphor in the discourse on literacy is that of the literate
body, the scholar, the blue stocking, homo academicus,
civilised, ordered, body invested with culture, reasoned
and empowered to rule. This image can only remain
forceful at the expense of its other, the so-called illiterate,
unreasoned, disorderly, naked, savage sexual body with
appetites and passions. Both are distorted representations
which serve particular interests. As H61ene Cixous writes
in The Laug h of the M edusa, women are claiming the right
to know bodily:
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An introduction to an
Architectural Hermeneutics
Step hen Frith
New College Institute for Values Research
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University of New South Wales
This paper seeks to provide an introduction to an architectural hermeneutics. It opens with an exploration of the
notion of world and of the subjective and erotic nature of symbolisation. At its conclusion it returns to the
importance of hermeneutics and of architecture to the ineluctable tension between otherness and human
subjectivity. It proceeds to articulate the interdependence of metaphor, symbol and narrative in a hermeneutics of
architecture, and of the situatedness of architecture in language and in culture. The importance of metaphor and of
rhetoric to the recovery of a mimetic order is emphasised, such that their interpretation becomes the place for the
commencement of a hermeneutics of architecture. The paper suggests after Voegelin that the potentiality of the
architectural work is best expressed in seeing the context as a cosmion, a little world which allows a stratification
of interpretation to emerge. This paper a/firms the primary fnediatory task of architecture in the bringing to
visibility of such a world, or as Aristotle suggests, of bringing before the eyes an authentic order.

The presence of the erotic in the
interpretation of architecture.
Let us look at the notion of world in this love poem
from John Donne:
Sleeping with someone is like nothing on earth; it
renovates the planet:
I wonder by my troth, what thou, and I
Did, till we lov'd? were wc not wean'd till then?
But suck'd on countrey pleasures, childishly?
Or snorted we in the seaven sleepers den?
T'was so; But this, all pleasures fancies bee.
If ever any beauty I did see,
Which I desir'd, and got, t'was but a dreame of thee.
And now good morrow to our waking soules,
Which watch not one another out of feare;
For love, all love of other sight<; controules,
And makes one little roome, an everywhere.
Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone,
Let Maps to other, worlds on worlds have showne,
Let us possesse one world, each hath one, and is
one.
Donne's metaphor of world is obviously complex and
very rich. Entering into a world is like an entry into the
embrace of another, an enterprise as Donne suggests,
which is a tentative and insecure, and yet is also one
open to new horizons. Similarly the poetics of
architecture is enframed in a language which
necessitates a recourse to an order similarly articulated
through narrative and metaphor.
Entering into a building is a metaphoric enterprise,
an entering into a world established by the boundaries
of the architecture. It is as full and rich an experience as

entering into the world of Donne's poetry. At its best
the experience of the world of a building is onc which
affects many aspects of ourselves. It is firstly a bodily
experience where space and time are united in the
progression through a building. Even at the level of a
house, such as Sir John Soane's House at Lincoln Inn
Fields in London, the a-b rhythms of the house
reinforced by changing conditions of light is
experienced bodily as an architectural progression, with
affinities to the narrative progression of a text. The
wedding of temporality to spatiality becomes apparent
in this rhythmic progression. The process of
architecture witnessed in the drawings of the house talk
to this spatial and temporal exchange in their unfolding.
The interpretation of architecture is grounded in that
unfolding of a possible world. Reflection upon this
experience of archi tecture is necessarily an
interpretation for "reflection must become
interpretation because I cannot grasp the act of existing
except in signs scattered in the world." 1
What Donne's poem is talking to is a
multidimensional nature of "world". It is a language
rich in allusions which also speak to the intimacy of his
encounter. For example, the following lines have been
interpreted as a reference to Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden, at the bhth of a new world:
And now good morrow to our waking soules,
\Vhich watch not one another out of fcare;
Donne's worlds are about inhabiL:'1tion, and about
dwelling in anotller world as if in one's own.
The language of world and any poetic of
architecture similarly speak of the multidimensionality
of the world. Donne's poems also speak of the
inbetweeu-ness of world, of the inhabitation of
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uncertain space. One of his critics, William Empson 2
noted in Donne's language the longing for
un fainthearted erotic mutuality, but found words only
for the longing and not for its achievement. He also
noted the neologisms, or invented words, of which
Donne was very fond, particularly of the use of the
words with the prefix "inter", such as "inter-accuse",
"interbring", "interwish", and "They intertouched as
they passed", and from the poem "The Extasie" the
expression, "When love, with one another so
Interinanimates two souls".3 The experience of world
and its metaphors is thus a subtle and interconnected
concept in architecture as in poetry, rather than a
monolithic and singleminded rationality. In
architecture, this bringing to bear of worlds, or the
multi valency of worlds is most encapsulated in symbol.

Symbol and World
The same erotic potentiality of symbol expressed in
Donne's poetry has been recognised by Hans-Georg
Gadamer in his essay on The Relevance of the
Beautiful. He recalls one of the interpretations of the
original Greek meaning of the word as a token of
remembrance:
The host presented his guest with the so-called
tessera hospitalis by breaking some object in two.
He kept one half for himself and gave the other half
to his guest. If in thirty or fifty years time, a
descendant of the guest should ever enter his house,
the two pieces could be fitted together again to form
a whole in an act of recognition. 4
This quality of the bringing together of fragments into
wholes is a primary function of symbol, and I would
argue of architecture itself. 5 Gadamer also recounts a
story from Plato's Symposium, where in a dialogue
Aristophanes relates a story about the nature of love. As
the story goes, all human beings were originally
spherical creatures, which has the same androgynous
overtones in the primordial state of humans before
sexual differentiation found in the opening chapters of
Genesis. Both Hebrew and Greek traditions are
dependent on a tragic understanding of human beings
as fallen. In Aristophanes' story, the gods cut the
spherical humanoid in two on account of their
misbehaviour. These stories are not just aetiologies
(stories of origins) about human creation, they also
speak to the origins of erotic and unfulfilled desire, and
of the intermeshing of desire with the tragic condition
in which we find ourselves situated. They also speak of
the becomingness and movement of the world.
Aristophanes' human halves are ever seeking to be
made whole again, to be saved into a complete living
being. Thus, Gadamer asserts, "every individual is a
fragment or a symholon tou anthropou. This
expectation that there is another half that can complete
us and make us whole once more is fulfilled in the
experience of love. ,,6 Gadamer further relates this
experience to our experience of art, and to the
fragments of the world we call symbols, those things
that we seek in order to make our lives whole. Any

hermeneutics of architecture, or of the other arts, is thus
not to be considered as conditional upon a privileged
recourse to "meaning" in soeial conditions, but in the
"invoeation of a potentially whole and holy order of
things, wherever it may be found:.]

Embeddedness of architecture in language
This understanding of the entering into a world in both
Donne's poetry and in Gadamer's articulation of
symbol, and of the recovery through fragments of
wholes, is dependent upon a narrative about
architecture which is embedded in language. This
situatedness of architecture in language is essential to
any hermeneutics of architecture, for tlle presupposition
of hermeneutics is that of the potentiality of a world
made possible through its manifestation and articulation
as language. The task of architecture has traditionally
been the bringing to a state of articulation such a
potential world, such that the task of a hermeneutics of
architecture is the interpretation or uncovering of this
world order. 8 This recovery, or unveiling of what is
given to be unveiled thus has inherent within it notions
of the recovery of truthful order, and judgement
through an authentic and dialectical experience of that
order, in which the subject appropriates understanding
even while losing their self in that experience.9

The Recovery of Order
It was the traditional task of architecture, especially to
what we tend to call religious architecture. to bring to
manifestation the truth of the order of a possible world.
If you like. it was the task of architecture to bring to our
awareness the numinosity of this world, to use Rudolf
Otto's term,lO and to provide the conditions for an
epiphany where this intensivity of human being's
experience of the divine could be brought to
representation. It is thus of primary import to a
hermeneutics of architecture to recognise the symbolic
content of architecture's bringing to manifestation a
world, and the representation of the truth content of that
world as a mimesis of the real.
The symbolic content of architecture. however,
should not be seen in a reified way, separate from self
understanding or from the ongoing temporality of the
work. Such a reification would be to succomb to a
monological way of thinking, where "meaning" is
lodged artificially in a formula or reduced code, or
deposited in a historicist manner in another time for the
benefit of others. It is the dialectic understanding of the
revelatory potential of symbol, a dialectic evident in its
ability to both draw to itself or appropriate the
extensive qualities of order. as well as the intensive
content of architectural symbol itself, that a world is
brought into being and inhabited.
We can see with the understanding of world in its
widest sense, that human society in which we are
situated is perhaps best described not as a cosmos but
as a cosmion, or a little world. The classicist and
political scientist, Eric Voegelin, described the cosmion
as:
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illuminated with meaning from within by the human
beings who continuously create and bear it as the
mode and condition of their self-realisation. It is
illuminated through an elaborate symbolism, in
various degrees of compactness and differentiationfrom rite, through myth, to theory - and this
symbolism illuminates it with meaning in so far as
the symbols make the internal structure of such a
cosmion, the relations between its members and
groups of members, as well as its existence as a
whole, transparent for the mystery of human
existence. The self-illumination of society through
symbols is an integral part of social reality, and one
may even say its essential part, for through such
symbolisation the members of a society experience
it as more than an accident or convenience; they
experience it as their human essence. And,
inversely, the symbols express the experience that
man is fully man by virtue of his participation in a
whole which transcends his particular existence, by
virtue of his participation in the xynon, the common,
as Heraclitus called it, the first western thinker who
differentiated this concept. As a consequence every
human society has an understanding of itself though
a variety of symbols .. .1 1
Voegelin in the above passage manages to encapsulate
the principal concerns of this paper in his observation
that the "self-illumination of society through symbols is
an integral part of social reality." Architecture is an
integral part of this self-illumination, and our
investigation, as for Voegelin's on political science, is
through identifying the "rich body of self-interpretation
of a society and proceed by critical clarification of
socially pre-existent symbols." 12
An ancient Greek means of talking about the
relation of the self to the social reality of the polis, and
where the self is also located in the context which
allows right judgement and spiritual knowledge in the
soul (psyche), is through the use of analogue. In Plato's
RepUblic, this is expressed in the fonnula: the polis is a
human being writ large. (Republic 368c-d).13 This
expression allows political society to be both a mimesis
of the cosmos, but one which has a dialeetically reverse
aspect: it should not only be a microcosmos but also a
macroanthropos.14 This anthropological prinCiple has
two aspects, that of a general principle for the
interpretation of society, and secondly as an instrument
for social critique. In the dialectic between
microcosmos and macroanthropos lies the potential for
a recovery of order. The task of architecture is the
articulation and embodiment of that order.

The Rule of Metaphor
Armed with the understanding of cosmion, of a little
world in which language and so architecture is situated,
we look to the symbols of that world to begin our
hermeneutic.+ 15 This was the interpretative approach
adopted by Paul Ricoeur, especially in his book
Conflict of Interpretations and in the Rule of Metaphor.
The meaning of architecture is interpreted in tenus of
its long tradition of symbolisation. Ricoeur argues in

his History and Truth for a recovery of this symbolic
context, in a recovery of the ethical and mythical
nucleus of our world. In doing so he gives priority to
symbol with the slogan from an earlier book entitled,
The Symbolism of Evil: "The symbol gives rise to
thought,',16 In this giving rise to thought an
interpretation is a natural consequence, and for Ricoeur
this interpretation must be in context, which for
language is the situation provided by the sentence and
the narrati ve.! 7 Ricoeur's development of his
understanding of symbol is dependent upon a notion of
disclosure or unveiling of hiddeness in the object from
which meaning is confronted and appropriated, as well
as upon the notion of surplus residing in symboL18 He
gives a definition of symbol in The Conflict of
Interpretations:
I define "symbol" as any structure of signification in
which a direct, primary and literal meaning
designates, in addition, another meaning which is
indirect, secondary and figurative and which can be
apprehended only through the first. 19
This focus upon the surplus emerging from the literal
sense of the symbol recalls an ancient henueneutical
understanding that we can see in, say, Philo of
Alexandria in the first century, or of Origen in the third,
who thought those who were enslaved by the literal
interpretation of scripture were asinine. Ricoeur's
surplus or ambiguity in symbol leads to his rumination
on the multi vocal nature of symbol, that is, that there is
more than one voice in the interpretation of the symbol,
best understood in the notion of a plurality of meanings.
He recognises the importance of losing the mindset that
looks for a single or univocal understanding of symbols
and of the world. In the process of interpretation of
architecture then we recognise that meaning isn't held
in ones hand like water in a bucket. There are manifold
interpretations of symbol, a polysemic understanding of
symbol which imply a transference of meaning in
symbol, that is, a process akin to the structuring of
language experienced in metaphor.
Ricoeur develops his own henueneutic through this
path, and wrote a book called the Rule of Metaplwr. 20
Understanding metaphor is of course crucial to
understanding architectural symbol. Metaphor is an
essential process of the fonuation of language, and it
fonus the basis of the growth of our vocabulary. One
function of metaphor is its catechretical function,21
where one thing in the language stands for another
where there is a tenu missing, such as the tenu 'foot of
the mountain,' or more architecturally, the 'cornerstone
of our civilisation.' Another, implicit in our discussion
on cosmion and on symbol, is its metonymic capacity,
of using a part for a whole which infonus our thinking
about the use of fragment in architecture. These are
reflexive phenomena, which gives a layer of meaning
to the original term. Cornerstone, for example, never
thus resides as a literal object without its attendant
metaphoric surplus, its equivocal attributes, and
consequently "cornerstone" when applied to buildings
carries with it attendent meanings from the history of
its literary usage.
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At another level of the interpretation of metaphor,
and metaphor as symbol is the "alongsidedness" of the
metaphoric terms. They lie side by side in a poetic
sense, foot with mountain, cornerstone with
civilisation. At their intersection a surplus of meaning
is experienced, which is crucial for interpreting
Ricocur's aphorism, the metaphor gives rise to thought
After Gilbert Ryle, Ricoeur observes that metaphor is a
species of "category mistake" 22;
It is in effect, a calculated error, which brings

together things that do not go together and by means
of this apparent misunderstanding it causes a new,
hitherto unnoticed, relation of meaning to spring up
between the terms that previous systems of
classification had ignored or not allowed. 23
The use of metaphor in architectural work allows the
bringing to visibility though language, in this case, a
language of architecture, of the order whose
embodiment is a primary task of architectural
production.

Rhetoric and disclosure
The influence upon architectural language and upon the
hermeneutics of architecture of rhetoric has been
immense. One of the most influential rhetorical
treatises was written by Aristotle. An aspect of
metaphor and of symbol which Aristotle in his work on
rhetoric explores is metaphor's ability to depict the
abstract in the concrete. The issue of iconic
interpretation is raised, in which things are brought to
visibility in metaphor, and which sets the scene or "puts
the subject before our eyes".24 We can begin to see
here how important the connection between
architecture with rhetoric is, if rhetoric is understood in
the sense of its necessity for persuasion through the
rhetors style, such that style is interpreted as being a
vehicle of persuasion, where the scene is set truthfully
before our eyes. Metaphor's ability to establish in the
concrete the abstract, of the invisible through the
visible, 'the inanimate become animate,' is also a
primary character of symbol, such that in Aristotle,
metaphysics is joined to metaphor. 25 This bringing to
visibility is the revelationary capacity of metaphor and
of symbol.
In the Rhetorics (1.3.135a38), Aristotle stresses the
three factors of speech, speaker and audience to
distinguish different kinds of rhetoric. Aristotle's
emphasis on the truth content of what is disclosed in the
speech placed him in opposition to the Sophist strand of
oratory, exemplified in the Greek po lis by Georgias and
Isocrates, and later taken up in the Eastern church in
preaching, as in the sermons of Gregory of Nazianzus.
The Sophist tradition of rhetoric stressed the
importance of style in delivery, risking the truth content
of the speech. Its terminology dominates in the rhetoric
of the late middle ages and it was influential in the
formation of nco-classical culture in the Renaissance. A
mixture of classical and Sophist rhetoric becomes part
of the treatises on painting and architecture of the 15th
and 16th centuries in western Europe.26 The later

emphasis is on the speaker rather than on the speech
itself or the audience who hears the speech, whereas the
more "technical" persuasive tradition of 5th century
BeE rhetoric which Aristotle represented stresses the
content and effect upon the juries of the Greek
democracy. From this rhetorical tradition comes a
cultural understanding which affirms the efficacy of
symbol, and of the ability of art and architecture to
persuasively and truthfully represent and embody
meaning. This rhetorical tradition also led to a
distinction in hermeneutics between one based upon
speech, as opposed to one based upon a written text. In
interpreting architecture in terms of symbol and symbol
in terms of metaphor, and locating this understanding in
sentences and in narrative, what comes to the surface is
an understanding of the affinity between architecture
and text. I stress affinity, because of the necessity in
addition to a textual reading of the spatial and temporal
experience of architecture. This tends to locate our
understanding of architectural symbol in the
cosmological context of ritual and of mythology, rather
than solely privileging it'i textual dimension. These two
dimensions, one from the mythical and ritual side of
understanding, and one from the textural and semantic
approach would seem to coalesce in a henneneutics
which focuses upon the issue of participation in
symbol. Such participation is necessarily tentative, for
on the one hand we treat architectural symbol as
remote, as disu'Ulced from ourselves, and on the other
we enter into it as into a cosmion, where it has the
power to enable us to be lost in its enstructuring of a
world where we feel most at home.
Gadamer talks of our participation and
metamorphosis in texts in terms of a fusion of
hOrizons,27 but also in terms of our alienation from the
tradition of the symbol and the participation in the
symbol. Ricoeur develops this understanding in a
discussion on the dist.'Ulciation and appropriation of the
symbol, and of the dialectic between them. The
question remains: How do we maintain a critical
distance from the object we seek to understand while at
the same time we seek to participate in the truth that it
may hold out for us?28 In an essentially Socratic
understanding of dialectic, Ricoeur in his book
Hemumeutics and the Human Sciences, stresses the
importance of this distance as the space in which
interpret<'l.tion takes place:
The history of effects is precisely what occurs under
the condition of historical distance. It is the
nearness of the remote; or to say the same thing in
other words, its efficacy at a distance. There is thus
a paradox of othemess, a tension between proximity
and distance, which is essential to historical
consciousness.29
In conclusion, the issue of interpretation of symbol and
of narrative in architecture becomes one of our own
subjectivity, of the fundamental understanding of
ourselves in relation to tradition and to otherness.
Among all the arts it is architecture whose character
necessitates a participation in the spatial and temporal
givenness of the world which most enables this
dialectic sense of othemess to emerge. The poetics of
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architecture is enshrined in its capacity for
mediation. 30 This mediatory capacity of architecture
allows the setting of a scene, or the bringing before the
eyes of a structured and measured order. It resides in its
ability to allow the articulation and embodiment of a
potential world in which the ethical and mythical
nucleus of tradition can come to representation} 1 The
role of surplus of meaning in the interpretation of
architectural symbol becomes not a sublime terror,
where a critical distance is lost in some metaphysical
chasm. The understanding emerges in the ability of
architecture situated in the language and narrative
traditions of culture to embody a pathway in which the
dialectic between human self-identity and otherness, of
identity and difference, can be measured out in a rich
and creative play. 32
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17lis domain of phl1J!tasms is no longer the night, the sleep of reason, or the uncertain void that stands before desire,
but, on the contrary, wakefulness, untiring attention, zealous erudition, and constant vigilance. Henceforth, the
visionary experience arises from the black and white surface of printed signs, from the closed and dusty volume that
opens with a light offorgotten words; fantasies carefUlly deployed in the hushed library, with its columns of books,
with its aligned shelves to form a tight enclosure, but within the confines that also liberate impossible words. The
imaginary now resides between the book and the lamp. The fantasy is no longer the property of the heart, nor is it
found anwng the incongruities of nature; it evolves from the accuracy of knowledge and its treasures lie dormant in
documents. Dreams are no longer sumnwned with closed eyes, but in reading; and a true image is now a product of
learning.
Michel Foucault, "Fantasia of the library," 19671
I start somewhat obliquely with a putative historical
fact: In his earliest published work of 1962, An
Introduction to Edmund Husserl's Origin of Geometry ,
Derrida announced a certain concem for critical thinking
about language which became a preoccupation of late
twentieth century philosophy.
As a comment on Husserl's method of llistorical
investigation, Derrida's Introduction questioned if the
sense of a historical event proceeded from a certain
phenomenology of 'fact'. Hussed's hypothesis is the
existence of an 'ideal object' underlying all historical
accounts (of geometry in the present case). He defines
ideality as the condition where pure repetition of sense
is possible, and where "all forms [of geometry, the
object] produced by someone on the basis of pregiven
forms take on the same objectivity."2
Hussed goes further to say the shape. more correctly
the sense, of an ideal object is inextricably bound to the
accretion of traditional sense in its voyage
(transmission) to the present and future; that is, the ideal
sense is sedimented by layers of traditional sense} TIlis
points to linguistic contingencies, as 'traditionalisation'
of sense-longhand for knowledge-involves
transmission through, and expression in, language
towards present understanding and future construction of
sense.
Derrida identifies two questions of interest, one
phenomenological and the other ontological.
Phenomenologically speaking, if ideatity is in fact
tradition manifest where an ideal object can never fully
be discemed apart from the face of historicity, how can
its primordial sense be recognised? To Husserl, as
mentioned, there needs to be an implicit objectivity in
the origin of an ideal for it to be recognised as such.
This leads him to theorise the phenomenological status
of sense in the origin·ator, i.e. intrasubjectively or how
the person who first conceives the pure object realises
its sense. 4 Here, Husserllooks to writing as an eidetic
component of ideality where the very act of writing
(l' ecriture) liberates sense from being imprisoned "in the

inventor's head."S Derrida extends this condition to say
that historical writing is caught up with intentionality,
and there is nothing ideal outside the interplay between
intentions, writing and his tory. And, to severely
paraphrase, we need not ask what is the sense of
historicity as historicity is itself sense. 6
Derrida respects the phenomenological value of how
history appears but calls for a focus on its possibility of
appearing as the more relevant (to this paper anyhow),
ontological question.? In the llame of scientific
ascetism, Derrida posits, (geometrical) sense needs to be
something ideally accessible to the "worldly image of
gaze. ,,8 Ideality becomes a theoretical attitude where
sense is admitted as scientific evidence only when it is
seen or gazed at a<; an ideal object, or to put this another
way in the case of geometry, "geometrical evidence only
starts "the moment" there is evidence of an ideal
objecti vity ."9 The question now shifts from "what is a
fact" to "why tilere is any historical factuality" and "how
is this ideality constituted." 10
The constitulion of ideality as a scientific attitudeits otltology-can only be deciphered in that which can
be 'gazed': the constituted object What is the nature of
these objects, how do they appear? As writing and
language are eidetic components of tradition, tile ideal
object is implicitly manifest in the primacy of language
as textual representation or the written word. To get to
this primordial sense, we have to question back through
tradition to the origin of ideality, or what Hussed calls
"reactivalion.',11
"History establishes the possibility of its own
appearing.',12

Grammatical Design: 1974 to early 80s
I commenced this paper with Derrida's work for three
reasons which relate to the flavour of this paper: the
relationship of language to historical facts, the logic and
the stability of geometry in western metaphysics and tile
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materiality of historical representations of geometry, and
the creation of its sense in text".
During the period 1974 to the early 80s, a
proliferation of works on what can be called shape
grammars in architecture appeared in an international
journal of urban and regional research Environment and
Planning B. These works fuelled further research into
'design grammars' and 'computational design' , revisited
the theme 'languages in architecture' and produced texts
such as William Mitchell's Logic of Architecture, all
somewhat contiguous with developments in computeraided design and current preoccupations with information
technology. Nevertheless, we can recognise some of the
general features of this discourse: it speaks of "aspects
of geometry and overall design[s} and how individual
parts relate to each other,"13 of "rules of formal
grammars" that indicate what can be done to forms
given a basic vocabulary of shapes and axioms for their
combination, 14 and of possible designs being connected
by "derivational sequences" in a "space of design."15
Some would say that the prevailing assumptions in
these discourses accord with epistemological traditions
from Descartes through to the logical positivists. 16
Others would say it reminds them of the design
methodologist era of the 60s when architects spoke of
semiotics of architecture 17 and linear design processes.
It would be possible to outline, through conunonalities
and distances, how the "independence of reason" in
Cartesian geometry stands as a legacy for Kant's
rationalism and the "transparency of the mind," which
then led to the materialist manifestation of this
ontology in computer mappings (meanings, function,
representations, etc) this century.IS This would be a
historical description of the 'computational' approach to
architecture seen as an academic concept, which aims to
tell of its development during a period.
The present study however, does not square itself
with the larger histories of the field, which is to say, it
does not point to one way of understanding the
transformation of Cartesian preoccupations of the
eighteenth century into the technological economy of
the twentieth. Although it should not be placed in the
domain of 'proper' history writing, this study, owing to
the choice of exemplary material, is perhaps
problematically, historical in its procedures and aims.
This will be self-evident in what follows.
The range of material considered as evidence in this
study refers directly, and indirectly through notions of
rules, patterns and languages, to shape grammars in
design. These I see as specific discourses on the subject.
It soon becomes evident that the topics are widely
ranged and do not always share philosophical
boundaries: on one extreme Koning and Eizenberg talk
about the parametric shapes which define the corpus of
Lloyd Wrightian architecture, on the other Antony
Radford promotes architectural languages in urban
design reviews. These discourses further transform, and
are transfonned by, neighbouring but distinct areas of
inquiry, including typology, linguistics and lately
hermeneutics. Not only are these related areas different
in size and scope, but the topics themselves undergo
tnmsformations over a period of time.
Here is my argument: specific discourses work in
particular networks of relations 19 to produce the very

discourses that they are seen to speak about These
specific discourses interact, in compliance or hostility,
with each other in lines of force that legislate certain
modes of knowing and operation. For example, shape
grammars, linguistics, hermeneutics and typology all
find resonances to arrive at a state of affairs in a
particular discipline called grammatical design. We have
to ask: what keeps these discourses apart, or what keeps
them together? At any juncture this network of relations
works to articulate a 'truth in practice' or a 'reality',
which in this case promulgates "a powerful generative
approach to shape and spatial systems in design."20
I am not concerned with the realities of practice as to
whether or not rules and grammars in architecture are
practiced in the way texts say they are. Nor do I attempt
to outline accurately the vast and complex relations
between specific discourses. I am concerned however
with the statements made about the relations between
concepts and texts in frameworks within which these
texts attempt to legislate and police a practice. In other
words, I would not have revealed a more accurate real
but have made one exposure of the mechanisms by
which the practice of rules have been imagined as real,
or taken as true.

Some history and logic?
In their article, "Spatial systems in architecture: some
history and logic,"21 March and Stiny presented several
putative historical facts. These pertain to what tlle
authors claimed as the theoretical antecedents to a new
"generative" approach to shape and spatial systems in
design. Mm'ch and Stiny surmised that in this new
generative approach:
architecture requires the delineation of one part of
space from another. Such delineation, a
configuration of lines, characterizes shape. The
organization of shapes give space an architecture.
Architecture in this sense may be applied to natural
as well as cultural phenomena, to the works of
nature and to the works of man. Since Vitruvius ...
22

And this account continues through Alberti, da Vinci,
Dtirer, Goethe and others.
There are two ways in which these fragments of text
can be considered historical. One, they stand as evidence
of the transmission and study, in the late twentieth
century, of certain architectural ideas which are
'historical' or have been 'historically documented' . And
in this way, the texts are historical in the second mode:
they document the formation of a field of study, a
history of grammatical design as such.
A rhetorical regularity which can be observed in this
and other works 23 represents a symptom of a traditional
conception of historical texts. March and Stiny
commenced their text by outlining a theoretical
frmnework for their "generative" design paradigm. This
is followed by an adumbration of historical works which
stood as justification for their ideas. Alberti, Durand and
Palladio were shown to have said similar things or
thought along similar lines in the past. (MitchelI
actually started his book at the very beginning!: "In dIe
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beginning of architecture is empty space-characterised
by Plato in the Timaeus as "the mother and receptacle of
all created and visible and in anyway sensible things.""
He later calls upon Alberti and Durand in a manner not
unlike March and Stiny.24) These textual manoeuvres
are symptomatic of the authors' intention to find value
in documented historical ideas based on their current
concerns. That is, they impose a judgement upon the
parts of 'history' or the documented past which they find
useful to validate specific claims. An important
underlying assumption here is that the historical texts
represent a corpus of somewhat stable informationhistorical facts-which are available as an index of
legitimacy for new ideas.25
Many authors have sounded the alarm that
conventional historiography is in crisis. 26 In the
conventional view, the professional task of historians is
the documentation of historical facts, an activity which
assumes an unbiased eye to record and describe 'what
really happened in the past'. There is an unprecedented
concern with time and place, with exactitudes and
objective accounts. La Capra claims that "historians are
professionally trained not to read. Instead they are trained
to use texts in rather narrow, utilifarian ways - to
"strip mine" or "gut" them for documentary
information."27 The proclivity for a documentary
approach in history writing is sustained by
contemporary social practices and preferences (La Capra
goes further to say that professional historians cater to
the demands of contemporary society who want to J...'l10W
specific times, places and happenings. 28 ) There is a
propensity to rely on historical documentation for
infOlmation especially in cases of dispute, aligned with
the valorisation of written material as legitimate
evidence in legal circumstances. Then there is the
imperative to reduce phenomena into codes (to feed the
computers in our information age), an activity which
finds solace in a structuralist view of knowledge, which
further relies upon positivistic philosophy and
structuralist linguistics.
This documentary view tends to reflect certain
stereotypes (the historian's perception is free of
distortion, there is an ultimate 'reality' out there which
can be mimetically represented, etc.) which installs an
empirical habit in reading. But we have, in critical
theory at least, been through commonplace counterarguments for this view. That historical texts are
manifestations of authorial intention, where the act of
interpreting and writing history is shot through with
unconscious motivations and situational influences.
That the selection of and attention to certain details are
pertinent to the way the text is written. That the
historian's tacit understanding, social position, and
prejudices affect the way slbe interprets and writes. That
history is written for a purpose which are political. And
so on. The historical account is not as objective as it
seems.
The documentary approach to texts produces an
impasse. On one hand, if the text cannot tell us
anything historically 'truthful' in the conventional sense
owing to personal biases and interpretive exigencies of
the author-if we cannot believe what March and Stiny
say about Alberti and others when they (March and
Stiny) claim such stuff to be a possible precedents for

their generative design model-as the choice of
historical facts merely reflects the author's biased
concerns and therefore irrelevant to any other
contemporary concerns, of what use are such texts? In
fact, where does that leave us in relation to any claims
to truth?
On the other, is the relativist position. History
writing, or all writing in the broadest sense, involves
interpretation. If interpretation is the name of the only
game, and my interpretation is as valid as the person's
down the street, where does the control for effective
judgement lie? How do we curb self-validated claims to
truth or regressive arguments? What can this paradox in
conventional historiography mean for the position in
texts in social arenas, especially those whose main
activity revolves around texts, say in the university?

Discourse and society
Let me take this theme into a (wider) theoretical
context. Since writing and reading cannot stand pure
from personal biases of indi viduals who are in fact part
of a community, a historical account must necessarily
take on a discursivity, which means that it is linked to
wider implications of genre, constituted within a
particular knowledge field and organisation of which the
author is a part. Furthermore, developments in other
disciplines including linguistics, psychoanalysis, and
poststructura!ist philosophy from the late sixties
onwards have pulled sheets out from undcr the
historian's carefully stratified pile, specifically in
questioning the stability of the document 29 itself:
historical text as 'fact'. The sobriety of the space
delimited by historical texts is challenged as its content
is no longer said to be inert memory-refreshing stuff,
and the language used is no longer unproblematically
universal. I take this to suggest a concern for the
formation of the historical document in discourse, which
leads to a concern for the formation of history itself, and
through this a concern for the wider relationship
between historical discourse and society.
Foucault has much to say regarding connections
between discourse and society. He says that in discourse
there are "statements." These "statements" are not quite
linguistic units in the conventional sense but
phenomena which predicate the conditions for discursive
objects to emerge in a field of possibilities. 30 Which is
to say, discourse is an empirical 3l phenomenon situated
in a complex field of social forces and their relations,
and what can be said in discourse, and for what is said to
become meaningful or to be taken seriously, there needs
to be a set of social conditions. These social conditions
serve to systematise the development of concepts and
the modification of strategies proper to
historical/temporal exigencies. Under such specific
conditions, these discourses are legitimised as
knowledge claims or they appear as truth statements.
History thcrefore becomes the history of disparate events
establishing regimes of truth 32 rather than a coherent
line of occurrences, one causally following another.
It follows that within a given historical period
possessing discreet social practices-Foucault calls
them epistemes-there will be some discourses which
appear more 'truthful' than others, or rather, some will
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be given more credence as the arbiters of what is true.
Owing to power relations (not only between dominant
and dominated, but pervading all socielal levels) all
knowledge is invested with a political economy by the
struggle for authority in interpretive claims.3 3 What is
at work here are factors of constraint and exclusion in
discourse production. Which is to say, a certain
discursive formation, through a range of regulatory
mechanisms, puts in place certain interpretations and
not others: there are principles of classification and
ordering, rituals and fellowship which preserve discourse
in certain communities and social prohibitions and
divisions on areas of expression.3 4 All of this leads to
the "rarefaction" of knowledge and the speaking subject
who in turn affect discursive formations. Socialdiscourse relationships are circular rather than causal:
discourses mediate what is social and insofar as society
is interpretable, while society presents itself as an
arrangement of discourses.
Foucault argues that it is a folly to see history as a
group of concepts developing linearly, whose laws
progressively become clearer, error is eliminated and fact
replaces superstition. 35 The conventional view of
historical discourse is fallible on the grounds it
professes a false hope for objectivity. If we, as an
alternative, accept that discourse and social relations are
intimately entwined, it must follow that what counts for
error or truth is arbitrary and necessarily in flux, as the
modes of discourse and their originating epistemes
constantly undergo transformations. 36 What this points
to is an intimacy between changes in discourse and
movements in sociality, making the historical origin a
chimera and any attempt to locate it ends up as an
infinitely regressive exercise.

The genealogy of discourse
While the reading and writing of historical texts might
be ontologically problematic, the presence of 'historical'
texts and their influential position in our sociodiscursive universe cannot be denied. How then, can we
look upon this 'history' effectively? More importantly,
how do we approach Ubiquitous documentation which
aims to inform us "what happened" and "what and how
people were thinking at such and such a time and such
and such a place"?
These questions hint perhaps at an "effective
history,,,37 a Nietzschean approach to history which
vitiates a return to origins through dissociating itself
from the possibility of historical absolutes; leitmotifs
ofFoucault's "genealogical" agenda.
Coherence and unity are Platonic themes that have
enjoyed authority sanctioned by Western rationality.
However, as Foucault's comments on challenging the
pursuit of origins, when the genealogist "listens to
history" s/he discovers that primordial truth "has no
essence or it is formulated in a piecemeal fashion from
alien forms."38 In another place, Foucault reads
Nietzsche's origins of morality as founded in "catty
fights, minor crudeness and ceaseless and nasty clashing
of wills."39 Here lies a paradox: on one hand, histories
are founded on 'reason', and this 'reason' - their cause
for existence is legitimised as consistent and coherent
by communities, discourses and institutions in

power. 40 In another light. events in history justified by
reason can be shown up as having occurred by accident,
as a result of errors or incongruous assumptions, but
have continued to exist because we, as a community,
have found value in them. 41 Coherence and consistency
are thus mere metaphysical fictions in what apparently
is a coherent historical discourse, whose strive for purity
more importantly occultates its founding assumptions
and conceptual apparatus involved in bringing the story
to bear.
Here are two possible directions to proceed. If
rational thought is such a sham, we may be concerned
with what is occultated - what is not said or which
might otherwise have been said - at the expense of
interpretations which were privileged. This is the
pursuit of the enemy, the perpetrators, to uncover
something which is assumed present but hidden beneath
the surface of rationality. This approach, favoured by
critical theorists after Marx, provides an opposing
dialectical position to counteract the dominant discourse
with an aim to right wrongs.
The other is FoucauIt's genealogical approach, to
which this paper owes much. Some call it un-critical,
un-revolutionary or passive: it investigates the possible
space in which such discourse is allowed to emerge and
be deployed. There is no allusion to a hidden discourse,
no accusations of individuals as oppressors, as what was
there existed because of a specific system of
foonation-it could not have been anything else. This
approach shifts the question from the rationalistic "why
was something there," to what was there," as revealed or
revealing.
If discourse is fragmented in its ontology, it follows
that a genealogical project has dispersed analytical foci
as the project aims not to privilege a centre, but to seek
out, or even make,42 differences in order to reveal
discursive practices and events in their complexity and
density. Genealogy is in itself documentary - it still
requires a knowledge of 'historical' details - but it does
not seek out history in totalising narratives in a vertical
excavation for buried truth, rather it is work on the
surface. History is found in the interstices of these
narratives, in subtle shifts, fissures and discontinuities.
In fact, questions traditionally held as important and
deep are seen as mere manifestation of what the
dominant discursive conditions make possible; that is,
their significance depends upon surface practices and not
in unknown depths.
What is the political value, then, in such abstract
musings? Discourse is materialised in disciplines and
institutions. Discourse makes possible disciplines and
institutions which in turn sustain these discourses.
However, to conclude social institutions do no more
than ovenly impose sanctions over actions is a narrow
look at power. Power tactics displace knowledge to
demarcate disciplinary limits, which opens up fields of
possibilities for action (the resistance or subservience,
appropriation or negation of limits), within which the
formation of subjects is regulated. Power penneates the
self in mobilising and reconfiguring "vocabularies,',43
substantiating criteria for truth/falsity judgement of
further knowledge claims. A historical event
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historical sense. Foucault reconceptualises the subject to
see it as accounted by the discourse in which it is
subsumed. 48 What seems to be present, but recessive i.s
the text. For historical events to appear, genealogical
practices to chart interpretations, and socio-political
contingencies to meet require a materiality: these events
appear on the surface of the text. We have reached the
turning point of tile paper where I shift from a
preoccupation with discourse to appeal to texts.

consequently is not a decision, treaty, a reign, or a
battle, but the reversal of a relationship of forces,
the usurpation of power, the appropriation of a
vocabulary turned against those who had once used
it, a feeble domination that poisons itself as it
grows Iax ...,,44
However, a genealogical analysis should not aim to
model the structuro-political disposition of a particular
discursive environment - normalisation by modelling
is particularly anti-Foucauldian. Moreover, there is no
immediate access to these structures. And while we do
not have a transparent knowledge of these social
structures, there is no escape from them (complete
emancipation assumes a transcendental state of freedom
but we cannot be free of social structures
they are
immanent to our lives). A Foucauldian analysis mainly
shifts the frame of reference to an-other interpretive view
of such structures, so to speak. It merely serves to
situate us in a better illuminated praxial stage.
But a genealogy also does more than describe the
discursive universe. The historical apparatus - the
genealogical method
is part of the product, it
interacts with the historical discourse. White goes as far
to say that analytical distinctions themselves,
form/content, referent/object, etc., are products of the
discursive event. 45 Historical discourse, or any
discourse, carries with it contemporary concerns and the
political agenda of the present. History is a mode of
transforming the present, Foucault tells us when he
speaks about his reasons for writing the history of
prisons: "Why? Simply because I am interested in the
past? No, if one means by that the writing a history of
the past in terms of the present. Yes, if one means by
writing the history of the present:,46 By admitting to
the textuality of history, Foucault is able to entertain
writing a fictional genealogy of a situation, for present
use. Theory for him is practice, it must function;
history is not revised, it is reconstructed. As Dreyfus
and Rabinow comment on Foucault's approach,
"Writing the history of the present" ... explicitly and
self-referentially begins with a diagnOSis of the
current situation. There is an unequivocal and
unabashed contemporary orientation. The historian
locates the acute manifestations of a particular
"meticulous ritual of power" or "political technology
of the body" to see where it arose, took shape,
gained importance, and so on. 47
Therefore, Foucault's history of seventeenth century
sexuality is not the history of sexuality but one which
informs central components of political technologies
today. Genealogy describes events as transformations of
other events from present needs.
To acknowledge tbis presentist pretence in
Foucauldian genealogy may allow subjective biases to
read into the text without control (again) and to project
current concerns back into history. There is still the
danger of radical relativism and the blowing of one's
horn.
The argument so far has touched upon discursive
practices in history, the socio-political framework
witIlin which these practices are possible, and upon

Texts are not discourse
Texts are not discourse Cl la Foucault49 ; in fact they are
very different phenomena, or different levels of analysis,
at least. John Mowitt 50 posits ilie subtle but
consubstantial difference between the two concepts.
Discourse can be seen as paradigmatic to programmes
which organise, design, legitimise and conduct praxis
within, in a broad Foucauldian sense, sociality. And the
connection between discourse and this productive
programme is offered by texts, or textuality, tile latter is
the "enabling paradigm" for cultural studies and social
sciences to occur. Discursive statements can only be
embodied/presented when they appear in some material
form/medium, and the surface of emergence is that of
the text. To Ricoeur, the text is any discourse fixed by
writing, while discourse is the language-event or
linguistic usage in time and with a subject. 51 But texts
are neither autonomous beings nor pure materiality,
tIley do not arrive at tile scene, read, interpreted and
ditched. Texts emerge from, and partake in, the societal
context much in the way discourse does.
But texts are able to pronounce themselves as more
than, or rather other tIlan, isotopes of tile social (as in
Foucauldian discourse where everything social is
discursive and vice-versa). In their materiality there are,
as one might say, 'less contingent' upon tile social. An
analysis which sees texts as nothing more than social
tends to subsume all social life into the interplay of
discourses, a homogenising which echoes a tendency
towards inefficacious plurality which we have only just
attempted to avoid. Texts bring WitIl them as much
conceptual baggage as an interpreter would to the scene
of the interpretation. Tlley have their own history as
texts and they reach us overlaid with interpretations to
which we are consciously or unconsciously indebted.52
If the text is the surface upon which discursive
exchange occurs, where power-knowledge struggles and
differences are acted out, it would possess an inherent
ambivalence as the text embodies both institutionalised
and alien discourses. TIlat is to say, in the interplay of
difference, the institutionalised and the noninstitutionalised CextradiscipIinary) knowledge are
juxtaposed. While we can have texts that speak of the
current situation, we can have texts in circulation and
production which do not as yet reflect the propensity of
the social situation, the avant-garde for example.53 Here
texts may serve an escapist function of the imaginary as
compensation for empirical reality, or they serve the
contestatory function in questioning that reality.54 The
texts are therefore relatively 'free-flowing' and are
commonly the result of confluences in disciplinary
studies.
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While texts are not "plural," based on the bland and
unproductive notion of multiple meanings and multiple
interpretations, it is also unproductive to see texts as
self-contained and meaningful. The latter points to a
somewhat scientistic mode of operation: texts are
merely linguistic artefacts to be interpreted,
symptomatic of authors' and readers' searches to find
value in it. To rephrase, texts are legitimised, in their
own right, by the interpreter affirming how useful they
are in relation to certain concerns. Although these
concerns are politically substantiated by an institutional
framework, their relevance is frequently incidental.
I take a more productive stance: I see texts as
palimpsests of an interpretation struggle as they map
and rearrange the lines of discursive (modes of
enunciation, writing) and non-discursive (institutional
agendas, political and economic events) forces, in a
process of inclusion, exclusion and appropriation. The
textual surface is "pure context" as they construct the
very formations which organise the way they are read. 55
This "ambivalence" in the text-are texts
disciplinary or anti-disciplinary?-cncourages a healthy
legitimation crisis within a discipline, as it revisits the
often forgotten textual politics which once framed the
discipline. 56 Through posing right questions, texts are
useful in exploring operative forces that shape and limit
interpretive practices in disciplines, that is, the
processes by which disciplinary boundaries are formed
and re-formed. Furthermore, texts provide possible
avenues to undermine the institutions of disciplinary
power at points they have typically reproduced
themselves with greatest efficiency. To look at the texts
formally in hope of finding constitutive meaning is to
overlook their socio-political and therefore historical
relations to the context. It follows that a presentist
approach to texts, while it may satisfy contemporary
desires, (re)affirms a discipline without negativity, as
the capacity to comment upon disciplinary goings-on,
including the fonnation of boundaries, through the
sociogenesis of the text is obscured.
The notion of disciplinary boundaries brings with it
the idea of spatial enclosure, in much the same fasbion
as Kuhn's paradigm constitutes a kind of common space
for scientific endeavours to occur. It ensures that these
endeavours are "normal" or acceptable. Any production
outside this space, if significant, puts science in "crisis"
and announces a "revolution.,,57 What interests me here
is that the history of science therefore contains the
possibility of shifts, and an outside. The question of
boundaries also implicates interpretive communities: an
institutional context of shared values and beliefs, and
linguistic parallels within which the discipline
operates. 58 It is possible there are other communities
outside.
Within a discipline there are constant attempts to
dmw the boundaries between what it is and what it is
not, what is inside and what is outside, what is the
institutional and what is other - the fOflnaUon and
transformation of the discipline and interpretive
community requires an interpretation struggle. 59 By
insisting on what it is not, an institution therefore
reaffirms its self-identity. Interpretation not only refers
to its otherness, but relies on it. Such negativity is
productive as it inculcates an awareness of possible

subordinatlon/marginaIisation of certain voices (agents),
as wen as widening the disciplinary scope.60 The role
of the critic is to outline a new practice of interpretation
to show that this negativity is inseparable to the
reading, interpretation and use of the text.

Readings, texts and reading texts 61
In this last section, I will attempt to orchestrate a
reading of several exemplary texts on shape grammars
and the concept of 'languages' in architecture. I do this
not to discern constitutive meaning towards a theoretical
exposition, rather it is a reading which allows me to
commenl upon the generation of discourse and
disciplinary ruminations surrounding a particular
approach to architecture. It strives for a dialogical
exchange between history and historical concepts,
present concerns, contingent disciplinary boundaries and
the individuation of the reader's self.
It may appear from these chosen texts that they
participate within a general project of grammars or
'languages' in architecture. These works in most cases
appear in the joumal of Environment and Planning B
between 1974-1983, while others (like MiLchell's Logic
of Architecture and Woodbury's "Grammatical
Hermelleutics") originate from proximate areas of
American architectuml education. While there may be a
clear topic if investigation signalled by the use of
similar words such as 'grammars' or 'languages', we
cannot conclude that they are aligned in aims or
concerns. And to say that these works are a consistent
and representative 'historical' record of the field would
be a folly; by what I touched upon earlier, the
conception of texts as a stable record is itself debunked
owing to the "disfigurative,,62 action of writing and
reading history.
Historical texts are created at the intersections of
opposing ideas in specific texts, historians and the past,
and texts and contexts. To this end, and in this reading, I
call upon works of two contemporary intellectual
historians, Hayden White and Dominick La Capm,
which serve to problematise textuality in relation to
their discursive and institutional contexts. 63 I conclude
this paper by suggesting implications for this
'hermeneulic' view of texts and textuality for university
edueation.

Normalising tendencies,
descriptive literality
There appears to be a normativity in the way these
works are presented.
In geneml, there are two categories of works. The
first deals with a description of specific grammars for
specific 'architectures' or of specific architects. In these,
there are three main operations which are fundamental to
shape grammar methodology64:
One, the identification of the conceptual whole,
usually a style or type. This is achieved through
architectural and historical descriptions which legitimate
the project by ascribing historical value to, and
architectural consistency in, the choices made. Two, tlle
identification of individual elements or parts that
comprise the whole. And three, an organising system to
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make the individuated elements contribute to that whole:
the shape grammar rules.
In identifying the conceptual whole, the works
usually begin with a statement regarding the historical
value of the architectural corpora, which range from
Terragni's Casa Giuliani Frigerio to Queen Anne houses
of California, from Mughul gardens to African town
planning. Such descriptions combine presumably
accurate historical information-"the house was built in
1887 by Charles Spencer whose daughter described life
in the house at the turn of the century in a memoir
... "65 or "there is a consistent underlying structure
infonning Wright's work ... [the] Froebelean influence
on the architectural organisation of prairie-style
houses,,66-and anecdotal accounts
"Paradise recalls
the culture of the desert people who conceived the garden
as a protected place ... by contrast with the Whiggish
self-confidence of the eighteenth century English
gardeners like William Kent, who famously "leaped the
fence, and saw that all nature was a garden."67
This is followed closely by a literal description the
architectural object, detailed statements tracing the
geometry, dimensions and disposition of spaces, usually
adjacent to plan and sectional drawings:

Wright's tendency to group services togeUler so that
they do not interrupt living areas .... More precisely,
schema 12 allows for a block with no specified
function to become part of the living zone when at
least half of the width is connected to the living
zone. Similarly, schema 1 allows for blocks to
become part of the service zones,?1
A second category of works address the discourse
surrounding shape grammars: education, computers,
design control and guidelines, its history and
relationship to other disciplines, and so forth. These
works also contain certain consonance: they always
speak of grammatical design in relation to some other
field, which again necessitates a description of general
characteristics, no matter how brief, of shape grammars.
To me, this hints at, in each case, discipline boundary
(re)definitions. I deal with this later.
There seems to be a consistency in the way things
are said: each document partakes in an enunciative
modality where what is spoken is spoken with a
regularity and a certain self-evidence that makes
discourse appear to be truthful. What I mean here is that
the way discourse surrounding shape grammars is
presented appeals to a close correspondence bctween
words and things, between words and drawings. What is
said is highly visible: the prairie-houses are shown in
drawings to have this and that space, while words
faithfully describe them as such, inst.:'llling a literality. It
takes littlc then to introduce, in the same manoeuvre,
delineations within the plan space while describing in
words, again in a literal voice, the possibility of partwhole relations. It is a meticulous exmnining of things
for themselves which is reminiscent of language in the
Classical age.72
It is the same approach to texts which allows the
authors to draw historical connections between the
architecture of the past and their present project.
Mitehell, in discussing top-down and bottom-up design
processes which are integral desciptors of shape
grammars, enlists J. N. L. Durand's typological works
in Classical architecture. He says,

The side hall plan is 1112 bays wide. It contains a
long and narrow corridor in the half bay, aanked by
two public rooms and, possibly, backed by
additional rooms stacked behind each other at the rear
... Plan Al is common throughout the district on
narrow, deep lots; it contains three major rooms, a
parlour, dining room and kitchen, which follows
each other in that order along the side hall. 68
The individual elements are described in a
hierarchical fashion in relation to the chosen
architectural corpus, invoking individuals and the part
relations to a conceptual whole. Architecture, according
to March and Stiny, at the very least "requires the
delineation of one part of space from another,,69:
In Wright's prairie-style houses, the fireplace is the
logical centre of the design. Once the fireplace is
established, a living zone can be added ... A service
zone is added to the living zone ... in this way the
core unit of the prairie house is fixed'?o
The final, but major part of the texts, is dedicated to
the detailed exposition of the organisation system that
makes the individuated elements contribute to that
whole: shape graIrnnars. Shape rnles take the form of "if
A then B" such that if A is present in the design, it may
be replaced by B. Conceptually, this may be represented
by tree-diagram, a graphic which represents the logical
sequence of the design derivations (small but significant
changes) through a space of designs. These diagrams are
accompanied by extensive text which describes the
formalisms and formal choices at each node of the rooled

tree:
Once the basic fonn of the prairie-style house has
been established as detailed above, schemata 12-18
can be used to assign functions to functionally
undistinguished zones. These schemata reflects

The rules of grammars usually esta.blish complex
domains in which exploration of possibilities may
proceed in both top-down and bottom-up processes.
J. N. L. Durand's Precis des lerons d'architecture
(1802-5) and Partie graphique des cours d' architecture
(1821) clearly illustrate this .... Cross-axes, grids,
squares and circles are t.:1ken as primitive shapes, and
a diagram (figure 8.25) shows how to assemble
these, in bottom-up fashion, into symmetrical
skeletons of construction lines. Another key plate
illustrates the top-down process of recursively
refining a skeleton into a fully detailed floor plan.73
(my italics)
Durand was said to have had similar preoccupations
with the shape grammarians: he was interested in
codifying rules for an economical architecture. But more
relevant here is the similarity in the way material is
presented in Durand's texts and shape grammar texts:
there is an emphasis on geometry, presentation of parts
to a whole and the contiguity between drawings and the
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printed words. This hints at a consistent practice of speak a practice which was only ever theoretical. Or it
inclusion and exclusion, grouping, choice of proximal confronts itself with a practice for which it produces a
object and representation. Durand's fragmentation of theory.
architecture into constituent parts was appropriated,
perhaps over-conveniently, to describe the already The production of excess and the
compartmentalised epistemology of grammatical design.
transport of 'good' architecture
I have been concentrating on the discursive
manifestations so far. However, these works on shape Let us revisit the first of the three fundamental
grammars do not exist in isolation, they are contiguous operations for shape grammars. Exercises in formal
and contemporaneous with a wider discursive and non- grammars often point to famous names: Koning and
discursive realm. The space of the journal (Environment Eizenberg investigates fL W' s Prairie Houses, Mitehell
and Planning B) in which the works appear, legislates does PaIladio. and Stiny contemplates on Mughul
the way knowledge is treated and displayed. Editorial gardens. In fact, they point to very particular styles or
onus ensures that the dispersion and representation of architectural corpora, as I call them.
knowledge is consistent with the publicised theme of
Consider this statement from March and Stiny a text
the "mathematisation" of urban, regional and other allied which outlines "the logic of this new approach [shape
fields.1 4 This organises the way new knowledges are grammars as a new, powerful and generative approach to
dealt with and old knowledges maintained.
shape and spatial systems] ... [and] its history,,78:
Literality is the consistent operation of norms and
rules of signification. Such "historical disciplining"
We begin with the arithmetic of shapes, one that is
excludes and proscribes certain ways of imagining
sensitive to our spatial intuitions about design and
historical reality which are legitimised by cettain rules
at the same time is a formal, mathematical system.
of evidence, allowing one to assert a matter of fact. 75
... Shapes are individuals made up of lines. Their
This apparent transparency or smoothness-the matterarithmetic involves subshape (part) relation (::;)
of-factness-of texts as historical objects is put in
which partially orders shapes; three Boolean-like
question, as we have seen earlier, by tlle ever shifting
operations ... and the similarity transformations.
relationships between texts, narratives and lived
The operations and transformations are defined 011
experiences of the author-historian and the reader. The
the universe of shapes U* ... Every shape in U *
historian is in tlleory "free to choose the tropes and
except the empty shape has a proper subshape, and
narrative structures by which [sI]he "emplots" the past,"
every shape in U* is the subshape of another
and the ground for this choice is frequently moral or
shape.1 9
ideologicaL 76 In this sense, the rhetoric in historical
texts is itself historicised.
It is immediately clear that this process would run
La Capra extends the concern. Approaching a text as aground owing to tlle vast combination of possible
mere ruminations of an author's mind configures the shapes. 111e authors tllemselves are unhappy about this:
text as an "inert" entity which removes it form
participating in a life informed by conflicting and gapUnhappily, there are two problems with this
ridden narrative structures. When reader-'historians' such
approach. First, the overwhelming combinatorial
as myself call to question certain truth claims espoused
complexity of the universe U* makes it impossible
in texts, let us not forget that we are seeing those
to explore in any sensible way, either by
claims with respect to other claims, which bear upon
enumeration or by analytical methods, without some
the way we interpret the past. Furthermore we, and the
preconceived idea of what constitutes a meaningful
society we live in, tend to privilege certain narratives
design or type Of design. Second, aritllmetic alone
and figurations as life-infOlming over 01hers.17
does not help to fnune such ideas; it provides neither
This brings me to another point. As the emergence
useful information about the special structures and
of texts (and their rhetorical disposition) relies upon
properties tllat distinguish meaningful designs from
specific conditions, the context in which texts appear
meaningless ones, nor a basis to partition or order
should be subject to interpretation as they are in
the universe U* so that meaningful designs can be
themselves textuaL This 'reality' is always already
grouped or linked togetller.80
shaped by (other) texts and discourses with ideological
and social nuances. These other texts should themselves
The "overwhelming combinatorial complexity of the
be subjected to as much interpretive scrutiny a<; the texts universe of shapes" necessitates any operation of shape
under present consideration.
grammars to proceed from a transcendental platform.
This paper is one attempt to achieve this. It does so That is, a platform that assumes the status of a unified
by giving a narrative account of grammatical design
'source' upon which grammatical design processes rely.
which is in some measure sensitive to its intemal And it is upon this condition that discourse on shape
discursive history as it is to adjacent works.
grammars is produced.
Upon scrutiny, we can say-to sketch out briefly the
111is requirement for source material resides in the
intemallogic of discourse on shape grammars-that tlle space of theory81 alone. To put it otherwise; it is a
theoretical activity surrounding shape grammars in necessary condition created by particular theorisings in
design is concordant with a theory of the subject; the architectural design that relies on a proliferation of
latter is in fact produced, or is at the very least shapes, which consequently requires a control
predicated, upon the theory of shape grammars. This mechanism.
reading aims to confront shape grammars, to make them
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The theory is now faced with the task of finding
architectural corpora worthy of analysis, or rather it
requires the subject (person) to make value judgements
on certain architectural corpora. It is also faced with
another problem, that of the 'correct' or 'good'
interpretation of rules once they have been established.
These are conditions of excess, conditions in which
theories produce something which cannot be contained
by the analytical discourse. In this case, it is the
formation of the individual subject. Observe Mitchell's
ruminations. On one hand,

fact confronts in practice, in tlle real. It is tlle aim of
this reading to make theory confront its 'imaginary'.
Discourse sets out to limit its excesses in
mobilising certain tropes. I shall deal briefly witll two
of these: the language metaphor and the study of
hermeneutics.

The epistemic transformation of
concepts: of metaphors in language
and the language metaphor
Once the discourse begins to directly or indirectly
describe what is 'good' architecture, it begins to produce
not only a method for identification, but the very
experience itself. The sense of good architecture must
emanate from somewhere, it must be contained within a
plaee, a topos. Conditions such as a 'grammatical street'
or 'the language of the building' become possible.

In essence, the grammar concisely encodes
knowledge of how to put together Palladian villa
plans ... the syntactic rules governing a design world
establish an architectural type ... and predicates
expressed in a critical language establish the
requirements of a particular moment and context. 82
On the other,

For the design review, the primary point is this: the
issue of aesthetic design control is not primarily an
issue of aesthetics (which can too easily be reduced
to an elitist concern to impose personal preferences)
but an issue of language (which is fundamental to
human experience and has meaning, not necessarily
in the same way, for the whole population).
Development and redevelopment is inevitably
controversial because it involves interfering with the
language. In an architectural language, issues of
'correctness' are only likely to arise in special cases
such as building restoration. 86 (includes my italics)

The process of finding a solution is a trial-and-elTor
one of applying rules to generate candidate solutions.
then computing predicates to detennine whether the
candidate solutions are acceptable solutions. 83
DeSign intelligence may be located either in the
generation mechanism or the test mechanism ... the
efficiency with the solution will depend on the
control strategy that is used ... for example, the
computer can generate alternatives ... with a human
critic inspecting and testing. 84
The human subject is one created in theory, and one
that is unified. The space of representation granted to the
subject is narrow, legislated and policed to control
theoretical excess, by the insistence of 'good'
architecture.
Among design proposals that can be shown to be
realisable, a critic will usually be interested in
discriminating the good from the bad. This requires
knowledge of rules ofvaluation-tllat is the correct
application of predicates such as commodious and
delightful . ... Interpretation about consistency,
feasibility and quality of designs is a matter of
possible-world semantics. 8S
A search for this unitary corpus introduces the agent
into the discourse. The notion of 'good architecture'
moves architecture into the aesthetics: the subliminal
realm of taste. However, taste itself is amenable to
certain rules and legislations. Having produced the
agcntial subject, the discourse individualises it. The
autonomous. unified subject is a product of the
discourse of grammars - it is not a real agent, but a
positioning waiting to be filled. to be made an object. It
follows that this subject-position would at sometime
encounter the 'real' -reading, writing, acting-subject
in practice, who resists such objectification in the name
of subjectivity. We can say that discourse surrounding
grammars produces in theory an autonomous unified
SUbject-position in order to negate the subject-agent it in

The possibility of "interfering with a language"
posits an autonomy in architectural forms. It is a
correctness, and tllfough extrapolation. meaningfulness
and beauty, of an architectural object or landscape,
premised on a paradigmatic approach to design, namely
shape gratmnars and architectural languages. That is, we
come to see such things in architecture because of the
way we see architecture. This experienee of the sublime
in architecture is not external but an event produced
internally by the discursive analytic. This 'beauty' is the
beauty of theory, and of texts on a design practice.
At this point there is something of a tension. In the
discourse on grammatical design, there is on one hand,
meaningfulness and beauty inherent in architectural
objects, on the other, the seat of judgement is seen to
lie in the human ("the computer generates an image in
its space of designs; the human interprets the image in
the realm of meaning"87).
In response to this double-bound excess, the
discourse of shape grammars constructs adequate
legislature to police and transport the aesthetic
experience. It controls the 'persuasions' of architectural
languages from producing 'meaning' to accord with a
humanistic respect for the fact iliat it is the interpreting
subject, and not the architecture, that is linguistic. H
outlines a set of criteria for describing, analysing and
legitimating the 'linguistics' of architecture which has
claims for authenticity and efficacy. This takes the form
of several nascent theories of the subject: how a subject
perceives and experiences language and thus architecture
(psychology), the tradition the subject is immersed in as
having an influence on interpretation (history), and
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social theories of understanding (benneneutics). (This
rise of the subject is also in concert with, and I run
speculating here, the severe pressure of humanising
computer technology in its foray into mass culture.)
Mitchell talks about architecture and language. SS In
the dispute between absolutists and relativists on
whether the merulings of words (nouns) ru'e a matter of
nature (to be sought through scientific investigation), or
a matter of language (to be sought through definition
and analysis), he takes a position advocated by John
Locke
to distinguish between real essences (which he
[Locke] claimed exist in things themselves, are made
by nature, and are unknowable) and nominal
essences-definitions that determine what things
may properly be called by names. Following from
this, it may be argued that the essence/accident
distinction is drawn relative to the vocabulary of the
language that we use. S9
and then
Such a language-oriented view serves well our
particular purposes here. I shall take it that tlle
essence of architectural type is a matter of
convention, and this can be made explicit by
fonnally stating a definition. 90 (my italics)
and later
In order to establish the semantic properties of

eriticallanguage [of architecture] we must have some
way to define the necessary and sufficient conditions
for objects to be instances of types.91 (my italics)
Two grunes are being played out in Mitchell's
philosophical argument for endorsing the language
metaphor in design. One, language is used as a
metaphor to promote an undersL.:'lI1ding about architecture
("language-oriented views" of architecture), and two,
architecture itself becomes a language (architecture as a
critical language with semantic properties).
The notion of 'languages' which are habitually
associated with grammars/architecture, becomes
figurative in the discourse. Language, as a trope, does
not only speak about architecture in a cerL.:'lin way (for
exrunple when it is used as a metaphor to highlight the
possibly compartmentalised nature of architecture), it
allows architecture to speak as a language, that is it
produces the compartmentalisation. That is to say,
language which was initially a metaphor in discourse,
becomes the object when architecture relies on it to
transport 'good architectural sense': an architecture is
good because it is granunatical.
But a fruniliar story appears. Here is an ru'chitecture
set-up by the discursive analytic, a 'pure architecture'
configured internally, which ironically creates an excess
(externally) that underwrites the discourse by 'speaking'.
I elaborate from rulotller angle. The proximity of
computational science in shape grammars creates certain
confusions. 92 An internal inconsistency lies in the
realm of language, at both !lIe discursive and linguistic
levels, owing to the epistemological difference in the

meaning of the tenns 'rules', 'grrunmars' or 'syntax' in
computational science and in common usage of the
English language. Computational science and its
Cartesian
ontology
subscribes
to
the
compartmentalisation of knowledge in its praxis,
therefore 'rules', 'grrunmars' and 'syntax' are concepts
already in motion prior to the loading of the language
metaphor. We have, for exrunple, computer languages
(Pascal, C, etc.), or "labelled shapes H. fonned from
given vocabularies of shapes and symbols" and where
"shape grrunmar defines a set of shapes called a
language."93 'Language' is hence used by computer
scientists as a metaphor to explain computational
language; the latter may however not be created out of
the language metaphor. Computational "grrunmar" is
therefore not a (by)-product of the metaphorical
strategies, it merely utilises these strategies to explain
itself.
If we shift our attention to grrunmatical design, the
picture gets even more unclear. Assuming !llat the
initiative to represent architectural design in shape
grammars came after computational science had
established itself as working in a linguistic mode, are
grrunmatical design and shape grrunmars inherently
linguistic with a logical rule base, or are they merely
described metaphorically as linguistic? This reading does
not set out to resolve that uncertainty but to point out
tbat the discourse surrounding grrunmatical design
continually slips between the handling of language in
the literal (metaphors in language) and metaphorical
(language as metaphor) sense.
Language, as the dominant trope, establishes certain
relations between 'words and things' and 'what can be
said about things' in 'proper' discourse94 , albeit
inconsistent at times in manner. These conceptual shifts
between 'metaphor in language' and 'language
metaphors' may won'y some historian-readers.
Dominick La Capra is however, not as worried. He
believes that texts are marked by internally divergent and
self-contestory tendencies. There is a certain logic to the
relations between the positivistic documentation of
knowledge and the use of language within the space of
the text. White, through his "metahistory," aims to
make explicit such interpretive and explanatory
strategies implicit in discourse and writings (of the
past). His investigations into linguistic tropes hopes to
disclose the figurative and mythic strategies that
sanction the conceptualising rituals in discursive fields
especially tIle sciences. In a sense, his approach is one
which emancipates the imagination from tropic
restrictions immanent in language towards a more
imaginative "anli-Iogic" which is to supplants tIle
logical ordering of discourse. 95
In the light that texts usually written to protect and
commemorate a collective heritage of knowledge, they
engage in discursive strategies of repetition,
appropriation, reversal, use and abuse of concepts
internal or adjacent to the discipline. What resulL~ are
possible "simultaneous divergent lines of ru'gument"
within the texts themselves, and a repetition of
theories/concepts throughout the texts forces one to
reread earlier sections, or perhaps epistemological
inconsistencies which tell not so much of textual
content as the "existential problems that implicate the
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historian in an intricate interaction with his or her
object of study." La Capra illustrates such an "intemal
dialogisation" or "double-voicing" in texts through his
reading of the "sacred texts" of Marx. 96
The "repetition with variation,,97 underscores the
utopian drive of texts to merely reorder arguments
without distortion. This need not echo a negativity on
account of intemal logical inconsistencies in the
promulgation of knowledge, but highlights the
performative nature of texts and the productive nature
knowledge transfer through text. This metaphor strongly
implicates the historian-reader in an interaction with the
object of study. Despite critical distance, the historianreader never has total mastery over the object.

Broadening disciplinary boundaries
and the "act of instituting"
Through investigating the intemal logic of the language
trope, we have seen the agential subject run away with
uncontrolled excesses. One way of reducing the threat of
the discursive product is to import another adjacent set
of legislating tbeories to bring law to the unwanted
subject.
Hermeneutics, a field interested in answering the
broader questions on interpretation, undersL:'tnding and
human nature, has been sceptical about the mapping of
grammars to design:
an atomistic language model . . . embodies a
fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of the
design process. Design does not fall within the
domain of natural science with a base in informal
logic, but belongs to a domain of the human and
henneneutical science with a base in the processes of
understanding and interpreL:'ttion.98
Shape grammar is seen here grounded in a model of
language; language which has adjacencies with
interpretation and bermeneutic theories. To control
excess of interpretation, there is an almost a natural
attention shift towards a interpretation theory and
hermeneutical studies, in the example of Woodbury's
enlightening and self-revelatory article "Grammatical
Hermeneutics. "
The notion of interpretation is not completely alien
to grammatical design, after all, it is a textual enterprise
wbicb requires interpreting, in the common sense of the
term. Hermeneutics and grammatical design as discreet
discourses, may share similar words and names, but the
philosopbical underpinnings and connecting lines of
force are not the same.
What interests me here is not to seek coherence
through a "hermeneutical interpretation of the use of
grammars in computer aided design,,99,as is Woodbury's
aim, but how the lines of force are redrawn,
transforming concepts in ways which negotiate
boundary changes in each discipline.
After expounding the differences between
grammatical design and henneneutics, Woodbury admits
"there is a tension, a strangeness for both the
grammarian and the hermeneut. But there is also a
coherence, and this lies not at the definition of grammar,

but in its use. The formal system of grammar itself is
not t.'tken to represent the process or product of design,
but used in a very practical sense"lOO and that "in its
encounter with design, gmmmar has changed [from
grammar-in-language]. In use, it is made flexible, and is
no longer (if it ever was) a vehicle for abstract
understanding alone. Grammar in design is more a
medium than an analytical tool" 101 (my italics).
The initial theory (of practice) to make sense of the
vast universe combinatorial possibilities by defining the
grammar of a corpora gives way to a new practice (in
theory) where the "hermeneutical circle, understanding as
the fusion of horizons, and !lIe ubiquity of metaphors
are each at play in research on and use of graInmars."102
Have disciplinary boundaries in this instance shifted?
Questions concerning disciplinary boundaries speak
to this project. I have argued that in architecture, as in
any discipline, there are restrictions to discursive
practices such as writing 'history' or theory in the
current case. These restrictions affect whether what a
disciple does and says is acceptable in ber/his
community.
Here is a negative way to view this: disciplinisation
closes our vision mther than opens it as every discipline
is "constituted by what it forbids its practitioners to do."
White takes !llis further by saying, "every discipline is
made up of restrictions on thought and imagination"103
confining discourse to certain types of evidence and
writing. This is plain.
While these analytical restrictions (regulatory
mechanisms in disciplines) themselves produce the
discursive object, they are first and foremost identified
analytically by the genealogist. That is, the way in
wbich we choose to look at disciplinary discourses and
texts is affected by the discipline itself as well as the
methodology subscribed to look at them. So, there are
no rules which precede a discipline nor is the nature of
what is being studied a priori to the discipline. The
object of study is not simply found and appropriated
from 'out there'; Foucault desLc'!ibes discursive objects as
produced aIld defined by the very discourse used to speak
about them. What all of this points to is that negativity
in our current scenario is contingent upon our approach
to analysis.
We can turn the tables around towaI'ds a positive
light by saying these institutional norms and
disciplinary agenda-discursive fonnations which
purport to 'restrict the imagination' -become a setting
for an encounter with the reader, !lIe interpreter-subject.
The subject's interpretive actions might serve to
strengthen or transgress these 'restrictions', these
interactions in turn aid in the subject's selfunderstanding. 104
This view finds concomitance with Weber's
distinction between the "act of instituting" and
"institutionalised functioning." 105 We often bear of
"institutionalised functioning": repressions upon actions
by localised power regimes with an incidental political
programme, commonly seen as restrictive and therefore
negative. The "act of instituting" however, is a positive
performative approach which views institutions as
apparatus or constituted bodies with intemal procedures,
inhabited by subjects with personal dispositions and
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specified goals, and always in tension between
prescribed behaviour and the individual ideas. 106
This approach to texts, while it refigures the
historical context, disfigures the authoritative status of
the analytical discourse. 107 This disfiguring comes to
bear in statements which circumscribe proper
interpretations and proper ways to consider, in this case,
architecture, as standards for discursive and nondiscursive practices. These disciplinary boundaries drawn
to account for new discourses and to define new
discursive objects arguably rely upon heuristic fictions
and insidious 'false' distinctions shored up by certain
poweriknowledge relations. There is nothing inherently
negati ve about this, it in fact constitutes, as I have
argued, the very act of disciplinisation or institution of
knowledge. 108
To conclude this section I ask the question, what
then is an architecture which is 'not good'? It must
logically be a something rejected by sanctioning
theories. But an architecture that is 'not good' is a
possible position, in fact this architecture is that
produced by the theory of grammatical design as a
condition of excess, a condition which transgresses
accepted norms which the discipline cannot control as
its own.
In legislating 'good' architecture, theories of
grammar are intertwined with discourses which control
the subjective body-its positionality-granting the
subject a particular space of representation. The
subject's point of sight is aligned with work which is
seen as good, and thus with the point of sight of the
architect whose work it is. (I say this with full
knowledge that none of the theories explicitly claim to
do 111is). But there is tension between this theoretical
subject and the subjeet as agent: the real subject which
continually creates a condition of excess through
transgressive multiple interpretations, refusing and
fracturing tIle unitary subject created by Hleory. Such
tension instigates in the theoretical world further
legislations-ie. more theory-to curb tile excesses of
the subject. In this way the continual propagation of
theory is ensured.
The theoretical subject of the text shifts in and out,
as texts as things shift in and out, the discursive space,
to put in some perspective the real subject as agent. The
text bears witness to tIlis agency; it is an index of the
real writing, reading and acting subject who extends,
expects, assembles discourses. The comprehensive
problem in this inquiry is how to understand and
negotiate varying degrees of proximity and distHnce in
relation what has been written and spoken, that is both
inside and outside of us. 109 It questions how the use of
language is mediated by eritical factors that cannot be
reduced to factual prediction or direct authorial assertion
about a historical reality. Recognising the henneneutical
nature of textual encounters would usefully allow us to
see the components of a documentary model conjOined
with historically and contextually specific rhetorical
features, in a broader 'interactive' understanding of
discourses in texts. 110

Hermeneutics of texts and
the university
This paper does not posit Hmt text in its materiality is
hermeneutical, nor a methodology for reading texts.
What is does posit is that the point of encounter
between the text and the subject is profoundly
hermeneutical.
I discussed texts as sites where disciplinary
boundaries are negotiated and established: they l11Hp a
network of resisl.i:IDces. In this way, the text stand... as an
other which challenges our present conception of the
world. The subjectivity of partiCipating agents produced
in and by the discourse precipitates into the discursive
realm. It is hence difficult to separate diSCiplinary
goings-on from tile wider social practices because of this
interplay between the formation of objects and the
subjection of agency. As Dreyfus says, "subjects do not
first preexist and later enter into combat or harmony.
The world is not a play which masks a truer reality that
exist'> behind Ule scenes. It is as it appears."lll
Dreyfus's comment strikes a profundity in the nature
of texts. For a genealogist there is no subject, or object,
which pushes history along. There is only a space, a
clearing 11 2 for subjects and objects to occur. "Instead of
origins, hidden meanings, or explicit intentionality,
Foucault the genealogist finds force relations working
themselves out in particular events, historical
movements and history"113[my italics]. Are texts also
participants in this clearing? If so, what is their nature'!
The corollary to this position for texts is that tlley
must be more than for the affirmative critique of
diSCiplinary power. To see texts to be only about a
discipline, I1lat is as legitimating tool for modern
institutions, is to overlook the inherent ambivalence in
texts. Texts may arrive out of a particular disciplinary
scenario, but more frequently, they are a product of
intersecting differing discourses and non-discursive
fonnations. Robert W oodbury' s article relies upon what
is seen as hermeneutical theories-an alien text to the
discipline-which reconfigures the way grammatical
design is broached. Woodbury's position in that article
is a stalCment which obtains its character from the way
it realTanges the lines of force in the power-knowledge
game. The hermeneutical text is ambivalent, it does not
'belong' to an y one discipline
it is
antidisciplinary .114
In any encounter witll a text, we are continually
trying to understand how what eludes us in our
interpretation has to do with tIle limits imposed on our
constitution by tlle field in which it is executed. Having
understood signifies a change in the lines of force, a
change in disciplinary horizons in the subject. This
juxtaposes the textuality of the text with the limits of
disciplinary power. Therefore, the political character of
disciplinary interpretations is more tllan merely a
dispute over specific readings, but how texts shift the
forces which allow one to interpret. Texts slide in and
out of dialogical and negotiations, it renders accessible,
for that nwment, the legitimating 'network of relations'
of the discipline, availing them for non-affirmative
critique. These structuro-political dispositions are
otherwise opaque. Texts are like bacteria, in its
presence, real1'ange the body's phagocytic constitution
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while raising an awareness of the body to itself which it
otherwise never has.
Texts are political tools pedagogy. Appropriate
choices with an attentive reading can see texts as an
effective antidote to hegemonic recalcitration and a
solution to legitimation crisis within the discipline. Not
only does it make evident duplicitous nature of
institutions but it stands as a actively resistant frame of
reference for contestations. 1 15
Texts should not be seen as autonomously
theoretical or as an expression of ideals in isolation, but
as situated but participating events in a network of
relations. Admittedly, texts are (material) documents
which act as primary source material 116 within an
interpretive situation which involves reading, but to see
them as mere reifications of some authors' intentionsauthors who are expropriated by tradition anyway 117_
is to normalise texts as explanation tools rather than
allowing an 'understanding' of/with them.
This brings me to a last word on explanation and
understanding. In texts, as we have seen, a distinction is
made between the particulars of linguistic conventions,
literary modes and rhetorical devices; and the holistics of
the socio-political 'meaning' of the texts and
institutions that produce them. In a similar ense, there
is a tension between the purely hisLOricist view of texts
a record of facts; and the relativist interpretive view
which often ends up in blind fictionalisation through
presentist concerns. Then there is the common view that
explanation and undertanding as two aspects of
interpretation. In the advent of the Cartesian
epistemological paradigm, tllese two aspects of
interpretation unfortunately solidified into a part-whole
dualism - explanation with metaphysical elementalism
in seach of logic in interpretation, and understanding
with idealistic holism towards psychologising
tendencies in interpretation theories.
Within praxis, understanding and explanation, the
holistic and elemental, are interposing moments. Here is
where we discern to what extent a text is symptomatic
of the times and to what extent it challenges it, how
this informs our understanding or our present
circumstanees in a play between the stlllcture of the text
and one's relation to it, and through this realise that our
subject postion is constituted by texts and our selfs
participating in discourse. This is the praxial stage.
This paper is a call to look at the relationship
between present conditions and the past witll a watchful
eye; what the past can tell us is not the projection of a
historical consciousness-seeking out meaning in what
has been said-but the interplay and the "performative"
activity-making differentiations, diagnoses, seeking
comparisons and repetitions-which disfigures and
reconfigures and our understanding of our lives. There is
noUling more that texts of the 'past' can tell us or do for
us.
What I have proposed in Ulis paper, being a text in
itself, is an analytical method which stabilises the
network of relations at the point of analysis, and the
resulting topology of my findings are no more than one
stabilised account. This is the hermeneutics of the
moment, an understanding which manifests as a change
in subjectivity. And this project is self-reflexively that:
a hermeneutical moment.
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The Power of Home for

Women Migrants
Reflecting on Orthodoxy, Challenge and Creative W arriorshi p
Susan Thompson and Susan Tho mp son 1
School of Town Planning
University of New South Wales
This paper is in two sections, each representing different parts of myself as a social scientist. The first discusses
qualitative research on the meaning of home for migrant women. Preliminary interpretations are presented as
themes emerging from in-depth interviews with Vietnamese, Greek and Lebanese women. The empirical work is
placed within the context Of the sociological, architectural and town planning literature on the meaning Of home.
The second voice in the paper is that of my other self. This is the one who has watched over the research
process, reflecting on, and responding to the lIumy challenges encountered along the way. My purpose in doing this
is to highlight how reflections can assist the social scientist intent on pushing the boundaries of convention in her
field. Rather than being feared, the undermining critic then becomes a positive force, with the potential to
strengthen and empower the researcher.

Part I The power of home for
women migrants

whole person, taking from the intellect, emotions and
spirituality. My qualitative research involving the
meaning of home, women and ethnicity in the context
of urban and regional planning, is an attempt to do just
this.

The House is as much cosmic as it is human. From
cellar to attic, from foundations to roof, it has a
destiny at once dreamy and rational, earthly and
celestial (Lefebvre, 1991:121).
The mysterious and dream like qualities of the dwelling
have been contemplated by philosophers (Bachelard,
1958; Heidegger, 1971) but rarely by the regional and
urban planners of the western world. 'Dleirs is a
scientific orientation, grounded in logic and positivism.
The notion of home a<; a multi-dimensional concept is
feasible, but in reality difficult to accept because it
transcends the physical, observable and measurable.
The profound significance of home for humanity is a
difficult thing to consider or understand from this
perspective. So too is the reason for research in this
area.
Given that this is where I Originally came from, one
could not be blamed for asking, 'What's a nice girl like
you doing in a place like this?: Why trade the well
wom path of positivist research, with its comforting
hypotheses, objective statistical packages and
predictable outcomes for an uncertain process, grounded
in subjectivity and fraught with controversy? Indeed
why? Over the last few years I have often asked myself
this question, wondering if it was perversity that led me
to this place and stubbomness that keeps me here. But
then I recall the reasons why I anl doing research and in
particular, this project. For me, the process has to
originate from the heart, not the head. It involves the
1 The idea of 'joint' authorship comes from Pinch and
Pinch's reflexive chapter in Woolgar (1988).

The Meaning of Home
For a house to be a home, it has to be more than a
physical structure. Despres (1991:97-99) summarises
the multi-dimensional meaning of home from
mainstreanl empirical research. From an analysis of
lived experience, home is defined as physical security, a
site for individual control, the foc'Us of daily activity and
a symbol of personal identity and status. The latter can
be reflected in ownership and the exterior and interior
presentation of the dwelling. Personal relationships are
central to the meaning of home, as are the significant
events that emerge from them. Home represents
permanence and continuity over time, and a place of
belonging and acceptance in the context of a dangerous
and uncertain world.
These multi-dimensional themes are reflected in the
work of many writers (Hayward, 1975; Sixsmith, 1986).
Although they perceive the physical dimension of home
as the least important, personalisation, attachment
(Cooper, 1976; Korosec-Serfaty, 1984) and territoriality
(Porteous, 1976) are key aspects which rely on the
presence of a physical fonn. So too does the symbolic
meaning of home (Rapoport, 1969; Oliver 1987), which
can denote religious beliefs, fanlily structure and social
organisation.
In the past, studies investigating the meaning of
home tended to view the household as a unit, resulting
in a gender bias in understanding. This situation has
changed in the last ten years, with a growing body of
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research that examines women's roles within the
domestic environment. The notion of home as a
negative environment has emerged, contradicting the
dominant discourse of a safe and secure sanctuary. The
domestic experiences of those subjected to violence,
loss of freedom and personal power starkly illustrate a
vision of home as nightmare, where the public sphere
takes on the feeling of safety normally found in the
home.
Ownership is an important element in shaping the
meaning of home for many women. Whilst this is
Significant for both sexes (Thome 1991; Richards
1990), for women, the notion extends beyond the
financial to emotional belonging, physical safety,
security of tenure and a feeling of control (Barclay et al
1991:39). The importance of home ownership for
women needs to be seen in relation to the realities of
limited access to this form of tenure. Not only are
women over-represented in low income households
where financial stress is considerable, they do not
benefit equally from the potential of wealth
accumulation from housing (Madigan and Munro
1991:117). Couple households are the most advantaged
in entering and maintaining private home ownership
because of their access to two incomes (Cass 1991: 20).
Divorce frequently results in the loss of income and the
ongoing ability to support a mortgage. Ownership does
not provide a 'safe haven' for women in violent
relationships, and if afford ability is traded for
accessibility, then home ownership may mean few
nearby job opportunities (Cass 1991: 4).
The physical form of housing is significant for
women. Gender bias in design of both individual
dwellings and the residential neighbourhood, is
discussed in many studies. Roberts (1991) identifies the
need for spatial versatility given the range of
households with which women are involved. Madigan
and Munro (1991) examine the relationship between
house designs and families, arguing that housing
structures gender relations. They look at historical
changes to physical form which mirror changes in
personal relationships and ideology. As the democratic
model of the family has emerged, issues of privacy for
women have increased in importance. The whole house
is hers and yet she does not have her own space. The
constraining and defining nature of the dwelling is
highlighted by Johnson (1992) in her analysis of
contemporary exhibition housing. She shows that
physically the space is essentially designed for the
heterosexual couple with children. Not only does this
sanction woman's role in the house, it also governs her
access to home ownership via the two couple income.
Nevertheless, the physical design does not have to be
totally prescriptive as there are some, albeit limited,
opportunities for expressions of different households
within the 'given' spatial constraints.

The Research
My empirical research focuses on the meaning of home
for migrant women. Over a period of six months, I
talked with over 40 women from the Vietnamese,
Lebanese and Greek communities. I devised a set of
open-ended questions based on my interpretations of the

literature, interviews with selected professionals and
personal insight.'). The questions served as a guide only,
allowing the woman being interviewed to lead the
discussion with her story of home, in her own way and
voice, and grounded in her lived experience. I started
with questions about the dwelling - there, here and
between; her story of leaving, journeying and settling.
An open and flexible question schedule, rather than one
with a particular and pre-determined focus, helped to
guard against overlooking important aspects.
The respondents in my study are English speakers.
They have lived in Australia for some time, affording
them the opportunity to take from their own and the
dominant culture to establish themselves in a new
country. I interviewed owners and renters of flats,
houses and town houses, between twenty five and sixty
years of age. I targeted the well serviced suburbs of
middle ring Western Sydney where these migrant
groups have strong communities. The women are from a
broad range of socio-economic groups, some owning
businesses and holiday homes, with others depending
on employment benefits and subject to the vagaries of
the private rental market. My respondents have either
migrant or first generation status. The interviews,
conducted in tile women's homes, lasted between three
and eight hours, over several visits. They were taped
and transcribed. Focus groups were formed to further
explore the issues raised and to verify my initial
interpretations of the data.

The Meaning of Home for the Women:
Emerging Themes
The interviews reveal amazingly rich and detailed
descriptions of the meaning of home for the
respondents. They also expose recurring themes across
the different groups, which is my focus here. They
provide an understanding of the multi-faceted nature of
home as a powerful entity for the women, affmning the
opportunities of the well serviced suburb and individual
dwelling as an important backdrop for the expression of
this power.
1. Home: a positive notion

The women's meaning of home reflects the multidimensional conceptualisations found in the general
literature. The feelings are overwhelmingly positive,
encompassing both the private dwelling and the more
public arena of the neighbourhood. Contrary to what
might be expected, their stories do not reveal incredibly
happy childhoods and experiences of domesticity.
Rather, what these stories suggest, is that the
conceptualisation of home as positive is linked to the
role that it plays in the women' s lives. This relates
particularly to their migration experience and the
accompanying sense of loss. It also pertains to gender
position within a specific cultural group and racial
status within a different and dominant community.
Home in the new country becomes a place where the
women can safely appropriate power in relation to both
of these roles.
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2. Home: a sense of belonging?
But my father since the day he was here, always
wanted... to return to Greece. He loved his homeland
greatly. And unfortunately that never eventuated he
never went back to live.

Where is home?
It is evident that home is a complex and shifting entity
for the women. 'Being at home' and 'belonging' are
important feelings, but they are illusive when the deeper
meaning of home is fragmented and disrupted. Most of
the women interviewed are uncomfortable with their
inability to define a single home, equating this with not
belonging here or there. Their disquiet is reflected in
their struggle within a culture, which until recently,
denied any public acknowledgment of their difference.
1bis may help to explain the importance of the physical
as a tangible representation of 'another place' in terms
of the controllable space afforded to the women by the
dominant society.
A Greek migrant who came to Australia in the
1950's expresses her feelings in the following way:

Linkages: defining identity
1be importance of maintaining links with their cultural
heritage is emphasised by all the women I interviewed.
As part of this, language, celebratory occasions and the
cooking of traditional food feature in the women's
stories. Encouraging children to study their parents'
mother-tongue was high on the list of priorities. Most of
the frrst generation Greek women attended Greek school
and those who kept pace with their studies are grateful
for the opportunities that having a second language now
affords. Some of the women do not allow their children
to speak English at home. In this way language becomes
a vehicle for claiming identity and reinforcing
difference and separation (Daniel 1992).
Mothers keep up the orthodox cooking and
preparation skills. During my visits I was offered an
array of traditional dishes. If our interview happened
around the time of a religious or cultural feast, I was
treated to a special delicacy. Their pride in this skilled
work was obvious, particularly when I interviewed
mothers and daughters togethcr. A spirited discussion
would frequently ensue about the daughter's desire to
learn how to make tlle cake or biscuit that was being
served. As I showed interest in the food and wanted to
know more about the traditions behind its preparation, I
was oftcn given samples to take away.

...put it this way, your roots are there but the trunk is
here.... you can say the tree is here because that's
where your kids are .... your life is here but your
heart is there, ... and that's what makes it difficult
because if I'm going there, there is nothing for me
there ... you are split up between the two countries.
The sense of having two homes and at the same time,
having none, is mitTOred in the stories of frrst generation
women. They speak of uncomfortable childhoods spent
between two cultures, as well as the experiences of the
school yard where they were teased and taunted. Some
felt embarrassed about having to participate in ethnic
festivals. One woman tells of her relief that the
festivities were held at times when, and in places where
her school friends were unlikely to attend. This is a
common theme in other first generation stories. Even
the contents of a lunch box can become a daily ordeal,
reinforCing difference and separation (Factor 1992:21).
One first generation woman told me:

Re lationships
1be women emphasise the presence of family members
as critical to the settling and 'feeling at home' process.
If a woman has relatives here she is less likely to want
to return. This situation ensures one respondent's
continued stay, even though she has a very strong
attachment to her home in Lebanon.

You mix between two cultures. You've still got the
values of where you come from or where your
parents came from but then you've got the Australian
culture. You've got to try and combine the two into
one and that sometimes becomes difficult too.

...cause my children was born here ... I will stay ill
Australia... no nIatter what...
Meaningful relationships are also fonned and/or
maintained within tIle neighbourhood and suburb.
Family members often live in nearby streets so that
daily visits are viable and support close at hand. The
importance of relationships with other members of their
cultural community is stressed in many of the stories.
This is where cultural expression begins to extend into
the public realm and from where a sense of belonging
can emerge.

Temporary status
Many of the women came here for a temporary stay. For
a few it was a youthful adventure, but for most it was to
earn money and to make up for the lack of opportunities
in their own country. Some still have assets in their
childhood towns. Even though they realise dIat they will
never return, other tllan for a visit, they still prefer not to
sell. This decision is generally not based on economic
rationalism, but rather a desire to keep a very tangible
link with their original homeland.
The issue of temporary status serves to emphasise
difference and 'othemess,' as well as the importance of
maintaining strong links with their cultural heritage,
both for themselves and their children. This has
implications for the primacy of the physical house as a
representation of the 'culture to go back to: The father
of a first generation Greek woman always intended to
return. His daughter said:

3. Mythologising home

Land of opportunity
This theme represents a dialectic. From the vantage
point of their country of origin, the migrants perceived
Australia as the land of great opportunity. The reality,
however, proved somewhat different. The road to
material success was long and difficult, requiring
considerable personal sacrifice and hardship. Reflecting
on her contemporaries, a Grcek woman puts it iliis way:

135

Australia again. Others have made a holiday visit to ftnd
their friends gone, the physical environment different
and a new social order prevailing. The memory of the
original country has nOl moved in time or space and the
changed reality is quite a shock, especially for those
retuming after many years. Even if assets have been
kept in the original country, the dream may not survive
the reality of an actual visit. This can have positive
implications in tenns of consolidating the Australian
home, reinforcing its importance as a cultural
representation.

They expect something better. When they come here
they ftnd that it is just as hard here as it is there.
For many, the decision to leave cultural and
geographical familiarity was tied to the promise of new
opportunities in the face of prevailing adversity.
Speaking of her parent's decision to come to Australia,
a ftrst generation Greek woman said:
They've got a better opportunity to progress
ftnancially. whereas in Greece at that time it was a
poor country. And they didn't have enough to eat
and there weren't jobs around. And it was around
war time and - well after the effects of the war ...
there was devastation and poverty and there wasn't
work around.

4. Home as Symbol ofAchievement
Proving it in the new country is very important to the
women. There is a need to demonstrate personal success
that comes about from giving up a familiar way of life
and suffering the consequences of enormous self
sacrifice. Home ownership plays a critical role here.
Many women talked about their house and garden in
terms of something to show for the hard work.
Reflecting on her parent's desire to achieve, a Greek
woman said:

The issue of self sacriftce comes through in many of the
interviews. A first generation Greek woman spoke of
her sadness for her ageing parents not having anything
in their lives other than work.
and they worked - bought a shop, and they worked
tenibly hard ...

... their home is their pride and joy. That's what they
can show off. That's ... the result of all their hard
labour. And the cleaner it is, the more sparkling it is
and the newer the things, or whatever, the prouder
they get...

The women's stories suggest that their struggle in
Australia enhances the importance of the physical house
as a tangible symbol of achievement, despite the odds. It
is about making the most of their opportunities, linking
the notion of 'having something to show' for enonnous
self sacriftce and hard work.

5. Home as House and Suburb

Physicality
Yearning and dreaming
Many of the stories are about yeaming for that which is
lost and can never be fully reclaimed. On one level, it
can be realised through the achievement of one's own
home. On another level, the loss is only accessible
through memories and dreams. These are frequently
passed onto the children in stories. A ftrst generation
woman recalls:
And I can remember as a child my father ... (he) used
to teach us mythology ... he just loved everything
about what Grecce was ... he loved the land, he loved
the sea, and he could smell the (sea) ... he could
describe to you ... how the sea smelt..

Return
The hope of return is related to loss and its associated
yearning and dreaming. There is often a promise to
relatives to go back or a strongly held belief that there
will be a reunion when conditions in the home country
change or when ageing occurs. A young Lebanese
migrant who has lived most of her life in Australia says
of her parents:
... my parents would go back if everything was the
way it was before. That's their country. That's how
they feel. It's their home. That's where they were
brought up.
The realities of return are often not the same as the
dream. Some have been back to live, only to retum to

In contrast to much of the literature on the meaning of
home, I have found that the physical house is central to
the women in my study. The mainstream literature
frequently describes it as the least important component.
In one of the few studies that looks at how migrant
families use their houses, Stanley (1972) emphasises the
need for flexible physical fonns to allow for a greater
variety of household groupings and activities.
The women talk about internal physical fonn and
presentation in relation to both social and religiOUS
functions. The fonnal dining and lounge areas are an
important feature. These are used on special occasions
and display the family's best fumiture, omaments and
paintings. Throughout the rest of the house, internal
decoration is an important element in evoking cultural
and religious heritage. I observed shrines in the houses
of Vietnamese Buddhists and in others, pictures. statues
and framed verses. The extemal appearance of the
houses I visited rarely reflected this heritage. The
exceptions were new dwellings built by the women and
their families, the use of traditional plants and the
organisation of external spaces to facilitate particular
activities.
Presentation of the dwelling, in tenns of cleanliness
and order are important for most of the women. The
older respondents talk about how they take the
responsibility for most of the housework. Some felt it
necessary to justify this as reasonable, given that they
do not work outside the home anymore. However, when
I asked what happened before they left paid
employment, they said that this had always been the
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found it very demanding trying to keep her children
quiet so that the neighbours would not complain. She
eventually moved to a house.

case. Whilst the younger women have their husbands'
help, it is still largely up to them to organise the tasks
and to ask for assistance. These women still value the
clean and tidy house. One Lebanese woman proudly
showed me her new designer kitchen and then took me
out to the old laundry equipped with stove, sink and
benches. This is where she does most of the cooking.
keeping the 'mess' out of her beautiful kitchen. The
physical appearance was paramount.
The desire for a house and garden is very strong
with nearly all of the women. On the surface this seems
odd considering that many come from countries where
high density living is wide spread. Conversely, this
finding is not so surprising when we consider the
opportunities afforded by this residential form in
relation to private cultural expressions within a
predominantly white, Anglo-Celtic community. 111is is
in spite of the multi-cultural rhetoric which has
essentially marginalised the expression of difference to
the private sphere, with the exception of socially
acceptable incursions - the 'interesting' ethnic
restaurants, specialty food stores and colourful ethnic
festivals. A Vietnamese woman comment,,:

For my kids .. .it's difficult for the small one ... they
like to run ... you can't stop them all the time ... so I
thought, no, I better go and live in a house ...
These physical preferences are not isolated to the
women in my study. Thome (1991) who has conducted
significant research in this area, consistently reports that
the freestanding house on its own block of land is the
most desirable fonn of accommodation. It seems that
flats are viewed as third class accommodation, with the
house !md land package offering ...privacy and control
which no other house type can provide (TIlOrne, 1991:
56-58). Perceptions of control, autonomy and privacy
are closely linked to the ownership of private outdoor
space. The usefulness of this is well documented in
Halkett's (1976) study of Adelaide backyards. Rather
than wasted spaces he found a multiplicity of utilitarian
and recreation activities. The women's stories relay
another dimension, reinforcing not only the functional
elements, but the importance of this space for the
creation of private representations of a minority culture.

We got. .. homesick so that we think that when we are
here ... when we settle down here, we want to have
something just similar in my country so we want to
have our own house, the house, so we set up
everything looks like back home and also we need
plants that remind us back home, remind us, a
souvenir of everything back home. Sometimes my
neighbour or my friend, they need some sound like a
rooster... so they want to feed some roosters so that
every morning they can listen, ... you know different
in here, different culture but you know remind you
of your home, back home ... your country. And also if
you go out you look at your garden and you look at
some tree and its like palm tree and some plant that
remind you of your home because, you know we
especially Vietnamese people, it is hard to get back
in to you know, to see your relative so some things
of the house ... to remind you ...
In this woman's case, the house and garden become a
vehicle for cultural representation. This is a recurring
theme in other stories.
Privacy, freedom and comfort are other reasons for
favouring a house over a flat. A long term Greek
migrant puts it this way:
No I like home not flat because I feel more privacy,
more comfortable, I like to have a garden ...
vegetable garden ... yes and flowers ...
1be issue of privacy also emerged in the interviews as
enabling the expression of difference. The separate
house maintains physical distance from those that might
judge this difference. The house and garden afford the
freedom to be different in a predominantly nonaccepting culture, except in relation to the exotic.
The single dwelling also provides the greatest
opportunity for children to play, grow and develop. As
the women were nearly all mothers, this was a principle
concern. One Lebanese respondent who lived in a flat

Ownership
Nearly all of the women expressed a strong desire to
own their homes. For them, ownership is linked to
financial security and freedom.
.. .if we're going to rent, that money's going down
the drain ... that's dead money. We wanted to have a
house of our own ... cause of our privacy ... (Young
flrst generation Greek woman).
.. .in your own house you can do anything you like
but in rented houses you can't...(Older Lebanese
woman).
As discussed before, the association of ownership with
feelings of security is well documented. What is not
evident is the relationship between ownership and
success in a new country. The achievement of owning a
house on a block of land is very tangible proof to both
their fellow migrants and those still living in the original
country, that the sacrifice was, on one level, justified.

Neighbourhood and the Suburban Opportunity
Confirming much of the mainstream literature, the
meaning of home for the migrant women extends
beyond the dwelling into the neighbourhood. Women
talk about the importance of having access to shops
where they can buy specialist ingredients for traditional
cooking. 1bey also speak of their frequent use of social
and religious institutions. A Muslim respondent talks
favourably about the established community where she
lives:
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I like it very much. I don't like to go very far, I mean
far away because of the Mosque, we have the
Mosque here. All the Muslim community and the
Lebanese community ...most of them live in this area.

It's very social. very close to me. I can go any day I
like. any time I like.

Part 11 Reflecting on Orthodoxy, Challenge
and Creative Warriorship

The importance of access to ethnic community support
networks is confirmed elsewhere (Social Planning
Consortium, 1985). My research indicates that physical
proximity to family is also extremely important. Many
of the women visit their mothers daily and do not want
to spend vast amounts of time travelling. Other women
speak of the comfort they feel knowing that there are
people in the street who come from their country. One
Lebanese woman expresses her disappointment with the
lack of neighbonrliness in Australia, which reinforced
her sense of loss.

"It is hard to be brave," said Piglet. sniffing slightly,
"when you're only a Very Small Animal." Rabbit,
who had begun to write very busily, looked up and
said: "It is because you are a very small animal iliat
you will be Useful in the adventure before us."
(Hoff, after Milne, 1993).

Smallness is an ironic quality. In Piglet's case it
undermines his bravery in the face of adventure. In my
case, it challenges ilie belief in what I am researching
and the methodology I am using. And yet. it is the very
quality of our Smallness that gives both Piglet and I the
ability to contribute in our own unique and creative
ways.
In iliis part of ilie paper I reflect on the issues that
give rise to my Smallness a<; a qualitative researcher in
urban and regional planning. I discuss some of ilie
challenges that have come my way, ilie manner in
which I have responded, ilie unanswered questions iliat
remain, and how this process has strengiliened and
enhanced my research.

...in our country if you walk in the street which you
grow up in, you know every single person living in
the street. I've stayed here in the one street for seven
years, believe it or not I hardly knew my neighbour
in the same flaL.beeause I was in Australian area.. .!
did not know anyone and I tried to introduce myself
with my little English when I came here but no-one
would ... accept me.. take me as a neighbour or as a
friend. After maybe six years I got one or two of my
neighbours to be a good friend of mine. But
otherwise there is no communication. tllere is no
relation and it was hard.

The Power of Home: Beginnings
The meaning of home for the migrant women in my
study is complex and multi-dimensional. It encompa~ses
memories and experiences of individual dwellings. the
surrounding neighbourhood, as well as broader national
issues. My understanding of their notion of home is
grounded in an interpretation of the women' s lived
experience as expressed to me. TIle stories I have heard
indicate iliat the house, surrounded by a well serviced
neighbonrhood, offers important opportunities for the
expression of power for established women migrants,
boili within their own culture and wiiliin the wider
society. My research challenges ilie notion that ilie
private house and its suburban setting are always
constraining for women.
My research indicates iliat planners have to look
much more closely at the issues of diversity within the
domestic and suburban environments. We have to
caution against imposing refonn agendas from an
ideological stance iliat alienates and denies ilie lived
experience of iliose we are purporting to help. Home as
both house and neighbourhood are central to the stories
of the women discussed here. Their struggle is
inextricably tied up wiili ilie notion of home as familiar
territory and must be acknowledged in terms of the
power iliat this provides. I arn not suggesting iliat tlle
established migrant woman can only be realised through
her domestic setting, nor iliat iliis is an end in itself.
What I am seeking is a return to ilie valuing of lived
experience as told through life stories as a way to bring
about a better understanding of the complex and unique
relationships between people and place. In the ca<;e of
ilie migrant women here, this understanding demands a
iliorough consideration of the opportunities afforded by
ilie house and well serviced subnrb as representations of
home.

The Voice of Challenge
The voice of challenge has come in many forms and
disguises. It has been cloaked in reason, logic,
objectivity, relevance and professionalism. It has had
something to say abont my philosophical position, my
subject matter and my meiliod. As I turn to analysis and
theoretical interpretation, it is beginning to be heard
iliere as well.
Likewise, my responses come in many forms.
Emanating from both emotional and intellectual
knowing, iliey attempt to explain ilie reasons for my
philosophical stance, choice of subject and
meiliodology. I have learnt in trying to do this, the
difficulties of crossing the conceptual bridge between
positivism and a subjective, qualitative framework. The
latter's valuing of oilier ways of knowing is particularly
at odds with positivism's focus on intcllectual
understanding, logic and quantification. At times the
negative feedback makes me feel scared and lonely and
alienates me from my discipline. Ironically, I am often
encouraged by iliose in oilier fields, who affIrm the
relevance and importance of my contribution and
express their disbelief that what I am doing is indeed, an
issue. Aliliough iliere is qualitative research in the
planning literature, and calls for more (for example,
Hillier and Wood, 1992), my experience suggests that
the approach is still considered marginal and
reactionary. I think iliis is what makes it hard as a solo
researcher, eonvinced on one level iliat this is the way to
go, but constantly being challenged and, in some cases,
ridiculed for travelling iliis path. I believe in reflecting
more honestly about ilie research process, railier than
pretending it is simple, ordered. straight forward and
free of doubt, we stand to learn a great deal. This
leaming is not confined to improving our research
techniques, railier it has ilie potential to break down the
barriers between intellectual and emotional knowing. In
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turn, this is the only way that we will be able to begin to
understand the intricate complexities of society.

5. an acceptance of subjectivity as a strategy for
knowing, and of feelings as part of knowing;
6. an acceptance and desire for complexity;
7. and acceptance of change and a desire for
flexibility (Franck, 1989:203).

Philosophical Position

Challenges
My exclusive use of the qualitative paradigm has been
fundamental to many critiques of my work. There is an
assumption that, at best, such an unstructured approach
should augment, not replace, quantitative research.
Apart from the specifics of the methodology, which I
discuss later, there is an underlying scepticism about a
research paradigm that does not measure up to the
standard tenets of positivism. There has also been
considerable difficulty with a process that is not set in
concrete at the outset. Franck (1987) discusses the
problems that this holds for qualitative researchers
competing for funding.
...positivist approaches, including empiricism, are
useful for seeking and receiving research grants
because of their mandate to collect quantitative data
in a way that is described and justified before the
data collection begins (p61).
My feminist orientation to the research is another
fundamental target for challenge. I am frequently asked
to define my philosophy as a feminist and to justify why
I am working from this position.

Response
As a social scientist, I operate from the assumption that
there are different ways of doing research. The issue for
me, is one of appropriateness. Given that home is an
emotionally charged concept, the usefulness of
quantification techniques appeared extremely limited in
my context. The choice of women as subjects also
pointed to the need to examine different research
methodologies that would access the intuitive,
emotional and spiritual aspects inherent in women's
ways of knowing (Belenky et al 1986). My data
gathering tools, principally in-depth interviews,
acknowledge these as valid, as well as accounting for
the personal, contextual and holistic nature of existence.
The approach gives me the flexibility to re-work the
question schedule in order to explore the unexpected,
and to go back to my respondents to expand on issues
and validate interpretations.
Franck (1989) has identified seven qualities that
characterise feminine ways of knowing and analysing.
These are suggested by recent feminist literature and
have been used in a variety of architectural and
community projects. They are based on the tenet of
connection in women's relationships.
1. An underlying connectedness to others, to
objects of knowledge, and to the world, and a
sensitivity to the connectedness of categories;
2. a desire for inclusiveness, and a desire to
overcome opposing dualities;
3. a responsibility to respond to the needs of others,
represented by an 'ethic of care';
4. an acknowledgment of the value of everyday life
and experience;

In planning research these qualities are rarely
acknowledged, let alone heard (see for example,
Sandercock and Forsyth, 1992). To enable women to
speak from this knowledge base, I use lived experience
as a key. Phenomenology, with its valuing of this
experience, was an important starting point. As
Stefanovic (1985: 376) states,
What phenomenology can reveal about the
imaginative meanings of our lived spaces is not
nothing; it is potentially the greatest something
which has been offered to those of us who wish to
remain sensitive to the needs and desires which
make our settlements truly human.
The importance of using lived experience in research on
home is discussed in the literature (for example,
Saunders and Williams, 1988). Not only will this
contribute to current understanding, but listening to
women's every-day stories helps to develop an
understanding of gender differences. This is particularly
important in ethnic communities where the policy of
multi- culturalism has encouraged a homogenising of
difference. Men have tended to speak for the whole
group, perpetuating an acceptance of traditional social
and power relationships (de Lepervanche 1992).
By valuing the women's stories and not imposing a
pre-determined set of questions on them, I was able to
establish that loss was central to their concept of home
as migrants. The development of trust, which took time
and personal involvement, was critical here. The
women's story telling process was a powerful vehicle
for their own reflections and allowed them to come to
realisations that would have been impossible using a
positivist survey technique.
The existence of significant studies, using qualitative
approaches to examine home, further justified my
methodological choice. Rubbo (1981) links "life
histOly" with "housing history" as a way of telling one's
story and allowing social and personal meanings to
emerge. Korosec
Serfaty (1984) discusses the
importance of hidden places to the meaning of home,
Pennartz (1986), atmosphere and Maglin (1981), the
kitchen. A major study investigating the meaning of
home for women living in Victoria (Barclay el al, 1991)
also uses qualitative methods.
Having got to a position where I am able to
articulate logical reasons for my research philosophy, I
find it hard to understand why I continue to hear voices
of doubt and scepticism. Some comprehension did come
from Caplan (1993:55):
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... one prevalent attitude is that the presence of
emotional content indicates the absence of academic
and intellectual content.

It saddens me that there is not more encouragement
for those who attempt to push the boundaries of
knowledge in a creative and innovative way. This is
particularly the case in academia, where the traditional
culture is individualistic and competitive. There are
pockets of support, and I am thankful that I have found
them, but my experience suggest.;; that the degree of
challenge and the level of justification required as a
result, far surpasses that demanded of researchers doing
much more traditional and less risky work.

Women's studies ... are often regarded as illegitimate
offspring of academia, 'fuzzy' in methods, lacking
in discipline and 'real content.'
The challenge is ongoing, but there is more
understanding on my part.

My position as a feminist
My position as a feminist influenced my decision to
undertake this work. From my general understanding of
gender relations in society and from my knowledge of
the planning system, I wanted to undertake research in a
way that values women. Because of the structuring of
roles within society, women often believe that they do
not have a great deal to offer policy makers and
academics. Statements such as 'I am only a housewife,
how could I help?' serve to reinforce this myth.
Together with her ethnicity, the migrant woman has
been doubly disadvantaged. She has also been ignored
in planning research despite the increasing multicultural flavour of our community.
The potentially empowering nature of research was
another motivation for me. As a feminist, 1 wanted to
use a method that had the potential to empower and to
challenge the traditional relationship between researcher
and researched. This is not easy given the unequal
sharing of power in my role as a university educated,
Anglo-Celtic woman interviewing women from nonEnglish speaking backgrounds, many with much lower
levels of education. Also my use of English as a first
language was potentially problematic. However, this
has to be balanced with other considerations. For
example, in some communities being an outsider can be
an advantage. A member of the same community may
be perceived as a potential informant to others within
the group, resulting in the respondent being less open
and honest. An outsider does not present the same
threat. Tbe fact that the women were able to speak about
very personal issues, even though they often reminded
them of painful experiences, indicated to me that a
degree of comfort was achieved between us. The length
of interviews and their empowering nature, as expressed
to me by the women, further validated my decision to
use qualitative methods.
I do not object to justifying my philosophical stance,
but I must confess to wondering why the patriarchs are
not challenged so consistently! Is it perhaps more than
my feminist perspective that invites disapproval? Is
there a concern about taking such an integrated
approach, bringing the personal, professional and
academic together? The decision to undertake the topic
was motivated by more than just an intellectual
curiosity. I wanted to research something that fascinated
me and would contribute to my personal growth and
understanding, not simply my intellect. In other words,
doing this project is not only about getting the required
'piece of paper.' Perhaps my critics have difficulty with
a personal commitment to research, as well as one to
studying women. Or is the objection to an investigation
that does not honour the traditional power relations
between interviewer and interviewee? I continue to
ponder this one.

Subject for Research

Challenges
My subject for research, both women and home, has
been challenged by several people. I have been asked
why 1 am only talking to women. Surely men and
children are importam too? I have been told, quite
forcibly on occasions, that the work is all very well, but
it does not accord with that particular person's
experience of home.

Response
Of course men and children are important. I am looking
forward to talking at length with them one day. But the
reality of research is that it is limited. Anyone project
must have clearly defined boundaries. Despite the
apparent reasonableness of this response (or have 1
missed something?), I am still challenged. In extreme
cases, I am accused of bias and antagonism toward the
male species.
Logically, it is easy to defend my subject choice.
Ethnicity does not feature in the literature on the
meaning of home. Nor does a specific consideration of
women migrants. The relationship between policy and
the i11lense personal attachment to home is absent in the
mainstream housing debate. So too is a considered
analysis of multi-culturalism in planning policy and
practice. Llewellyn-Smith and Watson (1992: 78)
confirm my view here.
To date there has been no specific attempt at a
policy or theoretical level to unravel the extent to
which the planning system in Australia responds to
the different needs of people from non-English
speaking backgrounds.
But still my choice of women and home is
controversial. Upon reflection, I do not think that the
intellectual component of my topic is such a problem.
Rather, I believe it is the presence of a personal
commitment and interest that may be at issue. So while
there are manifold justifications for the topic focus,
there seems to be an emotional clash between me and
my detractors. My attachment to studying women and
home is in direct conflict with their position. In other
words, this defies logic on both sides!
The notion that everyone has an experience of home
is a difficult one too. I have had fascinating
conversations with many people, keen to share their
meaning of home in a positive and encouraging way. It
is those who interpret what I am doing as a direct
challenge to their conceptualisation of home that are
more difficult to understand.
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How can multi-cultural values be incorporated into
housing policy? Are there ways to bring about
greater congruence between concepts of home and
the physical provision of individual living spaces
and local neighbourhoods for women from
different ethnic backgrounds?

Method

Challenges
The specifics of my methodological approach are
constant targets for attack. The sorts of questions and
comments raised include:
Where are your hypotheses?
What is your theoretical basis?
What is your sample size? Is that representative? Can
you replicate the research?
What do you do with all that data?
This is not generalisable. This form of research
should be a precursor to the "real" research using
numerical and statistical analysis.
This is subjective in the extreme and has no place in
urban and regional planning.

Again, this explanation is not always well received.
Hypotheses and theoretical positions legitimise the
research process. Flexibility and theory grounded in
data contra';t so markedly, that an approach where they
are central, is bound to be viewed with suspicion. So too
is the inherent messiness of qualitative research. The
amount of data and the process of analysis are often
overwhelming.
There is a potential to read too much or too little into
the data. The fact that the researcher, rather than a
sk'ltistical package, is the instrument of analysis brings
the process into further disrepute. However, this
subjectivity needs to be put into perspective when
comparing the limitations of statistics in social research.
The assumptions of the positivist are rarely
acknowledged, whereas a good qualilative researcher is
meticulous in explicating her value base and
philosophical position. It is because we have become so
enmeshed with the scientific, that we take its
assumptions as givens. This is certainly the case with
the concept of generalisability.
The ability to generalise the results of positivist
inquiry is frequently cited as one of its greatest strengths
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Conversely, the inability to
do the same with qualitative research is seen as a major
weakness. The use of in- depth case studies is all very
well, argue the critics, but what can they say about
society at large and how can a non- representative
sample inform policy. theory and practice?
There are two issues to consider here. Firstly, we
need to question the notion of generalisability
particularly given the unique and contextual nature of
individual experience. The use of random sampling
does not necessarily guarantee a representative group
from which generalisations can be made. The notion of
generalisability has been so highly valued tllat we have
not critically looked at our ability to do this witllin the
positivist framework. In attempting to generalise, one
takes from the unique experience of the individual.
'Therefore, to be generalisable is sometimes to be highly
inaccurate.
The second aspect relates to the strength of in-depth
and contextual understanding that is possible with
qualitative research, compared with a ability to
generalise. What is lost in generalisability has to be
weighed against the qualitative researcher's depth of
understanding. In my study I have found a
heterogeneous experience, albeit with patterns of
commonality. Accordingly, I would be sceptical of a
large scale survey that purported to find a homogeneous
and highly generalisable set of concepts.

Response
Within the intensive paradigm, research questions focus
the inquiry, but do not exclude Ule possibility of other
issues becoming important and subsequently explored
as the data collection and analysis proceeds. In contrast
to the positivist paradigm, research hypotheses are
rarely formulated.
This is the case in my work, which is guided. but not
solely defined, by the following questions.
Do established migrant women from the identified
ethnic groups have a multi-dimensional meaning
of home? What is it and how does it accord with
the literature on home? How impOrk'lnt is the
physical dwelling and neighbourhood in the
definition of home?
As a constituent of 'home.' in what ways is the
present physical structure of the dwelling and
immediate surrounds (ie the private sphere)
altered/desired to be altered to accommodate the
woman's concept of home?
As a constituent of 'home,' how do the women relate
to their present local neighbourhood, community,
city, region and country (ie the public sphere)?
What is their meaning of home in their original
country? How can this inform the meaning of
home here?
What is their migration story? Can this help to inform
their present meaning of home?
How can women's stories/ways of knowing be heard
in planning research? What can a qualitative
methodology offer to planning research?
What socio, political and ideological issues impinge
on and contribute to the women's stories of home?
Is the position of women within their own ethnic
groups significant in relation to the concept of
home? Has this been altered as a result of the
migration experience, particularly the experience
of living in a dominant culture that is not their
own?
What theoretical understanding emerges from the
women's stories? Can existing theory inform
understanding here?
How can this theoretical understanding inform
housing policy both generally and specifically?

Interpretations and Applications

Challenges
A constant question about the work concerns its
relevance to my diScipline. What does this have to do
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with town planning? Town planning, so the doubters
declare, is concerned with broad issues, not the minutiae
of every-day living.
How can you contribute to policy with so few
interviews? You say your research cannot be
generalised, but surely this is necessary if you are to
make a contribution to policy?

Response
In arguing the relevance of bome to town planning, I
have found comfort in the literature. Saunders and
Williams (1988) declare it an important research topic
in urban studies, particularly from the perspective of
lived experience.
We know a lot about what different political and
ideological interests say and believe about the home,
but we know surprisingly little about how millions
of ordinary people, men and women, black and
white, young and old, owners and tenants, live the
reality of home. ... home is, then, a relatively
neglected yet rich empirical research agenda to
which those of us working in urban studies should
be directing serious and open investigation (p91).
Lawrence (1991 :95) declares ...an explicit comparative
perspective is rare, and cross cultural studies of home
and neighbourhood are sorely needed. In a previous
paper (Lawrence, 1989) he defends the use of
qualitative studies, highlighting the potential of the case
study in housing research.
... the ba<;is for generalisation from a real case study
is not the typicality of the units of analysis, but how
the study illustrates the operation of general
principles in a precise context (p46).
Due to bias in many studies, Despres (1991) calls for an
examination of different types of households, such as
those of migrants, to address this unsatisfactory
situation. She argues for a research agenda which is ... a
holistic, integrative perspective that encompasses both
individual human factors and societal
dimensions ...considered both at specific points in time
and historically (p93).
The use of qualitative research is not widespread in
town planning. In many ways this seems odd given that
planners are constantly making decisions about physical
environment<; which impact on the daily lives of people.
On the other hand, it is easier to understand, given the
preoccupation with the physical environment and the
separation of this from social planning. It is hardly
surprising then that multi-cultural issues have not been
on the Australian planning agenda. As Llewellyn-Smith
and Watson (1992:79) say,
Given the structural separation in Australia between
what is called social planning and what is called
physical planning the likelihood of multicultural
issues surfacing onto physical planning agendas
seems low. This separation provides the context for
understanding many of the urban and social
problems which arise in Australian cities. Rather
than physical planning being conceived as the

provision of land, housing, roads, urban
infrastructure for clear social ends, physical planning
sometimes becomes an end in itself. ..
My discussions with colleagues and students have
further confirmed this reluctance to relinquish the
primacy of physical planning. Those who express
surprise that this topic has relevance for town planning,
tell me that planners should not be interested in the
intimate relationship between individuals and their
homes, nor what migrants from non-English speaking
backgrounds have to say about this. I have been
informed that the house is the domain of architects, a
contention which I strongly dispute.
The use of detail is seen as foreign to the concerns of
town planning. My critics argue that interpretation of
the 'big picture'is the only relevant data for policy
review. And yet, the assessment of detail is central to
the development control process. I wonder whether the
rejection of detail as a legitimate concern of the
discipline, constitutes a devaluing of the day-to-day
work of the planner. In my experience these tasks are
always viewed as much less prestigious than strategic or
long range planning, particularly at the regional and
state levels.
It is useful to look at existing planning policies in
relation to the tension between detail and broader
perspectives. An example is urban consolidation. The
meaning of home, particularly the intense emotional
attachment to the house and garden, is largely ignored,
as are multi-cultural considerations. It is necessary to
ask why, given the difficulties that the government has,
and continues to have in relation to community
acceptance of urban consolidation policies. So much of
the literature conflrms the need to take this into account.
My research supports this view, adding the extra
dimension of multi- culturalism.
My work does illuminate patterns of experience, and
in turn, suggests an understanding of the relationship
between experience and home. By extrapolating from
the patterns, it is possible to gain new insights into
policy. Even if one accepts the argument that policy
cannot change as a result of a single qualitative study,
the potential of comparative work cannot be dismissed.
This can be used to compare and contrast qualitative
findings across time and context<;, thereby constructing
an in-depth and detailed understanding of social issues.

Conclusion
Qualitative research is difficult to undertake and
demands personal commitment and passion. Unlike
more traditional forms of academic inquiry, it is a
testing and challenging personal process, particularly
for qualitative researchers working in disciplines where
tlleir approach is still viewed as marginal. For those
challenging orthodox conceptualisations of power and
order, there are even greater dangers. The importance of
establishing suppon networks is paramount. I have
actively sought these out in the face of personal
vulnerability, fear of failure and despair. Sustaining as
this is, and without their encouragement I could not go
on, it is my critics that have pushed me to believe in
what I am doing. They have taught me to be a warrior,
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fighting on both the intellectual and emotional
baUlefields. The outcome is a creative and exciting
journey, one I would not have avoided for anything.
Endnote
As I conclude this paper, a doubting voice is heard. My
Small Self wonders if this sounds overly indulgent, too
personal and outside the academic realm. There are
many unresolved issues and inadequate responses.
Perhaps my reflections will be interpreted as a pathetic
plea for positive reinforcement, or be seen as an
emotional tantrum responding to the rigours of critique.
Whatever the case, writing tllis is risky. But I take heart
from Rabbit's comment and decide to be brave. Maybe
my Smallness will be Useful in this adventure called
Research. I know, in spite of Ule fear and alienation I
have experienced, tllat the inner voice of doubt has
pushed me to places I never knew existed. I have found
strengths I never knew were mine and perhaps, in
sharing mis, someone will be encouraged to go on and
do likewise.
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The Disintegrated Curriculum
Hermeneutics and the Four Modes of Professional Education
Richard Coyne
Department of Architectural and Design Science
University of Sydney
This article identifies and expounds on the two rival positions of conservatism and liberalism evident in educational
policy and practice, and contrasts these with the radical, deconstructive position. Radical views of education are in
turn contrasted with what Gallagher identifies as a moderate position, in which the various controversies turn in on
themselves to reveal our dependence on a series ofdiscursive practices. There are therefore four modes of education:
the conservative/instrumental, liberal!critical, radical! deconstructive and llwderate. According to Gallagher these
modes closely parallel the four understandings of henneneutics evident in the debates involving theorists such as
Hirsch, HabemUls, Derrida and Gadamer. 17ze article explicates thesefour modes in the light of the experiences and
concerns ofprofessional education in Australia, particularly in architecture. In doing so, the article provides a means
of making sense of the complex and bewildering state of the policy-making and teaching practices in Australian
universities.
The aims and practices of education have largely been
disputed from two rival positions. These are the
positions of conservatism on the one hand and
liberalism on the other. I As I will show, these
oppositions roughly parallel the instrumental position
(or instrumentalism) and the critical position. Currenlly,
instrumentalism and conservatism appear to hold sway.
That instrumentalism is a foree in Government policy is
evident from a 1991 Budget Paper that declares the
Government's program to "use higher education
resources more efficiently to address Australia's
economic and social objectives, and to meet the
increasing need for an educated and skilled population."2
Higher education is promoted as an instrument for
producing a vigorous, culturally literate, equitable and
profitable society. What are the motivations for the
instrumental position? The period following the 1960s
has seen worldwide recession and severe reductions in
expenditure by governments on public programs,
including education. So there is a concern with
efficiency in Government policy-a concern that readily
translates into defining institutions, such as universities
and colleges, as instruments to meet economic ends.
There is also a perception that some of Australia's
wealthy trading partners, such as Japan, owe their
economic success substantially to education systems
that are closely tied to economic production. 3 It is
considered that education in Australia should follow tIlat
lead.
How is instrumentalism also conservative?
Education is seen to operate by conserving, reproducing
and promoting knowledge to bring about prosperity. So
instrumentalism is conservative in its attitude to
knowledge. But it is also conservative in that it does not
readily entertain dissent. There appears to be little space
in the rhetoric of instrumentalism for challenges to the
views that it embodies. The rhetoric can be characterised
as "un-self-reflective." It informs us that education
provides what we need while ignoring the idea that
education might also involve defining and challenging
the tenns in which that need is stated. Such concerns are

relegated to the margins and away from the foe us of
policy.
Although it does not often articulate its position in
controversial terms, the rhetoric of instrumentalism is
clearly pitted against the forces of liberalism. There is a
suspicion that the liberal educational policies of the
1960s have not adequately equipped Australians for
survival in the new global economy, and that balance
needs to be redressed. The bipartisan Senate Report on
higher education 4 is less encumbered by tile need to
achieve reform through an instrumental program. It
exemplifies the liberal and critical position. According
to the report, university graduates "should have a sound
understanding of the society in which they are going to
practice ... they should possess a capacity to look at
problems from a number of different perspectives, to
analyse, to gather evidence, to synthesise, and to be
flexible, creative thinkers."5 The perspective presented
can be characterised as critical in two senses. First, it is
critical of some of the educational practices on which
the instrumental view is silent, and arguably for which
it is responsible.
... the undergraduate curriculum, particularly in
economics and in the science-based professions, is
deficient in that it is producing highly trained,
highly competent technicians who are undereducated
... They do not have good critical capacities ... 6
Second, the opinions expressed in tile Senate Report are
also critical in that they lay emphasis on the promotion
amongst students of the ability to be critical. One of the
submissions recorded in the Senate Committee states
that both undergraduate and postgraduate students suffer
from a lack of training "in tlle hand-to-hand fighting of
intellectual competition; indeed it is sometimes highly
traumatic for them to hear criticism of published text
books!"7 Critical capacities appear to be promoted by
diversity, liberalism, cross-disciplinary studies. and a
recognition of differences between educational
objectives. A report by the Australia Council for the
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Arts S echoes the call for a critical education.
In any modern society there is a need for the nation
to take a critical interest in itself, to be reactive to
change and to develop wide horizons of the
possible. In any liberal society there is a need for a
diversity of views and approaches. 9
These two perspectives (instrumental/conservative and
criticallliberal) are not ignorant of each other's concerns.
Neither do the concerns of one entirely exclude the
other. Rather it is the case that within either perspective
there is a privileging of certain concerns and a
marginalising of others. For example, instrumentalism
is not concerned only with science and technology to the
exclusion of the humanities. The authors of the
Government's White Paper on education are scnsitive to
the roles of each. But it is an instrumental role: ..... a
high quality of life cannot be achieved without a culture
of intellectual inquiry based in the arts, humanities and
sciences of both Western and Asian traditions."lO
Culture is important, but it is the sign, reward or
"capping off' of a productive and prosperous society. In
keeping with the instrumental perspective, culture is
useful. All disciplines are relevant to economic
concerns.
... our economic future as a nation will depend not
only on what we have to sell overseas but how
effectively we sell our products. The latter task will
require not only familiarity with the languages of
our region but, more broadly, a knowledge of the
history and culture of the countries involved and
their ways of doing business.ll
From the point of view of liberalism, the conservative
view of "culture" marginalises what it represents. It is
the label given to concerns considered peripheral to
science, technology and economics. "Culture" sounds
importc'Ult, but in this context represents a marginalising
of a whole body of concerns. The instrumental view is
primarily concerned with the practical. The cultural is
valuable to the extent that it assists in the achievement
of practical goals.
By way of contrast the liberal/critical perspective
prescnts other possibilities. Studies other than science
and technology provide the context within which our
technical and scientific studies make any sense. They
embody debates that include challenges to the
instrumental way of understanding things. They are
valuable in their own right. From the instrumental
perspective the humanities are instruments of science
and technology. rrom the critical perspective little store
is placed on the distinction between the practical and the
cultural. 12 Culture is not an add-on to the core concents
of technical production. Science and technology are
aspects of culture. All studies are essential for the
critical task.
But it is not only instrumentalism that
marginalises. Within the critical perspective certain
instrumental concerns are marginalised: the defining of
knowledge-bases, and concern about performance and
rigour. How are they marginalised? They are not
mentioned, they are given lower status, or they are taken

for granted.
But instrumentalism and liberalism do not merely
present particular styles of rhetoric.!3 Instrumentalism
entails a concern with monitoring and regulating
educational activity through the mediation of
prescriptive and regulatory texts, and even, in some
quarters, through numerical methods. The process is one
of objectification, bringing motives and processes to
light. tabling issues, obviating mystery and hidden,
partisan agendas. The cunent wave of monitoring
requires institutions and individuals to give account of
themselves, to provide explicit mission statements,
goals, plans, performance criteria and targets, and to
define knowledge bases and competency standard'i. 14
Regulating also involves applying numerical measures
to gauge performance. The concern with measures is
given full expression in the Government report on the
use of performance indicators in higher education.IS The
report claims to assist the Government meet the goal of
providing "more objective and systematic procedures for
evaluation of higher education institutions, and for
monitoring the performance of the system as a
whole."16 Such procedures include the use of numeric
indicators such as student/staff ratios, student offer
ratios, average student entry scores, and course
completion rates. Whereas there appears to be a
connection between some of these indicators and the
resource needs of institutions, the procedures also
include more controversial measures such as the use of
publication rates to measure research performancenumbers of books, articles and conference papers
produced per academic staff member, and so on.
From the critical, liberal, perspective there is a
scepticism about policy documents, and highly
structured texts such as mission statements, goals,
plans, performance criteria and targetsP They are seen
at best as consensual (at worse political) instruments.
Extreme liberalism sces them as situated within a
regime of control, and promoting a political agenda that
is itself the subject of suspicion. From the critical
perspective there is obviously a suspicion of evaluation.
Where there is an insistence upon it the appropriate
forum for evaluation is considered to be peer review. 1&
In summary, the critical/liberal perspective is
commonly subversive of the instrumental/conservative
perspective, and sometimes defines itself in opposition
to it. In this regard the relationship betwecn the two
perspectives is asymmetrical. Instrumentalism does not
have a sophisticated critical vocabulary and appears to be
largely unaware of the critical perspective as such.
Neither does it need to take account of it. The objectives
of instrumental ism are to make decisions and to control
outcomes. For in strumen talism , a criticism is a step
within a process that leads to a decision. According to
instrumentalism, a criticism, or a state in which there is
a diversity of views, is not an educational end in itself.
The asymmetry between instrumentalism and
criticism is also evident in the power accorded to the
former through its methods. Instrumentalism is largely
pro-active and driven by the desire to control. The critics
are largely reactive against control. The critics often
enter the debate too late to influence change or to
counter the instrumentalists. For instrumentaJism the
issues are relatively simple. The decisions to be made
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are straight forward and can be made relatively
expeditiously. For the critic the issues are complex, and
take much longer to be resolved, if at all. For these and
more complex reasons, instrumentalism appears to hold
sway over liberalism in the current educational climate
in Australia.

mind;26 ... enabling each graduate to develop
individual aptitudes, skills and interests so as to
play a full role in society and to seek excellence in
architecture;27 to prepare graduates with skills to
contribute both to traditional and new forms of
design practice;28 there is an emphasis throughout
tlle course on students' self responsibility for
learning ... 29; we have a responsibility to
accommodate a wide variety of approaches to
architecture30

Instrumental and critical perspectives
in professional education
Instrumentalism is evident not only in the policies and
programs of Government, but also in the policy
statements of those directly connected with the education
of professionals. In its Objectives and Standards in
Architectural Education, the CAA (Commonwealth
Association of Architects) outlines its educational
standards.
Graduating students should show evidence of ability
to understand the needs of those who commission

and use the elements of the built environment; to
analyse problems and synthesise and appraise their
solution as part of the design process. They should
be able to produce appropriate and imaginative
solutions which are technologically sound,
environmentally acceptable and economically
feasible in the context of the total environment.
They should understand the legal, practice and
managerial aspects of putting these into effect and
be capable of communicating ideas, proposals and
instructions to others.
From the liberal position such policies lack any
advocacy of criticism. Such policies assume that the
role of the professional in society is well worked out
and unproblematic. 19 It is the role of the professional
school to produce graduates with the requisite skills and
competencies to fit into accepted modes of practice. 20
Furthermore, the problems the professional encounters
are assumed to be well stated. Problems are there to be
analysed and solved. Furthermore, the status and role of
the profession itself is beyond the realm of problemsolving inquiry. On the other hand, from the liberal
perspective, the professional is also implicated in the
formulation or setting of the problem in any particular
situation. "Problem setting" is itself circumspective and
problematic, a view developed at length by SchOn in the
context of professionalism. 2!
In contrast to this instrumental perspective, a
survey of architecture schools in the Commonwealth22
reveals notably critical and liberal attitudes towards
architectural education, perhaps a legacy of the growth
in liberalism in architecture schools worldwide in the
1960s and 1970s. The concerns of instrumentalism are
in evidence in some cases,23 but most policies are in
marked contrast to the CAA policy. The following are
some of the statements from educational policies of
Australian and New Zealand architecture schools.
... to allow for future change by retaining as much
flexibility in the structure of the course;24 particular
emphasis is given to the development of the
imagination within the context of social and
personal goals;25 the aim is to invoke an inquiring

By way of contrast, what is the nature of
instrumentalism in the education of a professional?
Instrumentalism in architectural education is more
complicated than the picture painted so far in this
article. Instrumenlalism bears the residual trace of a
series of pendulum swings dating back to
Enlightenment concepts of objectivity and subjectivity.
Professional education is strongly influenced by the
tenets of the metllods movement,3! with its emphasis
on the use of fonnal procedures for making design and
professional problem solving operable and public. The
methods movement was also, in part, a reaction against
twentieth century versions of romanticism in certain
quarters, in which architecture was seen almost
exclusively as an art. For the romantic, the creative
process is mysterious and private, and requires the free
spirit of the individual artist to flourish. Twentieth
century romanticism could in turn be seen as a reaction
against the logical positivism of certain aspects of the
modernist movement. According to positivism the only
truths wOrtll considering are propositional, public and
conform to the dictates of logic and empirical
observation. In summary, contemporary professional
education in architecture has been infonned by a series
of pendulum swings. The two extremes of the swing are
objectivism on the one hand and subjectivism on the
other.
From the objectivist side of the equation we have
the promotion of the architect as the objective scientist,
analysing, measuring, weighing, deciding in tlle best
interests of the clientele and the community.
independently of personal bias and vested interest. On
the other side is the subjectivist view of the architect as
the hero. struggling against mediocrity. maintaining
independence, playing the role of the visionary,
harnessing internal and mysteriOUS creative forces. The
education of the architect appears to have been caught up
in this polarity. The legacy of objectivism is rigour. tlle
promotion of sound theory, an emphasis on the written
word, logic, number and validation. Whereas the
objectivist legacy focuses on reason, independently of
person, the subjectivist educational legacy concentrates
on the person, and education as a transition from lay
person to novitiate and ultimately mentor. To be
educated as an architect is to be absorbed in the lives of
great architects, to sit at their feet and to emulate them.
Needless to say. objectivism is highly privileged in
the current climate of instrumentaJism. Subjectivism is
momentarily displaced. This displacement is evident in
the approach of both movements to the role of
normative documents. For the objectivist the operative
document is the strategy plan. For the subjectivist the
operative document is tlle manifesto. A manifesto is a
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statement of "what we stand for," generally defined in
terms of opposition to some force of mediocrity, such
as bureaucratisation, proletarian values or poor taste.
When universities start producing departmental
manifestos in response to the call for strategy plans then
we will know that the pendulum has swung the other
way again. However, both kinds of documents, strategy
plans and manifestos, can be seen as fitting within an
instrumentalist framework. The manifesto appears as an
instrument of propaganda. Coyne and Snodgrass32 have
explored at length how criticism is marginalised in both
objectivist and romantic thinking.
There are, however, elemenl~ of the romantic in the
critical/liberal position-the mythology of the
revolutionary hero,33 But, whereas the seeds of the
liberal, critical position are to be found within both
objectivism and subjectivism, it would be inaccurate to
position liberalism within subjectivism. It is too "self
aware" for that. Critical/liberal thinking generally
positions itself outside the debate between objectivism
and subjectivism.

is conservative in that the objective is to conserve a
culture. Culture has the function of enabling
communication. In response to liberal critics who argue
that penneating a common culture results in political
conservatism, Hirsch observes that even a radical
newspaper, such as The Black Panther, relies on the
culture shared by most literate Americans. Typically,
the pronouncements of this newspaper are radical in
sentiment, but conservative in language. They rely on
assumed knowledge of such sources as the Declaration
oflndependence, the Gettysburg Address, and the Bible.
Hirsch argues that radicals would not be able to
communicate so forcefully without this common
cultural grounding. This exposure of everyone, whatever
their ethnic grouping and socioeconomic status, is
thought not to impose any particular "value attitude,"
but rather to promote a diversity of values and the
common means of communicating them.
To withhold traditional culture from the school
curriculum, and therefore from students, in the name
of progressive ideas is in fact an unprogressive
action that helps preserve the political and economic
status quO. 38

Instrumental perspectives in
education theory
The rise of instrumentalism parallels the story of
objectivism. 34 However, the current manifestation of
instrumentalism can readily be traced back to the
sixteenth century French educationalist Peter Ramus.
Walter Ong 35 brings to light Ramus' extreme schematic
treatment of knowledge, his businesslike stress on
method and analysis, and how his ideas held sway in
Europe during the Renaissance. According to Ong,
Ramism never became respectable on a large scale
within universities, but affected schoolmasters and
graduates in England tllfough its simplification of
knowledge and procedure, and hence found its way into
the English speaking education system. Ramus has
commonly been identified as a reformer of educational
practices, concerned with the production of wellorganised text books. But Ramist education has also
been characterised pejoratively as oriented towards a
consumer culture, instrumental, simplistic, pedantic,
encyclopaedic, bureaucratic, conservative and noncritical. According to Ong, Ramism contributed
substantially to an intellectual climate receptive to
Des cartes • promotion of the importance of method. For
Ong, Ramism also represented a final phase in the
steady decline of the pre-literate, oral, tradition of
(critical) dialogue.
Ramism would appear to be well represented in
twentieth century instrumentalism. One of the more
recently articulated defences of an instrumental view of
education is that presented by Hirsch in his book
Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to
Know. 36 With qualification, but without irony, Hirsch
concludes his book with a list of over 4,000 words,
concepts, events, people, texts and dates representing a
best guess at the current state of American literary
culture-a prescriptive "encyclopedia" for the refonn of
American education away from liberalism. 31
Hirsch advocates that education (and he is primarily
concerned with primary and secondary schooling) should
. focus on the permeation of a common culture. His view

Hirsch convincingly discredits the idea that there are
generic intellectual skills, or abstract problem-solving
abilities (as apparently advocated by some liberals). He
cites the example of reading skills. His studies show
that reading and comprehension skills improve when the
context of the text is well understood. For example,
American subjects who knew about the Civil War
(typical university students) were able to perfonn better
in comprehension tests on a passage about Generals
Grant and Lee than students of community colleges. The
latter did not have this basic contextual knowledge.
However, both groups of students perfonned roughly the
same on passages they both knew about, such as stories
about friendship. Hirsch's educational moral from this is
that specific facts need to be taught. There is no point in
teaching critical skills (whatever that might mean) if
there is no understanding of the specifics of history,
literature, science, and so on. Fortunately, Hirsch also
concludes that detailed knowledge is not necessary for
good comprehension. Vague recollections and patchy
understanding is sufficient. Hence, a detailed reading of
Hamlet is sufficient for an educational introduction to
Shakespeare. It is necessary to know about To m
Sawyer, but not necessarily to have read the book.
Hirsch further argues that being steeped in one's own
culture provides a means of understanding other cultures,
and promotes tolerance. One's own culture provides
poinl~ of reference for comparisons.
In what sense is Hirsch's conservatism similar to
the instrumentalism exhibited in the discussion at the
start of this article? The view is conservative in that it
conserves a particular culture rather than seeks to
challenge it. It is conserving of quaint historical myths
such as George Washington and the apple tree (according
to Hirsch, a total fabrication), including, presumably,
stories that promote questionable sexual and racial
stereotypes. The chief value of these myths is simply
that they are already there. On the oUler hand, the
language of dissent is marginalised. The Black Panther
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is rendered tame. Hirsch's view is also conservative in
that his approach is probably only possible in a country
where there is an element that still unquestioningly
holds to Enlightenment values-such as the
encyclopaedic view of knowledge, and the emphasis on
great luminaries.
The view is also instrumental in that culture is an
instrument to abet communication. The value of reading
the classics is that we share them. According to Hirsch,
when a speaker says in hislher speech "111ere is a tide"
there is an understanding by the audience (assuming they
know Julius Caesar) that those four words carry the
persuasive force of a proverb. The words are code for
"act now and avoid regrets." The role of Julius Caesar as
something we may interpret and re-interpret, criticise,
enjoy and be challenged by is relegated to second place
after its instrumental role. Hirsch's view is also
instrumental in that there is a simple blueprint for
action. He does not present a series of perplexities but a
list to guide curriculum development. Were the political
climate right that list could readily be implemented in
American schools today.
How does Hirsch's instrumental view relate to
professional education, as practiced in an architecture
school? The conservative view has a force in accounting
for views about "sound architectural educational
practice." To be educated as an architect is to be initiated
into the "literacy" of a particular culture-developing
skills and knowledge pertaining to the norms of
architectural practice. Part of this inculcation involves
knowing specifics--about techniques and practices, and
about great architectural luminaries and works. If one is
to criticise architectural practice (in the manner of an
architectural Black Panther) then it is necessary to be
steeped in that practice in order to communicate one's
dissent to others. Whereas liberal educationalists may
take this acculturation process for granted, for the
conservative it appears necessary to define and refine the
knowledge base-to produce lists of "what every
architect needs to know."39 Such lists would constitute
comprehensive educational curricula.

Critical perspectives in
education theory
On the other hand, wbat are the origins of the liberal
tradition of educational theory? Tbere are seeds of the
liberal and critical tradition in Plato's Republic, not so
much in the contents of his musings on education as in
the method of discourse. The dialogues are open-ended
and, some would say, un-resolved 4o-according to Ong,
a remnant of pre-literate discourse. The critical tradition
is also evident in the Cartesian and Enligbtenment
project bent on releasing the scholar from the strictures
of dogma and prejudice. The implications of the
Enlightenment project in education are well expressed in
the theories of the eighteenth century romantic French
writer, Rousseau. 41 That Rousseau's writing is
romantic is evident in an obvious way in the manner in
which his reflections on education are woven around the
personal journey and affections of a pupil named Emile.
Romanticism is also evident in his emphasis on
preserving the "original nature" of the pupil, and also
the importance of "self-esteem," the senses, imagination

and passion. But Rousseau's writing also begins a
critical and liberal tradition in education, particularly in
the "social education" of the young man.
You want him to know and feel that man is
naturally good, and to judge his neighbour by
himself: equally, you want him to see how society
corrupts men and to find in their prejudices the
source of all their vices. 42
The book, Emile, was considered subversive at its time
of publication and was burned in Paris and Geneva soon
after its publication in 1762. Certain of Rousseau's
doctrines also provided the French Revolution with its
ideology.
Rousseau's views of education were influential in
Dewey's development of twentieth century educational
liberalism. In his Denwcracy and Education published in
1915, Dewey relied substantially on Rousseau's
doctrines regarding the "natural development"43 of the
pupil, ,md a regard for "individual differences."44
The teacher who does not permit and encourage
diversity of operation in dealing with questions is
imposing intellectual blinders upon pupilsrestricting their vision to the one path the teacher's
mind bappens to approve. 45
Dewey was clearly against the rigid application of
method, against rote learning, and in favour of an open
disposition to new experiences. According to Dewey
"intellectual growth means constant expansion of
horizons and constant formation of new purposes and
new responses. These are impossible without an active
disposition to welcome points of view bitherto alien
... "46 Dewey's tbought also belongs within the
pragmatic tradition of William James. Practice is
essential, and theory is subservient to practice: " ... there
is no sucb thing as genuine knowledge and fruitful
understanding except as the offspring of doing."47
Education is clearly more than the passage of
information or knowledge from a teacher to a student:
" ... no thought, no idea, can possibly be conveyed as an
idea from one person to anolher."48 Furthermore,
thinking and doing are inseparable: "Only by wrestling
with the conditions of tlle problem at first hand, seeking
and finding his own way out, does be think."49 (These
pragmatic themes are taken up by Schon in bis
explication of the role of "reflection in action" in
professional education. 50) Aecording to Dewey, the
student is not the only one who learns in the educational
setting: " ... the teacbers is a learner, and the learner is,
witllOut knowing it, a teacher-and upon the wbole, the
less consciousness there is, on either side, of either
giving or receiving instruction, the beuer."51
This latter dissolution of roles is taken up by the
Chilean educational theorist P. Freire in Pedagogy of
the Oppressed. According to Freire students and teachers
are critical co-investigators engaged in dialogue: " ... the
problem-posing educator constantly re-forms his
reflections in the reflection of the student. The
students-no longer docile listeners--are now critical
co-investigators in dialogue witb the teacber."52 This
view sees the presentation of lectures and course
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materials as acts of self disclosure and as a means to
critical dialogue. According to Freire this approach is in
contrast to the "banking" model of education, in which
lLlowledge is seen as something that can be stored and
distributed as though it were a commodity-the
instrumental view. 53
Within the liberal view there is a recognition of a
world in change. According to Freire students must
"come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a
reality in process, in transformation."s4 For Freire, the
style of pedagogy that appropriates practice, dialogue,
criticism and change is a vehicle for political revolution
and liberation.

Australia. Both modes find their way into the rhetoric
and practice of education in some form or another. But it
is never a complete synthesis. There is always a
privileging of one over the other. At the moment the
driving paradigm appears to be instrumentalism, while
only lip service is paid to the liberal view. Money is
flowing through the system according to the dictates of
instrumental policies, while liberal educators find they
are being ignored and the financial support for their
activities is drying up.

Authentic liberation-the process of
humanization-is not another deposit to be made in
men. Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection
of men upon their world in order to transform it.55

In education, instrumentalism provides simple
blueprints for action. As long as instrumentalism holds
sway then it appears that something is being done,
policies are set in train, it appears that standards are
being maintained, and know ledge is being preserved and
is growing. However, it is also apparent that
instrumentalism is not up to the challenge of education.
Instrumentalism is far too simple. Enlightenment and
Romantic rhetoric is lamentably inadequate to the task
of describing and shaping architectural educational
experience. Educators and practitioners are aware of the
role of the professional in preserving certain entrenched
values, of the critical and dialectical nature of
professional activity, of the ambivalence between the
respective roles of professional and clientele, of the
subversive nature of much scholarly activity, of the
factions within the professions and within academia.
These aspects of educational and professional experience
are present but undeniably marginalised in instrumental
views of education. Mission statements, corporate
goals, strategies, performance criteria. performance
indicators 60 and competency standards61 are being laid
out to realise the Ramist project of well-defined
knowledge bases, consistency and rigour. They also
represent a veneer of agreement amongst
incommensurable points of view. Meanwhile, talk of
flux, revolution, critique are relegated to marginalia,
labelled as "very 1960s," romantic. or vague. As it is
very ditIicult to draft subversion into a strategy plan.
such projects may be relegated to the "hidden
curriculum."
The critique of instrumentalism in general is a
central theme of postmodern writing. 62 According to
this critique, instrumentalism is based on an outmoded
epistemology. It assumes that knowledge builds upon
knowledge as if to form some single edifice, and that
knowledge can be stored and transmitted. It gives
primacy to texts as containers of meaning. and thought
as what can be represented on the printed page-authored
and reproducible. It represents a "bureaucratisation of
thought." More radically, instrumentalism is a
manifestation of a technological "enframing," an
inevitable but misguided "will to power" on the part of
human kind that assumes it can ultimately control
everything: its destiny, its prosperity, the minds of its
youth, nature, and the control agent itselftechnology.63
If the instrumental view is the subject of severe
scepticism then there are also serious concerns about
liberalism. It could be said that one reason for the rise in

These more radical aspects of liberalism have been
influential in the educational practices (and the
professional practices) surrounding the "community
architecture" movement. 56 Design studio programs are
presented that actively engage the clientele and building
users in the formulation of the problem (the brief) and
the design itself. Often included in the objectives of
such programs are "consciousness raising" about equity
issues, developing an appreciation of the concerns of
minority groups, the underprivileged, and the
identification and solution of social problems.
What is the relationship between conservatism and
liberalism? They have clearly informed one another and
share aspects of each other's traditions. But there is a
sense in which the conservative/instrumental and the
liberaIlcritical modes of educational practice are set in
opposition to each another. For example, Dewey,
Freire, Illich and SchOn pit themselves against "abstract
and bookish" instruction, the proponents of the
"banking model," or positivism. This is obviously not
necessarily how the conservatives would sec themselves,
but it is clearly who is meant. By the same token
conservatives. such as Hirsch. rail against the liberal
progressives. According to Hirsch. Rousseau's "contentneutral conception of educational development has long
been triumphant in American Schools of education and
has long dominated the 'developmental,' content-neutral
curricula of our elementary schools."57 Similarly.
according to Hirsch, Dewey denied the importance of
content. He "placed too much faith in children's ability
to learn general skills from a few atypical experiences
and too hastily rejected 'the piling up of
information.' "58 Hirsch sees himself as presenting a
countervailing theory of education that re-establishes the
importance of specific information in education.
Is there a "middle ground" between conservatism
and liberalism? There is, of course, a soft option, or
synthesis between the two views of education.
According to the synthetic view we need both to define
our knowledge base, to present specific information to
students, to be aware of the role of education in
instilling productive skills and we need to be critical,
dialogical and so on.59 The effecting of this kind of
synthesis probably best captures the current
preoccupation within debates about tertiary education in

The problem with both instrumental
and critical perspectives
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instrumentalism is that the liberal stance is no longer
vigorous. According to Zavarzadeh and Morton "the
pedagogical programs of the 1960s were theoretically
too weak to cope with the incoherencies and
contradictions of the humanities curriculum ... ".64
Further, Aronowitz and Giroux argue that "radical critics
remain mired in the language of critique even as its own
constituency, much less the majority of teachers,
parents and students, have at least for now, tired of this
discourse."65 Liberall<;m was never really given a chance
in education in America. According to Aronowitz and
Giroux, the progressive educational movement of
Dewey never made it fully into mainstream educational
practice. Rather, it wa<; only appropriated in a piecemeal
fashion as a "hybrid discourse of liberal reform."66
Furthermore, Dewey's philosophy of education lacked
political insight. It was left to others to critique the
current situation in American education, to expose the
power structures and to prescribe how reform could
come about. Further, " ... radical school reform in the
1960s adopted an anti-intellectual stance that helped
prepare the victory of the right. They surrendered the
concept of systematic knowledge acquisition and
uncritically privileged an anti-intellectual concept of
student experience."67 Instrumentalism has moved in to
fill the void. 68
Apart from the apparent political naivete of
liberalism, Gallagher identifies several serious
inconsistencies within the liberal/critical position. 69
First, there is the elusive posture of the critical
overview. The major difficulty with the critical stance is
that there is no position where one can stand in order to
appropriate the critical position. Aware of the need for a
critical posture in history, Rousseau advocated that the
teacher give the pupil "the facts and let him judge for
himself."7o But all facts are interpretations. The
objective position is forever elusive. In this light the
critical position can be seen as little different to the
position of the objectivist-engaged in objectively
laying out rival views and choosing between them
according to some objcctive criteria.
Second is the problem of the relativity of
emancipation. Emancipation is also an elusive quest.
We are only emancipated from one position to another.
The idea of total freedom is clearly impossible and
meaningless. According to Gallagher, "we can
emancipate ourselves from something but never from
everything."71 The critical position largely assumes a
safe haven to which we can escape once emancipation is
accomplished. But once we escape we find ourselves in a
new state of oppression. Furthermore, once we have
escaped we do not cease to be critical. Retention of the
critical position suggests a perpetual state of cynicism.
Third, is the problem of the concealment of power
relations within the critical position. Power can be
pernicious when cloaked in the guise of the critical
overview. Gadamer is critical of the critical stance.
Inasmuch as it seeks to penetrate the masked
interests which infect public opinion, it implies its
own freedom from any ideology; and that means in
turn that it enthrones its own norms and ideals as
self-evident and absolute.1 2

Every educator is aware of the manipulative power of
the critical position. It gives teachers license to conceal
their hand. By telling students to think critically it is
possible to create the illusion of freedom while subtly,
and perhaps unconsciously, manipulating the situation
to entrench one's own view. The critical position is also
subject to constraints similar to the language and culture
of conservatism. Many of the debates, the choices
presented to students, come pre-defined in language. For
example, there are privileged oppositions that channel
critical inquiry. Many of the oppositions are already
embedded in the language of objectivism versus
subjectivism. In the case of professional education we
readily sanction debates about architecture as an art
versus architecture as a science; the man-made versus the
environment; moral restraint versus anarchy;
determinism versus free will. Students are licensed to
debate such issues, and given the freedom to argue, to
synthesise and to choose. But there is a sense in which
the choice is already made. It is a Hobson's choice. The
real options exist somewhere else, in an alien discourse,
or have not yet been invented.
Fourth, critical thinking can be seen a'i a form of
instrumentalism. The presumption of the critical
position places it firmly within the Enlightenment
tradition. The objective is emancipation from dogma,
prejudice, empire, and slavery. As for instrumentalism,
education is a tool to produce a better society. For
instrumentalism cultural literacy is a tool to enable
better communication between people so they can better
argue their case for reform, or education makes us able
to understand foreign markets and therefore become
economically productive and profitable. For the critical
thinker the objective is less clearly stated. The objective
may be emancipation from instrumentalism. The means
is education. Education is the instrument with which tJle
critic seeks to subvert the instrumental position. So the
critical position also succumbs to technological
"enfrarning," but without recognition of this fact

Radical versus critical education
The failure of both instrumentalism and the critical
position, conservatism and liberalism, in education
provides further evidence of a more general suite of
problems generally identified as the "crisis of
foundations." What is the university built on? Is it
science, the foundational role of which has been
seriously challenged since Kuhn?73 What are the
foundations on which we build our critique? Who is in
control of the educational process? One response to
these perplexities is to adopt the radical educational
position. This is to embrace the very idea of perplexity
itself, to elevate it, and to recognise the constitutive role
of perplexity a<; the basis of all understanding.
The radical educational position ha<; been labelled as
such by Gallagher74 and Caputo,75 who rely
substantially on the work of Derrida76 and Foucault,77
which in turn owes much to Heidegger. The radical
position seizes on the various oppositions that are
assumed within intellectual inquiry, and makes
devastating play of their inversion, reversal, demolition
and "deconstruction." The philosophy is one of the
major themes of poststructuralist and post.rnodernist
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thinking, sweeping into many areas of higher education,
particularly the humanities. Of course, university
administration and Government policy appear
untouched. Poststructuralism either offends or converts.
It always subverts. It also represents a major meeting of
several traditions including the philosophers of France
and Germany, philosophers of science such as Kuhn,
pragmatists, and disaffected disciples of analytical
philosophy. These concerns have been brought together
by American writers such as Rorty, Bernstein and
Dreyfus, to name but a few.
Caputo provides a useful introduction to the
application of the radical view (deconstruction) to
education. Whereas Plato elevated the immutable, the
unchanging, to the place of privilege in the realm of
ideas, above the fluctuating uncertainty of the temporal
world, the deconstructivist inverts the privilege. Caputo
invokes the power of the flUX. "Structures are but
inscribed on the flux."7B The common metaphor is that
of play.
In the end, I want to say, science, action, art and
religious belief make their way by a free play and
creative movement whose dynamics baffle the
various discourses on method. 79
This is not some statement of despair or futility.
Caputo argues this is "the only really sensible, or
reasonable, view of reason."BO The elevation of play
represents a profound reversal of the priorities of the
ordering mind.
Gallagher develops the theme of the play element
present in education, dating back to Plato. Bl The Greek
word for play is paidfa, which shares the same root
(pais, child) as the word for education paidefa. The
common distinction is between play and dialectic or
seriousness argument, or between play and education.
The radical position is to collapse this distinction-to
recover the paidfa in paidefa. The elevation of play is
not vague, frivolous or inconsequential. It has a very
serious aspect. This is the dissolution of Cartesian and
Enlightenment subjectivity-the philosophy that has
conunitted us to the various battles between objectivism
and subjectivism. The elevation of play results in a
redefinition, or decentering, of subjectivity.
... the phenomenon of play destroys the traditional
concept of self as substantial entity and reveals the
self as an openness to various possibilities ... a self
process which never stops being a process in
play. B2
The radical position relates substantially to Gadamer's
concepts of play. According to Gadamer, the "players are
not the subjects of play; instead play merely reaches
presentation through the players."B3 Zavarzadeh and
Morton summarise the deconstructive (radical) attitude
in which we "no longer talk about the individual, but
about the subject."B4 Furthermore, deconstruction "does
not conceptualize the subject as a stable entity but
argues that the parameters of the subject vary according
to the discursive practices that are current in any
historical moment."B5
A further radical, deconstructive, reversal is that

between meaning and syntax-the content of a
linguistic utterance and its outside form, the sentence;
between the signified and the signifier (sign); or between
spoken language and its written form. In reasserting the
priority of writing (over speech), Derrida elevates the
importance of the sign.
From the moment that there is meaning there are
nothing but signs. We think only in signs. B6
Meaning is disclosed in the ongoing play of signs-the
play of indeterminate meanings: the "stability of every
meaning is undermined by the shifting play of
signifiers."B7 Elsewhere Derrida writes about the play of
difference within the system-coining the term
"differance" as a play on words (in French) to imply that
meaning is always deferred along the endless line of
signs. Gallagher describes the play thus: "every 'truth'
that the interpreter closes in on becomes one of the
plurality of fictions which constitute the play of
differences within the system."BB According to Caputo
the task of understanding is "to keep the trembling and
endless mirror play of signs and texts in play"B9 lest
meanings become fixed by the tradition.
A further radical reversal ecboes Heidegger. The idea
that humankind must grasp and control its destiny, and
the implements of its destiny such as technology, is
replaced by a recognition that we are already under the
control of technology. It can only ever be thus. The
control that we are under is embedded within the
metaphysical tradition of thinking. This is instrumental
by its very nature. This concern is translated by
Foucault into a concern with power. Again there is a
reversal. We think of power as that which oppresses and
is embodied in laws and systems of government. It is
something from which we should be emancipated.
However, according to Foucault, substantive power is
not reducible to the representation of law or systems of
government. According to Foucault power "needs to be
considered as a productive network which runs through
the whole social body, much more than as a negative
instance whose function is repression.''90
The radical themes of deconstruction lead to a
suspicion of principles of reason, and also of
institutions that promote principled reason, such as
universities. According to this view, institutions are
generally set up to arrest the play of reason and to
replace it with the principle of reason. 9l According to
Caputo, the play of reason is under two kinds of
pressure. One is from within the university.
Debates about reason are debates conducted by
university professors in journals and books, at
symposia and public lectures, by men and women
who aspire to tenure, promotion, and support for
more research. What is rational and what is not are
very often a function of the powers that be within
the academy, of those who hold the senior faculty
positions in a more or less identifiable number of
elite institutions ... in a self-validating, selfcongratulating circle wh ich controls the
profession. 92
There is also pressure from outside the institution.
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According to Caputo, the university is looked upon "to
supply the technical and professional needs of societyits needs for scientists, engineers, accountants, computer
specialists, nurses, physicians, lawyers ... It is expected
to train futures citizens, to make good Americans (or
Frenchmen, or whatever one needs)."93 All this serves
to distract, according to Caputo, from the play of
reason.
According 10 Caputo, the humanities are rendered
subservient to the process. The humanities are those
disciplines in which the "play of reason" may still be
evident but they are merely "retained almost as
ornament.'! or quaint tokens of a bygone age and because
of the extreme embarrassment that would result if one
simply dropped them."94 Of course, the humanities
provide a useful place to house subversion. Thinking,
no doubt, of the poor reception in some quarters of
radical intellectuals in France, Germany, England and
parts of America, Caputo echoes Derrida
they provide a useful place to house those who
speak, write, and think differently, who are given to
subversive. decentering thoughts, who raise highlevel criticisms of the existing order.95
In summary, the institutions are implicated in the

en/raming that concerned Heidegger-that perspective
that claims universality, the instrumental world view of
technological humanity.
All problems-political, social, personal-are
conceived as technological problems for which an
appropriate technology of behaviour is required. 96
How can we cope in the modem university? The radical
view is that there is no ultimate escape from
instrumentalism. The radical solution is to follow
Heidegger's line of simply letting-be-"which is an old
and difficult art."97 "Letting be" requires vigilance about
power.
It should proceed from an acute sense of letting-be,
which lets reason play itself out, which listens to
dissent, continually exposing what is called reason
at any time to its other, exposing the ground to
what it takes to be groundlessness and abyssYs

Deconstruction carries the reputation in some quarters of
intellectual anarchy. But from its own viewpoint
nothing could be further from the truth. Deconstruction
is subversive, but far from irrational. It is also highly
supportive of professional rigour, both in its own
practices (its grounding in the rigours of the various
philosophical traditions) and its advocacy of rigour in
professional education. Derrida and Caputo talk of the
"double gesture": combining professional rigour and
competence with the subversion of the foundations of
the professions.
Institutions are the way things get done, and they
are prone to violence ... Nothing is innocent. 99
Deconstructive pedagogy involves: "Doing an 'inside
job' on the institution."lOO Derrida suggests what might

constitute a legitimate university (or non-university), or
communily of thought.
Such a community would interrogate the essence of
reason and of the principle of reason, the values of
the basic, of the principial, of radicality, of this
arkhe ["rule," the opposite to anarchy] in general,
and it would auempt to draw out all the possible
consequences of this questioning. 10J
This is unlikely to be a traditional institution. It is a
role of such an institution 10 "unmask-an infinite
task-all the ruses of end-orienting reason"102

Deconstruction and teaching practice
How is this dangerous, deconstructive, pedagogy realised
in practice? What is radical pedagogy at tlle level of the
classroom? These questions have attracted considerable
attention from educationalists, particularly in the study
of literature and writing composition. Some of the
radical possibilities are summarised by Atkins and
Joh nson. 103 First, in deconstruction there is an
appreciation of the importance of the textual nature of
literature. The conventional doctrine is that ideas are
more important than the vehicle used for their
communication. There is the "claritY-brevity-sincerity"
principle of composition. Under this doctrine style is
superfluous. By way of contrast the radical view opens
up the possibility that, rather than providing a
decorative surface to reality, style may be the major
constitutive element of reality. 104 We ean therefore look
through literature or we can look at it. The radical
approach is to appropriate the play involved in this
polarity between content and form, resulting in new
understandings and new appreciations of the text.
Ulmer suggests that this play can be realised in the
lecture presentation itself, which can also be conceived
of as a kind of text. M The result is the "lecriture," that
word being a characteristic play between the French
word for writing (ecriture), laughter (rO and the
English/French word "lecture"-laughter is inserted into
lecture. lOO Similar stylistic license is exercised with the
lecriture itself. It incorporates a reflection on its own
genre, without necessarily destroying the genre.
According to Ulmer, "a lecriture .. , operates by means
of a dramatic, rather than an epistemological, orientation
to knowledge."I07 Reflections on the genre of
presentation are frequent characteristics of Derrida's
public addresses. Derrida's famous paper on universities

(The principle of reason: the university in the eyes of its
pupils) was an address to an assembly at Comell
University. It begins with a question: "Today, how can
we not speak of the university?"IOS This is followed by
an almost obligatory reflection on the negative form of
the question. But this reflection is not without its point.
The play between style and content permeates the entire
piece, including a reference to the Siting of the
university and the good reasons given for it.'! location
above a gorge. In his presentation, and with subtlety,
the gorge on which the university is built becomes the
suicidal abyss of nihilism-the reverse side, or constant
companion, according to Derrlda, to the principle of
reason. According to Ulmer the success of the lecriture
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relies on its juxtaposition with convention, and the use
of irony and parody.
A second deconstructive pedagogical ploy is
outlined by Ulmer. I09 The two errors cautioned within
the dominant practice of teaching composition are
misreading and plagiarism. Misreading comes about by
trying never to reproduce the original-trying to
innovate. On the other hand, the postmodern rejection of
romantic ideas of creativity and genius leaves the way
open for unbridled plagiarism. The context for the
exploration of the interplay between acceptable writing
practice and the breakdo\lm of authorship and originality
is the collage (or logokleptism), working with the
intellectual property of others, acknowledging the role
and perplexity of mechanical reproduction. Collage
involves taking over found material and placing it in
different contexts. This can be translated to bricolage in
writing, writing with the mass of data that already
exists-regarded as an appropriate response to the
information overload of today.
How does deconstruction influence attitudes to the
educational subject matter? J ohnson contrasts the
conventional attitude to the text within literary criticism
and that suggested by deconstruction. llo The former
embodies a strategy to stop reading when the "text stops
saying what it ought to have said."Ill By way of
contrast, "deconstruction is a reading strategy that
carefully follows both the meanings and the suspensions
and displacements of meaning in a text"1!2 Contrary to
popular conceptions of deconstruction, Johnson makes
it clear that deconstruction is not a form of "textual
vandalism" or a "generalized scepticism designed to
prove that meaning is impossible."1l3 Neither is it to
assume that every text is secretly self-reflexive, or that
every text consists only in the play of signifiers, or it is
possible to read from every text a commentary aoout the
relation between speech and writing. Jolmson also
makes it clear that deconstruction does not equate with
destruction. If anything is destroyed it is not meaning
that is destroyed, but the idea of an exclusive reading:
"the claim to unequivocal domination of one mode of
signifying over another."1l4
According to Johnson, contrary to fostering an
esoteric or supercilious posture towards literature,
deconstruction proves a valuable device for making the
text accessible to the student.
Because deconstruction is first and foremost a way
of paying attention to what a text is doing-how it
means not just what it means-it can lend itself
very easily to an open discussion format in a
literature seminar. I IS
Johnson draws out the challenges that a text might
provide for a deconstructive reading. One is to seize on
ambiguous words to focus an entire discourse. This is
clearly itself a reversal from convention, where
ambiguity is regarded as an inconvenience. Another
challenge is where a text deliberately suggests different
possibilities through a syntax that leads to multiple and
conflicting interpretations. A text may also outline what
it is not about, thereby invoking a contradiction
between what the text says and what it does. A text may
also involve the contradiction of a literal statement with

a figurative statement. A critique may involve pointing
out how an illustrative example in someone else's text
proves the opposite to the assertion it is meant to
support (as in Derrida's handling of Saussure in relation
to writing and speech). Another device is to deliberately
introduce obscurity to promote inquiry. Counter to the
use of obscurity is the use of "excessive clarity" in a
text to solve the problems the text sets up. In this
manner the text can be seen to illustrate the interpretive
process itself.
Zavarzadeh and Morton further draw out the
distinction between the conventional and the
deconstructive view of the reading of a text. The former
gives priority to a close, analytical reading of a text in
order to understand it. Deconstruction replaces the
"close" reading of a text with the idea of "strong"
reading .116 The conservative ideas of analysis and
appreciation evade the political and epistemological
status of the text, and conceal the "commodification of
sensations and aesthetic experience."lI7 The
conservative idea of analysis also suggest that details
within the text are the site of meaning. By way of
contrast, the deconstructive approach enables the teacher
to allow the text to reveal to students something of their
own situation in the power matrix.
... the teacher makes it possible for the student to
become aware of his position, of his own relations
to powerlknowledge formations. Such a teacher
often has an adversarial role in relation to the
student: the teacher is a deeonstructor and not a mere
supporter in the traditional sense of the word. She
helps to reveal the student to himself by showing
him how his ideas and pOSitions are the effects of
larger discourses (of class, race and gender, for
example) rather than simple, natural manifestations
of his consciousness or mind. llS
But radical pedagogy expresses an even more far
reaching concern. For Ulmer deconstructive radical
pedagogy is "to the sciences what the carnival once was
to the Church."119 "In terms of curriculum, carnival
disrespect means the inversion of the 'order' of
disciplines." According to Ulmer, initiates into a
discipline nonnally have to wait many years before they
are allowed to see its "frame": "the inner 'mystery' of
any discipline is not its order or coherence but is its
disorder, incoherence, and arbitrariness."120 According to
Ulmer, radical pedagogy enables the student to by-pass
initiation as a specialist and to confront both the
grounding of a discipline, its absolutes, as well as the
provisional, destructible nature of that grounding.
How is radical, deconstructive pedagogy available to
architectural education? The author has had close
association with one attempt to bring aspects of
pedagogy informed by deconstruction into professional
education, specifically the design studio-the core
teaching forum of architectural education. The design
studio is a practical forum in which students design
building projects, drawing on the skills developed in
other courses. Typically, studio classes are led by a tutor
and involve group discussions, designing individually,
in groups or with the teacher, presenting work to others,
and subjecting the work to criticism. Within those
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general constraints there is scope for latitude. and
schools generally encourage experimentation by teachers
with new methods. An approach to studio teaching
informed by deconstruction was developed by A.
Snodgrass and involved second and third year
undergraduate architecture students at the University of
Sydney. The students were required to explore
oppositions inherent in the design of domestic
architecture, to bring those oppositions to light, to
challenge them, and to engage in two design t..'lsks. The
flrst was to re-design an existing building by reversing,
challenging, and subverting some of the major
oppositions built into it and largely taken for granted.
The second task was to re-design the building by
"reconciling" these subverted oppositions. There was
therefore a "deconstruction" and a "reconstruction."
Understandably, the reconstruction resulted in something
different again to the original design. On the face of it,
the educational outcomes were of the kind that would
meet with the approval of the most conventional design
educator. It was as if students were taken through a
series of exercises, in the manner of a role play, to bring
out the hidden structure behind conventional practice, to
investigate this practice further by "subvClting" it (a
kind of "analysis"), then from this new experience and
insight, synthesise something new.
However, the studio had other dimensions more in
keeping with the paradigm of radical pedagogy. There
were many reversals in the program, all of which
sparked critical discussion amongst the students. The
relationship between drawings and designs loosely
parallels the deconstructive literary critic's concern with
writing and speech, style and content. In architecture, it
is common to regard drawings as a means of
communicating "design intent." The selection of an
appropriate presentation style commonly comes at the
end of the project. In this studio one of the reversals was
to begin with drawings, bringing the interactive nature
of drawing and designing to the fore. Students were
asked at the outset to study "straight" and
"deconstructed" presentation styles evident in the
architectural literature, the latter being a presentation
style that highlighted the ambiguities and oppositions
in a design. Students were then asked to re-present an
existing design (a precedent, such as le Corbusier's Villa
Savoye) using the "deconstructed" presentation style.
Later on, they would use that style, or a variation on it,
for tile presentation of tile flnal design.
Students were required at various stages to present
their work to the group. On several occasions the work
was presented not by its author, but by a fellow student,
to whom the scheme had already been explained. In one
situation a drawing presentation was explained to the
authorls by the audience, who had to interpret and
discuss what the presentation was about. This brought
to light the nature and role of interpretation itself, as
well as revealing new insights to the student about their
own work and ways of thinking.
The discussion of oppositions within the existing
house designs readily focussed on the obvious-such as
front and back, upstairs and downstairs, public and
private-showing how there is a privileging in each
case, and how this privileging may have changed
historically. The discussion also brought out the play

between such oppositions, and raised the question of
what would happen if the privileging were reversed, or
the opposition were reversed, or the opposition were
dissolved. This also involved a consideration of how the
privileging comes through in language and in our
drawing and designing practices. For example, light and
dark featured in discussion: we talk of total darkness but
not of total lightness. Also, there is a priority given to
front and rear aspects of a building compared to the
sides. We do not have a common word to distinguish
the sides from each other that implies one is more
important than the other. The relationships between
oppositions was also discussed, such as light and dark,
sun and moon, male and female. A consideration of
these simple oppositions, identified in most cases by
the students themselves, paved the way for a discussion
of more profound oppositions, such as: real and ideal;
the representation versus the reality; the presenter versus
tile audience; the designer versus the client; order versus
chaos. In the latter case a student took it upon herself to
look for the chaos in the apparently ordered drawing and
the order in the chaotic drawing. At various stages
discussion focussed on whether the deconstructive
exercise was merely an intellectual game; or was it an
exercise to address entrenched power structures and
prejudices, and develop appropriate responses to pressing
social, urban and environmental issues? At times
attention also focussed on the nature of the profeSSion of
architecture and on university education. The discursive
practice of deconstruction, and the student's curiosity
about the field, generated a high level of critical inquiry,
not normally afforded in more conventional design
studios.
But the exercise was not merely one of
"consciousness raising." Nor was "talk" the only
mediulll of presentation. In writing about studio
experience it is always easier to focus on what was said
rather than what was done. There were positive
outcomes in terms of practical skills. The design
outcomes were judged to be innovative. Furthermore,
the "plagiarism" of designs and presentation styles did
not result in mere reproductions. DeSigns and
presentation styles had been translated into new designs
and new presentation styles. Neither was it the case that
the deconstructions were arbitrary. For example, it was
apparent that to locate bathroom facilities in the public
part of a house does not result in an absurdity, but in a
different and innovative kind of house (for the Australian
suburbs), a new set of design challenges, and even new
ways of living.
The design studio ha'> features similar to the other
university sites of practical application-the tutorial
seminar, the laboratory and the worksho~but the
studio has always also been a site of play, as evident in
the early Bauhaus teaching method. So the style of
pedagogy presented here is not foreign to it.
The design project served to demonstrate, among
other things, how far removed deconstructive pedagogy
is from anarchy. The real dangers of deconstruction have
been institutionalised within deconstruction' sown
discourse. The problem is that of normalization. What
would the deconstructive design studio be if it became
the norm? According to Gallagher, "any attempt to teach
abnormal, agonistic discourse would be to normalize it
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and to turn it into an established discipline"121 For
Derrida the worst fear is the exploitation of
deconstruction by conservatism. The perplexities that
deconstruction sets up are that the whole radical project
may itself be exploited by "socio-political forces,"122
"reproducing the hierarchy."123 According to Derrida this
risk is unavoidable-"it is the risk of the future
itself." I 24

Hermeneutics and education
Even though radicalism embraces its own critique it is
not immune from criticism from without. 125
Radicalism is also caught up in series of debates
between conservatism, the critical position and also
with what has been labelled the "moderate" position.
The latter asserts that the radical position, along with
conservatism and liberalism, is subservient after all to
the nature of intellectual communities.
The issues of education have been framed in terms
of education's relationship to the practice of
interpretation-hermeneutics. The parallels between
education and interpretation are explored at length by
Gallagher .126 To be educated is to be brought into a
state of understanding. Similarly, to interpret a text (or
any situation for that matter) is to understand. In
forming this link between education and hermeneutics
we have access to a rich tradition of thinking about
interpretation, bringing in concepts of dialogue, play,
jUdgement, reproduction, recollection, tradition, power,
critique and community_ According to Gallagher, the
different approache,.'l to education can be placed within an
ongoing conversation about the nature of interpretation.
There is a conservative hermeneutics, critical
herrneneutics, radical hermeneutics and a moderate
hermeneutics, expressed through various debates
involving Hirsch and Betti, Haberrnas, Derrida and
Gadarner. Much of the debate focuses on Gadarner's
moderate hermeneutical position. It is Gadamer, in
appropriating Heidegger's reflections on being and
understanding, who is primarily responsible for bringing
hermeneutics to the fore as a universal concern. In
summary, Gadamer's hermeneutics focuses on the
ubiquity of interpretation, and on the contextual,
historical and social nature of any interpretive situation.
The interpreter is both constrained and enabled by
historically situated prejudice. There are strands within
Gadamer's thought that seek to disable the force of the
Enlightenment's "prejudice against prejudice," and to
locate method and logic as subservient to rhetoric and
dialogue. Gadamer's understanding of the way
interpretation proceeds invokes the metaphors of
dialogue and play, and appropriates Aristotle's concept
of phronesis (prudence, practical wisdom, tacit
judgement) as the operative "intellectual virtue" in
understanding.
Gallagher identifies three perplexities (aporias)
around which the debates (between Hirseh and BeW,
Haberrnas, Derrida and Gadamer) focus. The first is the
issue of rep roduction. Is it possible to objectively
reproduce the meaning of a text? The debate has been
chiefly between Betti, whose position is conservative,
and Gadamer. 127 According to conservative herrneneutics
texts have meanings placed there by their authors. The

role of the interpreter is to extract and reproduce that
meaning. That involves breaking out of the constraints
of one's current historical situation. The approach is
Cartesian, and involves the judicious application of
method. Meaning is there to be uncovered. It is the task
of seholarship to uncover it. There may be disagrcement
about what a text means. This is the nature of lively and
SCholarly debate. But meaning is unchanging. Hirsch
supports Betti's view of interpretation. According to
Hirsch, the meaning of a text is constant, but the
significance of the text changes. The significance of a
text is what it means for us today.128 According to
Gadamer, every attempt to interpret a text produces a
new meaning, a position Hirsch regards as relativistic.
The second perplexity involves the question of
authority and emancipation. According to Habermas,
there is always something else going on outside of
language that influences language. 129 There is a frame
of reference that includes economic factors to do with
labour, class and political factors of domination. These
are the extralinguistic factors: social processes of
domination, modes of production, and the ideas
surrounding science and technology, such as
progress. 130 According to Habennas' critical
hermeneutic.:'ll perspective extralinguistic factors "always
distort language, and therefore they distort ordinary
interpretation and communication."l3l In contrast, for
Gadamer, even extralinguistic experience is mediated by
language if it is to have any significance or effect.
According to Habermas, Gadamer's herrneneutics only
focuses on language, and is therefore inadequate to the
task of accounting for all understanding. Gadamer's
hermeneutics does not pay sufficient heed to the fact that
it is necessary to engage in critical reflection to see
through the distortions imposed by the political and
power-bases of the frame of reference. In response,
Gadamer claims that there is no privileged position from
which we can achieve such emancipationP2 We are
always constrained by tiIe practice of our language
community. According to Gadamer the issue always
comes back to conversation.
The third perplexity pertains to the nature of
conversation. Here the debate is primarily between
Derrida and Gadamer. For Gadamcr the act of
conversation requires the "good will" of each party to
understand the other. Derrida objects that the idea of
"good will" has its roots in Kant's metaphysics.l33 (As
that branch of philosophy concerned with foundational
prinCiples, metaphysics has been the subject of
suspicion in Continental philosophy since Nietzsche.)
To assert the primacy of conversation and the ability of
the participants to be trusting and fair minded in the
process is to imply a degree of control by the
participants-to presume a kind of subjectivity.
According to Derrida, everyone is aware, however, of tiIe
phenomenon of distorted communication. In
characteristic fashion, Derrida opposes Gadarner's
herrneneutics of trust with a hermeneutics of
suspicion. 134 Trust implies a preservation of tradition.
Suspicion, the centre of deconstruction, implies
transformation.
Gallagher, clearly on the side of Gadamer and the
moderate view, holds that there are not three perplexities
but one. These issues of reproduction, authority and
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conversation all come down to the problem of
"ambiguity and the finitude of understanding."135
According to Gallagher, the truth about interpretation
does not lie in the resolution of these perplexities, but
in recognizing "the fundamental ambiguity of
interpretation."136 How do we address the problem of
ambiguity? According to Gallagher, conservative theory
seeks to deny or partition ambiguity, critical theory
seeks to control it by disarming the power that generates
it, radical theory celebrates and elevates it, and modcrate
theory acknowledges that we always have and will
continue to generate and promote understandings
according to the workings of the tacit nonns and
conventions of the interpretive communities within
which we are situated, in spite of, and possibly because
of, the play of ambiguity.
Conservative theory wants to deny or fix ambiguity
by the principle and canon of reproduction; critical
theory seeks to rationalize and control it by
neutralizing the effects of power, tradition, and
authority; radical theory wants to radicalize it in the
concept of play. Moderate theory, as we have called
it, proposes to recognize that we cannot avoid
ambiguity and therefore must not deny its operation
but find a way to live with it without inflating its
effect. 137

Moderate hermeneutics
According to Gallagher's moderate position these
perplexities bring us back to the primacy of
conversation and community, a theme developed by
writers such as Kuhn, Rorty and Fish. Rorty applies to
philosophy the view developed by Kuhn (and, from a
different tradition, Foucault) of the dependence of science
on the conversational, experimental, discursive and other
practices of conununities. He develops the theme of the
primacy of conversation in philosophy. For Rorty the
objective in philosophy is not to have the last word,
rather it is to keep the conversation going. He posits
this as a requirement of wisdom: "as consisting in the
ability to sustain a conversation."138 In a slightly
different vein, Gcertz asserts the primacy of conversation
over thinking. 139 Thinking is primarily a public
activity, realized in conversation. It is "consummately
social: social in its origins, social in its functions,
social in its fonn, social in its applications."140 Private
thinking is a derivative mode of thought, analogous to
the act of reading, which has only recently developed as
a silent aClivhy.'41 According to Geertz, "1l1inking as an
overt, public act, involving the purposeful manipulation
of objective materials, is probably fundamental to
human beings; and thinking as a covert, private act, and
without recourse to such materials a derived, though not
unuseful, capability.'''42 Bruffee applies Geertz's
argument to education. Our thoughts have their source
in some interpretive community. The educational
corollary is that in order to think well we need to "think
well collectively."143 In other words we need to
converse well.
We establish knowledge or justify belief
collaboratively by challenging each other's biases

and presuppositions; by negotiating collectively
toward new paradigms of perception, thought,
feeling, and expression; and by joining larger, more
experienced communities of knowledgeable peers
through assenting to those communities' interests,
values, language, and paradigms of perception and
thought. 144
The conversational view of thought disarms
conscrvativc, reproductive views of knowlcdge. It also
suggests new metaphors with which to describe the
educational experience. According to Gallagher. "one
never 'has' knowledge; one participates in conversations
at various interpretive sites."145 The conversational
view also says something about the critical position.
Critical discourse operates through the nonnal
operations of interpretive communities. According to
Gallagher, if "questioning or critical reflection is
possible, it is only possible because one's tradition,
culture, and upbringing enable it."146 What about
abnormal discourse, radical discourse, whose task it is to
detect or sniff out "stale, unproductive knowledge"147
and challenge the authority of the community?
According to Bruffee there is no discipline that describes
abnonnal discourse. It is only possible to teach the
tools of nonnal discourse. There is room for the
abnormal, however, if we acknowledge that iliese tools
are not universal. We should teach practical, normal
skills in such a way that students "can turn to abnonnal
discourse in order to undennine their own and oilier
people's reliance on the canonical conventions and
vocabulary of nonnal discourse." The primacy of
conversation and community therefore embraces the
theme of radical pedagogy, recognising that radicalism
requires a grounding in convention to operate.
Radical education trades in the subversion of
entrenched oppositions evident within a field of study,
and plays on strange readings, the games of the lecriture.
How does the moderate, conversational view account for
this aspect of radical educational experience? From the
point of view of moderate henneneutics, such games are
well situated within ilie conventions of interpretation.
Any interpretive situation requires object(fication. This
is where something confronts the interpreter as alien,
unfamiliar. 148 The objectification in interpretation
"involves distance plus a collusion with the traditioncontext of language."149 The interpretive act is a
negotiation across this disumce. Another way of looking
at iliis phenomenon is to see the play of interpretation
as rendering the familiar strange and the strange
fanliliar. 15o The educational experience provides the best
eXanlple of this phenomenon. The teacher has a major
role in presenting material as worthy of understanding.
Paradoxically, this requires that there are elements of the
material that are strange. For eXanlple, iliere are at least
two possibilities in presenting historical material about
the building of ilie Parthenon. First. if ilie student has
never encountered classical Greek architecture before
then it is a matter of presenting the material in such a
way as to establish that there is a distance, a
shortcoming in some knowledge, someiliing worth
knowing but not known. To establish relevance is
precisely to establish this distance. The second case is
where the studem is immersed in the history, culture and
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that it provides a new possibility for conversation. It
permits the problem of foundations to be discussed
openly and realised as something that transcends the
issue of foundationalism or relativism. Flux and play
become new terms in the conversation. The subversion
of foundations is not difficult to do, nor does it require a
body of sophisticated theory, but it requires an
interpretive community that gives such an activity
legitimacy, and brings the matter to crisis. This is
abetted if the legitimacy resides within mainstream
university and professional institutions, and has
developed a highly intluential vocabulary and literature.
To this end, the discourse of deconstruction has great
value.

mythology of the Parthenon. It is familiar. In such a
case it may be appropriate to establish distance by
questioning the entrenched myths, telling the story in a
new way, possibly even undermining (or asserting)
reverence for the building. In either case, a distancing is
implicated in the process of understanding.
... in any instance of teaching, even when the
teacher can assume that the student is in some way
familiar with the subject matter, he still must make
something stand out as unfamiliar, and he must call
the student's attention to precisely that which is
unfamiliar. The teacher thus presents the subject
matter, or one aspect of the subject matter, as an
unfamiliar object of learning. 151

The moderate response to
instrumentalism in education

Teaching requires opportunities for strange encounters.
This commonly involves recognising and challenging
aspects of the tradition in which the discourse is taking
place.

The conservative, instrumental position in education is
partly driven by a reaction against liberalism and
relativism. To the conservative, the moderate
hermeneutical position (as with liberalism and
radicalism) bears the trappings of relativism. If the
meanings of texts depend on what the interpretive
community happens to be thinking at the time, and
educational practice is an acculturation into a
hermeneutical community, then the path is wide open
for a plurality of competing and incommensurable
viewpoints. But worse than that there is no authority by
which we can adjudicate between them. In other words,
"to have many standards is LO have none at all."156 TIlis
perplexity is the "fine line," the difference that radical
and moderate hermeneutics makes: it is also where we
get off the seesaw;157 it is where one says-"it is
missing the point to think that embracing the primacy
of interpretive communities is to hand our deliberations
over to relativism." Fish's response, for example, to the
fact of having many (or no) standards for adjudication is
to say it is "really of no imporL:'U1ce. "158 According to
Fish, everyone is situated somewhere, and the lack of an
"asituational norm" is really of no consequence. "So
while it is generally true that to have many standards is
to have none at all, it is not true for anyone in particular
(for there is no one in a position to speak "generally"),
and therefore it is a truth of which one can say 'it
doesn't matter.''' 159

... the teacher's essential task is not simply to
provide opinions, or insert information, but,
working within traditional authoritative
frameworks, to open up opportunities for such
encounters, to help create the occasions in which
the student will come into a challenging relation to
a particular tradition.l52
The contrasting position is that in which everything is
taken as familiar. Where we think that we understand
then the play is finished. 1S3 It signifies a "foreclosure of
learning."154
TIle radical educational experiments described above
can be seen in this light. The deconstructive design
studio involves rendering the familiar items of domestic
life unfamiliar through the play of oppositions. But
then this is normal design studio teaching practice.
Successful learning situations are those in which the
teacher is aiding the process by which objects are
revealed, challenging that which the student takes for
granted, establishing distances, bringing out disparities
between the students' emerging practices and those of
the teacher's particular slice of the established
interpretive community. What of the radical pedagogy
that subverts the foundations even as it builds the
foundations-teaching the unfoundational nature of
professional practice? This is a common enough feature
of the design studio (and, no doubt, other teaching
forums), brought about in part by the inevitable
plurality of views to which students are exposed. Over
the course of an architectural education students are
typically presented with a range of opinions, each
presented with equal conviction by various teachers.
From the point of view of the teacher, who may have
forgotten what it was like to be a student, the
knowledge structures may possibly take on the
appearance of a monolithic and highly principled
structure. But for the student there will always be a
bewildering array of points of view, a situation that
must at least hint of a "problem of foundations" for the
student. So the deconstructive awareness is always there,
though usually concealed within a confused
relativism. 155 The difference radical pedagogy makes is

No one can be a relativist, because no one can
achieve the distance from his own beliefs and
assumptions which would result in their being no
more authoritative for him that the beliefs and
assumptions held by others, or, for that matter, the
beliefs and assumptions he himself used to hold.
The fear that in a world of indifferently authorized
norms and values the individual is without a basis
for action is groundless because no one is indifferent
to the norms and values that enable his
consciousness. 160
The attack on relativism is a major theme of
postmodemism. To advocate relativism is to give
primacy and permanence to the elusive subject.
Deconstruction and hermeneutics incorporate challenges
to the existing tradition, but also posit new metaphors
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with which to account for understanding that do not
resort to either objectivism/foundationalism, or
subjectivism/relativism. The notion of play alluded to
earlier is one attempt to decentre subjectivity, to snike a
blow to both foundationalism and relativism, and to
extricate thought from the Cartesian anxiety.161
How then do we address the instrumenta] concern
for rigour and the maintenance of standards? On the
subject of rigour, the notion of the primacy of
interpretive communities affords full support to the
conservative's concern with professional competence.
Where the moderate parts company with the
conservative is in the "meaning reverence" accorded to
normative texts: texts that seek to capture knowledge
and define competencies. By focussing on the
communities that generate and use such documents, the
moderate has greater access to what is going on. 162
From the viewpoint of moderate hermeneutics,
these documents become a part of current discursive
practice. The moderate is wise to the strengths and
limitations of texts, and the political and power contexts
in which they are used. Whereas the conservative has to
submit her understanding of what is going on in the
community to the letter of the text, the moderate knows
that no normative text has any force other than what the
community allows-what the community is prepared to
accept and interpret (that is, to apply). There are many
examples of where reverence for a text obscures the
practices of an interpretive community. One example is
the use of the term "integration" to describe what should
happen in architectural education-according to this
view the curriculum should be put together in such a
way that the subject matter is integrated into what
constitutes an effective overall education for an architect.
Problems in the curriculum are commonly attributed to
poor integration. But the rhetoric of integration can
mask the problem of relevance. Commonly, subject
matter is not simply poorly integrated, it is just not
particularly relevant, or not taught in a way relevant to
being a professional. B ut the banner of integration can
also obscure an important feature of the life of
interpretive communities. The call for integration masks
the possibility that education may in fact be a
fragmented affair, full of discontinuities, unrelated
bodies of theory and skills, perplexities,
incommensurable fields of study, and contradictions-{lU
unconnected and barely related. It may even be the case
that it is through this discontinuous matrix that learning
occurs.
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134 GacL:'UI1er's reply to Derrida is that what he meant by
"good will" has nothing to do with metaphysics or
ethics and is merely an observation about
communication. Good will is present where "one does
not go about identifying the weaknesses of what another
person says in order to prove that one is always right,
but one seeks instead as far as possible to strengthen the
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other's viewpoint so that what the other person has to
say becomes illuminating. Such an attitude seems
essential to me for any understanding at all to come
about." (Gadamer, H.-G. [1989] Reply to Jacques
Derrida, in Dialogue and Deconstruction: The GadamerDerrida Encounter, D.P. Michelfelder and R.E. Pahner
[eds] SUNY Press, Albany, New York, pp.55-57, p.55)
135 GaUagher,

understand."
154 Ibid., p.I44. In keeping with the tenets of liberal
education, learning about the world is also learning
about one's "self." According to Gallagher, in
"discovering the possible connections between the
unfamiliar and the familiar, the learner also discovers his
own possibilities." (Ibid., pp.143-144) All
understanding is "self understanding."

Hermeneutics and Education, p.343.

136 Ibid., p.344.

155 According to Bloom, there is "one thing a professor

137 Ibid., p.343.

can be absolutely certain of: almost every student
entering the university believes, or says he believes,
that tmth is relative." (Bloom, The Closing of the
American Mind, p.24)

138 Rorty, R. (1980). Philosophy and the Mirror of
Nature, Basil B1ackwell, Oxford, p.378.
139 See Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures. This
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theme of the indebtedness of thought to community is
also developed by Fish. In the context of interpreting
texts, Fish argues that a reader's interpretive strategies
are "community property," and in so far as these
strategies "at once enable and limit the operations of his
consciousness, he is too." (Fish, Is there a Text in This
Class? p.14) Fish also argues: 'I ••• since the thoughts an
individual can think and the mental operations he can
perfonn have their source in some or other interpretive
community, he is as much a product of that community
(acting as an extension of it) as the meanings it enables
him to produce." (p.14)
140 Geertz,

The Interpretation of Cultures, p.360.

141 According to Ryle silent reading has only been
practiced in Europe since the Middle Ages (Ryle, G.
[1949] The Concept of Mind, Penguin Books,
Harmondsworth, Middlesex).
142 Geertz,

The Interpretation of Culture, p.76.

143 Bruffee, K. (1984). Collaborative learning and the

"conversation of mankind," College English 46,
pp.635-652. p.640.
144 Ibid., p.646.
145 Gallagher,

Hermeneutics and Education, p.248.

146 Ibid., p.265.
147 Bmffee, Collaborative learning and the
"conversation of mankind," p.648.
148 See Snodgrass, A. (1991). Asian studies and the
fusion of horizons, Proc. Gadamer, Action and Reason,
Faculty of Architecture, University of Sydney, Sydney,
pp.35-42.
149 Gallagher,

Hermeneutics and Education, p.137.

150 Ibid., p.129.
151 Ibid., p.136.
152 Ibid., p.143.
153 One of the most distressing pedagogical situations
is where the teacher, thinking they are presenting
something new, is met with indifference from the
students. To be told "we know all that-what's the big
deal!" is even more disconcerting than "we don't

Is there a Text in This Class? p.319.

157 Rorty describes the tension between objectivism
and subjectivism, romanticism and moralism, idealism
and realism as "seesaw" battles from which we need to
be disengaged. See Rorty, R. (1989) Contingency, Irony
and Solidarity, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,
pp.l0-11.
158 Ibid.
159 Ibid.
160 Ibid.
161 Bernstein,

Beyond Objectivism and Relativism.

162 For example, the moderate perspective provides a
broader range of possible views of the draft AACA
competency standards-views informed by the
positioning of such documents within interpretive
communities. (i) The standards may be a response to a
"breakdowll"-the opinion by some that recent graduates
from architecture schools lack certain skills. Only the
skills considered lacking appear in the standards. So
currently it is not thought that there is a lack of
knowledge of architectural history. or an understanding
of CAD. So these skills do not appear with any
prominence in the minimum standard. Of course, if the
minimum standards were taken seriously then there
would soon be a deficiency in those areas. (ii) The
standards may be an attempt to promote a conservative
and submissive work force able to slot into
conventional modes of practice. The standards may
thereby primarily serve the interests of a particular
conservative and powerful sector. of the community
(within and outside the profession). (Hi) The requirement
to generate such standards may also be an attempt by
government and/or its bureaucracy to undennine the
power base of the professions, which are seen by some
as both powerful and secretive. (No doubt aware of this,
the AACA draft asserts that "competency standards or
not, the Board of Architects, or on their behalf the
AACA, remain the Assessing Authority for the entry of
persons into the architectural profession" [p.3]). (iv)
There is also the possibility that the profession is
undergoing a "crisis of identity." Its skills base is under
threat from incursion by other professions. Promoting
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competency standards may be a means of making clear
precisely what is an architect as opposed to an engineer,
an interior designer or a property consultant. (v) The
standards may also be a way of coping in a time of
profound change and uncertainty. The instrumental
response to uncertainty is to latch onto somethingsuch as texts, standards, criteria. (vi) The standards may
be a way of coping with the current wave of litigation
against professional activity in all areas. The standards
assume that the issue of litigation is simply tied to
quality of serviee, whereas the current difficulty may be
a product of changing cultural norms and expectations
about value, contract, service and professionalism, and
an opportunistic, instrumental view of the law. This
latter interpretation of the situation may suggest that
new modes of practice are called for, as is already
advocated (and practiced) by some (see Gutman,
Architectural Practice: A Critical View), or even reform
to the law and the legal profession. Each of these
possible responses (and others) to the issue of
competency standards goes beyond the texts (the
standards) and locates the issues within the context of a
critical interpretive commwlity.
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Knowledge
You Can't Give it Away
Ray Ison
Department of Crop Sciences
University of Sydney
David Russell
Centre for the Social Ecology of Waste and Water
University of Western Sydney
Lloyd Fell
Elizabeth Macarthur Agricultural Research Institute

I have taken the title of my paper from a forthcoming
book which David Russell and I are editing. It is based
on our last three years of research in which we have
attempted to develop alternative modes of doing research
and development (R&D) with pastoralists in far western
NSW. Our research has been challenging work. It has
been challenging emotionally, professionally,
conceptually, institutionally and socially. Such work
requires nurturing and sustenance. That I am here
speaking to you today is, I believe, the product of my
relationships with a number of people. I would like to
acknowledge these relationships because in the network
of conversation that they realise, I have gained
considerable knowledge. I acknowledge David and Lloyd
a<; important members of this conversation by including
them as co-authors. I however ta.ke full responsibility
for the interpretations I mn about to make.
My presence here today and this paper are my
acknowledgment of Richard ,md Adrian, their importa.nt
scholarship, and the WOrlhy aspirations of this
conference. This paper is also a product of my current
context - that of preparing to leave at the end of the yeruto take up a position in England.

THE WORK OF DREAMS
The Indian curry had been hot, tempered though by the
Hunter dry white. Or perhaps it had been the whisky and
hot milk before bed. I do not remember clearly the start
of the dream usually I do not remember any of my
dreams. We, the members o.four research team, who had
dined together the evening before, were on an excursion.
The territ01Y was around "Journey's End" ant/the "Bridle
Track" (the names of lily late Grandfather's grazing
property and the cOllvict built road leading to it, north of
the city of Bathurst, on the Macquarie River in central
western NSW). David Russell and I were returning from
"Journey's End" in a form of transport which was

different to the others; they were following but suddenly
took the other turn up to "Willow Glen" (another
property on a dead-end road!). We continued on, the road
steep and windy, towards Bathurst. A sense of urgency,
of needing to be somewhere. The landscape was very
familiar, very Australian. We stopped the car at a vast
outcrop of rocks; David and I began running towards the
outcrop over a rock formation. ordered, like a mosaic,
David taking the more direct path, file forced wide,
dodging obstacles and low hanging branches. The
outcrop was high above the Macquarie River a
magnificent panorama. There were lots of people
picnicking - the outcrop was, on closer inspection, a
vast international class hotel. We quickly took in the
panorarna. David then found this canvas like material like an old wheat bag that we had used as kids to pull
each other around on the back lawn. He began pushing
me across this glistening, wet mosaic, towards Bathurst.
Suddenly. Cl doonvay and bump - we had to stop, excuse
ourselves, then return to our journey, David still
pushing. The sUiface becaf7le rougher and steeper. giving
way eventually to grass. I call to David to let go and
negotiate the steep grass well. until I am out ofterritOlY
I almost fall off the edge but just avoid it . But there is
no place to go. Suddenly the old route reappears but it is
steep and unllerground. Going down we hear about war?
I must get out and return home urgently (but not
David). Tllere is a phone booth, but as always I have no
money, or only Australian money, and I need French. I
am about to change it, or try to, when Dennis
deKantzow (a colleague at Sydney University and the
Departll1ents' "Mr Fixit") appears with his plume card to
fix things up (as always!!). All is uncertain; there may
or may not be a plane back to Australia that day.
«

This dream, still vivid and relevant as I write, over two
yem-s later, contains importrult. elements of the story of
the book we have been writing and the working
together, the participation, that has been necessary to
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bring it into being. As our story unfolds so too, we
hope, will some interpretations of this dream. A dream
is a good starting point for a story about how it is that
we know what we know. The Chilean neurobiologists
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela argue that:
"The knowledge of knowledge compels," and that at the
"core of all the troubles we face today is our very
ignorance of knowing" (Maturana & Varela 1988;
Hayward & Varela 1992). Concern with how it is that
we know what we know is called epistemology.
Epistemology is rarely the topic of every day
conversation; in fact it is a word that is foreign to most
people. To be concerned with epistemology involves
reflection; to be concerned with one's own knowledge.
To do this is hard work. It involves altempting to step
outside our traditions for we know that tradition is not
only a way to see and act but a way to conceal. In the
popular imagination a concern with "knowledge" is
usually seen to be the province of academics, teachers
and scientists and just possibly, students! Knowledge is
often seen as the product of research. The mission
statement of this University refers to the purpose of the
University as being the creation, preservation and
dissemination of knowledge. In the popular press we can
find otller metaphors which renect our common
perceptions of "knowledge." A recent Sydney Morning
Herald article was headed "Knowledge on tap" (Powell
1993). A couple of paragraphs are worth citing:

In contemporary academic practice I encounter daily
metaphors such as "infornmtion transfer," "technology
transfer," "problem identification," "knowledge storage"
"extending facts" and "teaching k'1lowledge." These
applications of descriptions to actions to which they are
not literally applicable, do not sit well with my
experience. The story of our forthcoming book is about
doing research, but research with a difference. Our
research takes another path to that which we commonly
describe as research. With tllis research we have had to
struggle, just as we do in what we write, to find the
words to express our meanings. This is not due to
laziness on our part, but because we have found many of
the tenns and concep\.<; commonly used to talk about
research and development (R&D) inadequate to organise
and explain our own experience.
Our book is concerned with unpacking some of these
metaphors. To do so requires stepping into new
intellectual tenitory - a new epistemology. We feel this
is necessary because, as in the dream, the territory is
running out within the existing epistemology. Our
entimsiasm is to explore new territory, to open up new
possibilities and conversations which have tile potential
for mutually satisfying outcomes. In doing so we seek
to provide new contexts for the old epistemology, not to
discard it.

NE\V STORIES FOR R&D
... that is what we are coming to - a IIlelding of
compu ters and communications to produce
knowledge.
If that pool of information, of knowledge is over

there, over here we have the users, the seekers of
knowledge, the needful of infOlmalion. (The fact that
some of them do not yet realise that they need this
information or knowledge is not germane to the
issue. There is a lot of education needed to show the
people what is available.)
Use of "knowledge" in Ibis way is not confined to
journalists talking about technological innovation in
"comm unications" and computing. Increasingly in
biology we see reference to genes, or more specil1cally,
DNA sequences, referred to as the "carriers of
knowledge." This is particularly apparent in literature on
the seed industry where new seeds arc seen to "embody
new knowledge." In short, metaphors for "knowledge"
as commodity, tbing, object which can be given to
someone, shared, eonununicated, tested etc are pervasive
in our society.
"Knowledge" unfortunately is a noun. The
etymology of the word is based on the Middle English,
"to gnaw" or "to know." Shipley (1955) observes that
"the idea of absorhing is common to boUl food and
knowledge." Common meL:'1phors are to "chew upon
this" or "to digest tile facts" or "food for thought." In
contrast "cognition" derives from the Latin
"cognoscere," or literally "together to know." I wish to
propose that the biological explanations provided by
Maturana and Varcla (1988) for cognition provide
powerful metaphors which have tile potential 10 liberate
our practices as researchers and academics.

Our experience and story are from the context of
agricultural and rangeland R&D. More specifically it
mises from researching with pastoraIist~ in the semi-m'id
rallgelands of far-western NSW. Anyone who has read
Jill Kerr Conway's book, "The Road from Coorain,"
will appreciate this region of the world its wild beauty
and emotional impact on the human spirit. Our book is
not only for agriculturalists. Tt is an invitation to
citizens who are concemed with pmticipaling in shaping
our collective future. It is also an invitation to
professional practitioners from all disciplines to
exmnine Ule context in which they do what it is that
tlley do. We do so hecause, as with l-Iumberto Maturana,
we are concemed by the tendency for those engaged in
science and philosophy to blmne those, who in their
eyes, do not do what is good for them. We are concemed
with the acceptance and valuing of difference, of
diversity in the "social world," just as in the "biological
world."
More importantly however I believe this story
allows us to see that "problems" do not exist "out there"
in "nature." Problems come into being through the
involvement of people in language, and, by social
processes through which agreement is reached about
what constitutes a problem. This for me was an
important undersumding as it has lead me to raise
questions such as: (1) What do we mean when we speak
of knowledge'? (2) What do we mean by research and
development? (3) What is meant when we speak of
learning'? and, as a theme whicb weaves each of these
together, (4) What do we mean when we speak of
communication? Asking tilese questions has pul me in
touch with what I can only describe as a "global
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questioning" or a major paradigm shift which is evident
in all disciplines.
As organisms our nervous system is structurally
closed to the external environment; biologically it is not
possible to infonn another organism or for infOlmalion
or knowledge to be transferred from one organism to
another. Knowledge is thus socially constructed and
context bound; in this sense knowledge is a relational
phenomenon rather than an object (Maturana 1988).
This return to our biology brings into question many of
tile metaphors which shape how we currently tllink
about communication and teaching.
There has been widespread criticism of me linear
transfer of technology (TOT) model of agricultural R&D
in which scientists are seen to create knowledge which
is then taken up by advisers or extensionists and passed
onto farmers (Russell et al. 1989; Ison and Ampt 1992;
Jiggins 1993). With respect to the client-consultant
relationship Morris (1979, p656) observes: " ... we have
in tbe past rather neglected his (farmer's) views, or at
least have planned a course of action and then tacked on
an 'extension' effort to convince the livestock owner
that we are working in his best interest." A pivotal
conceptual framework embodied in tIle TOT pm'lldigm is
the diffusion and adoption of innovations model of
technology transfer. With its associated language (eg.
barriers to adoption, early adopters, laggards - see Ison
1993) it shapes how extension and advisory work is
thought and talked about, especially amongst
administrators from a research background. For inst.lnce,
Radostits and Blood (1985, p6) define what they
considered a willing fanner: a leader, successful, st.lble,
knowledgable, risk averse, who operates witllin the
limits of resourees (land, cash, elc). This is almost
equivalent to me "Innovator" in tlle diffusion of
innovation model. It also reflects the tendency of
professionals to orientate to clients who are most like
them (Anderson 1984).
The diffusion model was developed in a particular
context, and as so often seems to happen, educators,
researchers and administrators have sought to employ it
in contexts in which its assumptions no longer hold.
This has been known for a long lime (Crouch and Pay ne
1983; Latour 1987), yet still it shapes peoples
perceptions of extension. The TOT model has been
shown to be based on a network of faulty assumptions
and powerful and embedded metaphors. They are linked
to misconceptions about what actually occurs in the
process of human communication (RusselI 1992;
Russell and Ison 1992; I80n 1993). The dominant
metaphors, those of "infol1nalion transfer," "channels of
communication," and "teaching" (Ison 1990) mise from
seeing communication in the same way as two
computers might transfer data. These pervasi ve
metaphors based on the electronic model of
communication of course ignore "meaning making"
which is a singularly human ahility with a hiological
basis.
As humans we have no way of refen'ing to ourselves
or to any tiling else outside of language. Since language,
or what we more commonly refer to as communication,
creates what we call reality, developing a 'shared
meaning' (a notion created hy the observer) will involve
participation in the task at hand of all those who will be
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affected by the outcome. Based on his neurobiological
research Maturana (1988) has defined human social
systems as 'systems of co-ordinations of actions in
language or networks of conversations'. He thus m'gues
that a change in a human social system can only take
place in tile network of conversations that its members
generate.
Russell and 1son (1992) have argued that much of
what is done in science ignores its context; the case for
a new R&D tradition which avoids being either
objective or subjective - a science of relationships or
second order R& D - is made . This p~U'adigm has its
origins in hermeneutics (the study of interpretation),
phenomenology (tile philosophical examination of the
foundations of experience and action), and neurobiology
(which provides an intellectual frmnework in which
phenomena of interpretation arise as a necessary
consequence of me structure of biological beings). These
three intellectual streams have in common the
questioning of our ability to objectify knowledge and
thus see objects and events independent of the very act
of observation. Dle subject object dichotomy, which
sepm'lltes knowledge from value, is seen by many as one
of tile failings of the current "scientific" world view
(Appleym'd 1992; Cobb, 1992).
Wc frequently encounter diftlculties when individuals
with differing experiences and theories of the world
come together to plan actions in novel contexts. Here r
would also include the classroom. This problem is
exacerbated when local people or students m'e excluded
from the conversation, especially tile process of project
fOlmulation, conduct and evaluation. As RusseH Ackoff
(1990) observed: "Development is primarily a lemlling
process - one group cannot develop another. The only
type of development possible is self development." This
notion is beginning to be articulated by some
veterinm·ians. Young (1992) working witIl village vet
services observes tllat: "To achieve success, social and
institutional work is at least as important as technical
work. Veterinmians need to learn from the li vestock
keepers mld to share their knowledge with them." This
claim, whether overtly or covertly, addresses the crucial
notion of power evident in relationships between
knowledge, technologies and professional practice.
"Knowledge creation and dissemination or extension"
has traditionally been conceived as the function of
agricultural and veterinary research and development.
The consultant-client relationship relies on traditional
discourses about wIlat constitutes knowledge, and how it
can be transfelTed to farmers. Thus for many it is only a
question of beller packaging the facts or developing
more effective "delivery" systems to get the "right"
infonnation to client'> or students. These new discourses
on knowledge necessitate a reexmnination of what we
commonly call or see as R&D as well as teaching
practice.
The research of the Community Approach to
Rangelands Research (CARR) team exemplifies an
attempt to respond to these new discourses (Russell and
Ison 1992; Webber et al. 1992ab). In our initial
dialogue with pastoralists about developing new
approaches to R&D distinctions were made between (i)
research on things, such as plants, soil etc; (ii) research
on people and (iii) research with people. Pastoralists

found these distinctions meaningful. They were
intrigued by our interest in reseru'ching with people,
particularly as their previous expelience of reseru-cll ,md
reseru-chers was mainly one of researchers taking and
seeming to give nollling back in return,
It could be argued that R&D, because of its reliance
on "professional expertise" is a "values imposing
system," Conventionally, despite all recent evidence to
the contrary (see Latour, 1987; Appleyanl 1992),
scientific understanding is seen as objectively detelmincd
and value free, These understandings thus have the
"power of truths" and accusations are then made against
those who are not prepru'ed to "see" these tmllls and
change their behaviours by adopting different practices.
As an example, Radostits and Blood (1985, p8) outline
their "methods" in a 111ble with the caption "Convening
farmers to a herd health service," They describe three
steps: J "Develop fanner's psychological dependence on
your advice" (demonstrate your skills and advice",); 2
"Motivate fru'mer to start a herd health program," and 3
"Stimulate fanner to keep the progrrun going."
These approaches are not consistent with my
experience and J would like to suggest an alternative
frrunework for some aspects of future professional
practice.

micron wooL One of the major outcomes of this
reseru-ch has been a set of process design principles
which we believe have some general utility for the
design of pW'ticipative R&D.
Some guiding design principles for parlicipat.ive
reserudl in tlIe rrulgelands:
Projects have the potential for more mutually
satisfying outcomes when an invitation is
extended to participate and the resultant
communication is based on conversations which
acknowledge each person's experience as unique
and valid;
it is importlUlt to understand that experience and
knowledge is related to context and that it is
necessary to attempt to appreciate particular
contexts;
enthusiasm, which may be triggered, appears to
be an emotional state predisposing indi viduals to
action which is meaningful to that individual;
• matters individuals are keen to take action on
mayor may not concur with "experts" or
institutional priorities;
• pursuit of these mallers in open, collaborative
and critically informed ways can lead to locally
meaningful and adaptive changes;
• knowledge is both individually and socially
constructed and because of this, processes m'e
necessary to create learning networks;
• pastoralist fruniIies and communities already do
"research" and "extension" (share experience and
knowledge - but they place importance on
waiting to be asked);
• diversity of experience, knowledge, resem'ch mld
"extension" action is an asset of equal importance
to ilie diversity of tile biophysical environment.

PARTICIPATIVE ECODESIGN
Despite the growing body of world-wide experience to
the contrary there persists the view that one person or
nation can change or develop the other - to be
responsiblc for tllem, It seems too easy to fall into t11C
old cliches which imply "we know what is light" and
"others need to chcmge their behaviours" and tllat we can
effect Ihese changed behaviours if we can "get inside
their hcads to understand what makes them tick" or if we
can "deliver the message morc effectively." 'I11ese
cliches and metaphors have \Jle effect of setting
ourselves, the experts and scientists, up as if studellLs or
our clients were marionettes requiring skilful
manipulation, It is too easy to think tJlat tllere are shortcuts and that local constraints and contexts C1U1 be bypassed, I must empha-;ise that I run not questioning the
utility and desirability of "expertise" but calling for
greater consideration of, and altemative contexts for, its
practice. So how cml we move away from action bm,ed
on tlle cliches mId embedded metaphors?
Matunma (1988) recognised two ways to trigger
change in human social systems; both require
experiences outside the network of conversations Umt
constitutes any particular human social system: (i)
through encountering others in a network of
conversations that are not contlrming as when
encountering foreigners or when moving beyond the
nonnal ranges of a community; and (ii) through
interactions that tfigger in us reflections upon our
circumstances of coexistence with other human bcings common, in my experience, in relationships, in which
'love' is seen to be involved.
Drawing on this conceptual framework. our CARR
group has been working over tbe last two years to assist
a small group of pastoralists reseW'ch an issue they have
nominated as being of concern -mru'keting of middle

These two possibilities provide a framework for what I
run calling ecodesign, Design can be characterised as an
involvement in a project tlIat has many players and that
tnmslat.es human cullure, technology and aspiration into
fonn (Coyne and Snodgrass 1991). My focus on design
is in response to Hooker's (1991) observation that "
The direct conscquence of the profound changes in Ille
clImacter and role of organised knowledge is Illat the
future must now be regarded as increasingly a human
m'tefact - an ru't-in-fact. TIle future can no longer be
regm'ded as a natural object, a fact already Ulere or
objeetively determined by present trends. Rather it must
be chosen. Artefacts are the realisation of human value
judgements in facts, in the concrete design of our world.
Artefacts are experiments, expeIiments first wilh what is
possible mld then what is preferable. They m'e designs,
chosen from among possible designs, because of the
values they realise in the designs." He proposes a
process of futures design based on "backcasting" rather
than extrapolation or projection from \Jle present (see
Is on 1993),
Ecodesign is specifically concerned with hringing
ecological principals and val ues (see Russell 1991;
Wailers and BoIling 1990) to bem' on the design
process, Future professional roles ru-e thus likely to
involve responding to and extending invitations for
problem or opportunity formulation as members of co-
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researching teams, joint identification and evaluation of
alternatives, designing and facilitating group processes
and co-managing and evaluation of plans and
programmes.
Appropriate values for design must be articulated and
developed. What are some possible values? I do not
wish to be prescriptive but I invite you to consider one
perspective in the design of your future practice as
veterinarians and educators. John Heron (1989)
developed a model which identified three levels of power
to be consciously recognised in tlle process of project or
learning activity (eg. curriculum) design: (i)
Hierarchical, with "power over" leading to "deciding
for"; (ii) Cooperative, or "power with" leading to
"deciding with" and (iii) Autonomous, or "power to"
leading la "delegating deciding to." Whilst not
consciously using Heron's model, il nonetheless
encompasses principles which have guided the design of
our CARR project. I invite you to consider these in the
design of curricula and in the development of coresearching or co-learning networks with your clients.
The distinction between authoritative and authoritarian
is important here. An educator or professional may have
more experience and theoretical development in some
domains. This clearly provides authority just as the
fanner is an authority on his/her own context The
invitation is to value each others authority and 10 resist
transfonning authority into aULhorilm'ianism (Friere and
Shor 1987). Participalive ecodesign is proposed as a
new pm'adigm which might shape future professional
practice in ways that change ilie nature and quality of
relationships between "experts," client<; and technology.
Maturana (pers. comm. 1993) considers different
epistemology's as different systems of interpersonal
relations. For him explanations are interpersonal
relations. Exploring the metaphors which are possible
from recent understandings from the biology of
cognition provides the possibility of different manners
of living arising to those which currently arise from
cun-em conceptions of ·'knowledge." If we change the
explanation our life changes. The explanation Maturana
offers is that "the knowledge of the other is my gift ....
which arises in interpersonal relations." This
explanation has greater resonance with the etymology of
"cognition" than with that of "knowledge."
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