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echnology appears to operate within the
world as both a benign and a sinister
force. This presents a dilemma of con,
trol-who has the control and of what.
One of the bases of this difficulty has
been thought to lie in the close identification
between technical understanding and rationalism.
The writings of Hans-Georg Gadamer, particuarly Truth and Method (published in German in 1960), have been claimed to have
profound implications in breaking the hold between techne (technical understanding) and
rationalism. The writings develop and make
accessible to a wide audience many of the
themes developed by Martin Heidegger in
Being and Time. Gadamer's writings prefigure
many philosophical ideas labelled
'postmodernism," ·post-structuralism,· ·postrationalism" and "post-empiricism," the impetus for which has been maintained by contemporary writers such as Richard Rorty, Richard
Bernstein. Charles Taylor, Hannah Arendt,
Jacques Derrida, Jean-FranGois Lyotard and
JOrgen Habermas (to name but a few). These
resonances have recently extended into computer science through the work of Terry
Winograd and Fernando Flores.
The emphasis of the writings of Gadamer is
on the ubiquity of hermeneutics in all under-

standing, the unity of understanding, interpretation and application, and the dissolution of
the Cartesian distinction between subject and
object, and mind and body. The direct application with which Gadamer and his proteges are
concerned focuses around language, culture,
aesthetics, the philosophy of science and the
bases of social action. Because of the historically unusual climate of rationalism (tempered
with romantiCism) that pervades current discourse within academic, governmental, professional and other social institutions, Gadamer's philosophy. and its implications, provides 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,
subjective judgement, self expression and
creativity.
This conference brings some of the major
implications of Gadamer's writings to light, and
aims to heighten the awareness and involvement of disciplines otherthan philosophy in the
issues. The conference will address the
question of how these issues influence theory,
practice and research priorities across disciplines.

Hermeneulics
andlhe
Application of
Design Rules
Adrian Snodgrass
Department of Architecture
University of Sydney

cientific thinking distinguishes
theoretical knowledge (episterne) and technical or practical
knowledge (techne).l Theoretical knowledge is of general laws
formulated in mathematical orlogical
language; and technical knowledge
concerns the applica tion of these generallaws for the purpose of attaining
some practical end. Theory in this
context is seen as a compendium of
the general laws which are explanatory of an observed phenomenon; and
practice is the application of these pregiven laws, codified as a sequential
method. General theoretical laws
translate into rules of procedure. Applying these concepts to designing,
theoretical design knowledge is the
knowledge of the design process formulated in design rules, grammars
and formulae; and design practice is
the methodical and step-by-step application of these formulations in order to produce a design.
The conventional assumption is
that theory precedes practice: first we
know the general laws governing the
behaviour of objects; and then we utilize these laws to manipulate and control them. It is basic to this assumption
that laws have a universal validity
and function in the same manner in
every instance of their application.
This accords with the orthodox epistemological tradition which, from Plato
through Descartes to logical positivism, insists that only knowledge of
unchanging laws or principles is true
and valid knowledge. Knowledge
cannot be of what changes, but only of

S

the unchanging laws which govern
change. Knowledge of what changes
would itself be subject to change and
thus to constant modification or repudiation; it would be merely transitory,
uncertain and relative; it WOUld, as
Plato says, be mere opinion or belief,
with each person his or own judge of
what is true. 2 True knowledge, by
contrast, is constant in its application.
Epistemic laws are immutable, whatever the particulari ties of the si tua tion
in which they are applied. Technical
knowledge, therefore, is the application of general laws which are uniform and unchanging, regardless of
when and where they come into force.
Scientific laws are thus deemed to
have a general validity which is
wholly independent of local conditions, just as the law of gravity holds in
precisely the same way everywhere
and at all times, however varied the
circumstances of its occurrence.
When the laws of science are applied
to practical purposes, they do not vary
from one occasion to the next. It follows that epistemic laws, being unaffected by particular or contingent vagaries, can be learned and taught in
the abstract, and with no necessary
reference to individual cases of application.'
These assumptions underpin researches in design science and Computer Aided Design (CAD),' which
aim to establish design la ws which are
indifferently applicable in every instance of design activity. Design
methodology aims to specify the laws
governing the design process and to
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Orthodox epistemology distinguishes
theoretical and practical knowledge. The
former is a body of universally applicable
laws formulated In mathematical or logical
language, and the latter Is the technical
knowledge which applies these universal
laws to particular cases for the attaInment
of some desired practical end. Inherent
within this distinction is the presupposition that theoretical laws can be applied In
the same way In every practical situation.
Design science and CAD researches ac·
cordlngly seek to formulate prescriptive
rules which are generally applicable to the
design process. This paper questions
these concepts as they relate to designing.
It argues that designing involves a practi·
cal knowledge unlike that defined byorthodox epistemology. This knowledge has to
do with rules which are not universal in
their application, but change according to
the particular context in which they are
applied. The argument is developed by ref·
erence to Gadamer's interpretation of juridical understanding; his review of Arlsto·
tie's concepts of ethical knowledge
(phronesis); his assertion that Interpreta·
tions understanding and application are
coincident; and to his concepts of gameplaying. These considerations have impor·
tant Implications for design education and
research in design science and CAD.
j

codify these laws as a logical sequence
of procedures which apply in every
design situationj' and CAD researchers adopt strategies to determine the
grammatical rules governing shape
manipula tion and other aspects of designing with the aim of developing
computer systems which can be applied generally in the performance of
design tasks.6 Foundational to these
research endeavours is the belief that
design rules function in the same way
in every particular design instance,
regardless of the conditions operating
wherever or whenever they are used.
If this view were to be strictly enforced in design education, it would
follow that students would first learn
design theory, consisting of sets of
binding, exceptionless, unchanging
and timeless principles, preferably expressed in mathematical or quasimathematical formulae, which they
would then apply in exactly the same
way in each design exercise. The steps
in the process would be programmed
in advance, so that there would remain nothing for the designer to do
but mechanically follow the pre-ordained procedures laid down in the
method.
In the following it will be argued
that even if these notions of general
laws and their application have been
spectacularly successfulin the natural
sciences, they are flawed when applied to designing, and far from aiding the design process can be disruptive and disabling.
The argument is based on HansGeorg Gadamer's critique of concepts
of the application of laws/In the light
of his findings, it will be asserted that
design methods which claim universality of application misread the nature of practical design knowledge
and misrepresent the manner in
which design rules relate to design
practice.

Juridical Understanding
Gadamer cites juridical understanding to demonstrate that prescribed
laws do not necessarily remain unchanged in thevaryingdrcumstances
of their application.s According to the
traditional epistemological view, legal statutes are to be thought of as a set
of pregiven immutables which are applied in the same way in every particular legal case, in the same way in
2

which design algorithms, according
to design scientists, can be applied in
every design situation regardless of
its particularities.
The good judge, however, does not
simply take a pregiven law and "apply" it in the same way in all circumstances, but interprets it in the light of
precedents and as it pertains to each
unique case. The judge upholds the
spirit of the law by acting in its light
but applying it differently in various
concrete situations. His understanding of the law involves its application
and its modification in accordance
with contingent circumstances.
The judge's interpretation of the
lawis neither objective nor subjective,
since there is a reciprocal relationship
between the law and the way the
judge understands it in its application. Not only does the meaning of the
law change in its application, but so
also does the understanding of the
judge. Judges apply their understanding to the law, but at the same
time they apply the law to their own
understanding, because they are
concerned to understand the particular cases they are judging in the light
of the law and not by way of their own
understanding alone.9
To show that the law is only understood in its application Gadamer cites
Aristotle's concept of equity
(epieikeia), the correction or accommodation of the law. Aristotle says that
no law has a straightforward and
cIearcut meaning but has a certain
internal tension in that it can be applied in a number of ways; it contains
a number of possibilities of action as it
relates to specific cases. There is a
tension betwccn the sense of the legal
text as it is written and its meaning
arrived at in the particular moment of
its interpreta tion wi thi n the con text of
particular legal situations, which are
continually varied and new. This
means that the text of the law must be
understood in a new way each time it
is applied.
Eq uity is not best served by sticking
to the letter of the law, but by interpreting it in tern1S of its spirit. This
involves a process of improving and
completing the law, with the implication that the law is not perfect in
itself, but only finds its completion
and perfection in its application. A
law is always general and cannot include within its compass all the pos-

sible complexities to be found in individual cases. In this sense a law is
always insufficient, and the field of
our actions is imperfect when compared with the ideal order envisioned
by law. Codified law does not in itself,
therefore, fulfil the conditions of
finding justice. Equity functions to
perfect the codified law. Further, each
concrete application of the law carries
with it the implication that it is not
unjust to tolerate a certain elasticity in
its interpetation.le
Since the text of the law must be
understood in a new way each time it
is applied, the laws governing the
enactment of equity can never be enacted." The assessment of what is a
correct judgment cannot be determined in advance or apart from the
particular situation, because the situation itself partly determines what is
the correct judgment. For this reason
correct action or correct decision cannot be definitively codified.u

The Concept of Ethical Knowledge
These ideas are further developed in
Gadamer's review of Aristotle's concept of "ethical knowledge" (ph ranesis), which highlights the notion
that understanding and application
are coincident and demonstrates that
the application of pregiven rules involves a type of knowledge which is
unlike epistemic knowledge."
Aristotle puts forward his ideas on
phronesis as a counter to Plato's assertion that virtue is a matter of
knowledge, so that virtuous action is
the application of rules of virtuous
behaviour which are known by the
virtuous man before he is called upon
to act. The virtuous man, in Plato's
view, has learned the rules of correct
action and thus knows what to do in
every situation. He simply applies the
known rules. Virtuous action is thus
analogous to the skilful action of the
craftsman who fashions an artefact; it
is the application of universally valid
rules to a prescribed end. The particularitiesoftheuniqueeventplayno
part in the application of the given
rules.
Aristotle protests that the application of general ethical principles to
particular circumstances depends on
the exercise of moral judgment, and
judgment is not itself governed by
general rules. It is, rather, a response
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to the unique peculiarities of the situation. Judgment is not something that
can be conveyed by way of some kind
of formal doctrine; it cannot be embodied in prescriptive formulae; it
cannot be learned in advance, but can
only be learned by and in practice, in
the very process of applying the general rules that have been previously
learned. We learn correct judgment by
a training in the performance of correct actions. We become just by doing
just actions.a ''The decision lies with
perception,"IS that is, in "perceiving"
or understanding the particularities
of a situation. We do not understand
the point of moral rules, we do not
understand what they are for, unless
and until we interpret them by applying them in a particular situation.
Virtuous behaviour is thus an application of general rules in a manner
unlike that described by Plato and
orthodox epistemology. Knowledge
of how to act virtuously, phronesis,
differs from epistemic knowledge. It
is not a knowledge of immutable
rules, bu t a knowledge of rules which
change in their application; and
therefore it is not an unchanging
knowledge, but one that is modified
each time it is brought into action.
Ethical knowledge is modified in each
particular instance of its application
because we have an understanding
and tolerance of the motives of others
and can therefore act for their sakes. l'
It is a knowledge which involves
choice; and it is never mere knowledge, but is knowledge revealing itself in action and in involvement, so
that the idea of what is ethically right
"cannot be fully determined independently of the situation that demands what is right from me."l'
Ethical principles, or our ethical
prejudices, cannot be uniformly applied in each and every situa tion and
remain ethical. They retain their right
to be termed ethical to the extent that
they are modified to meet the requirements of the unique situation.
That is, they cannot be divorced from
practical application and are acqui red
through application.
Plato says that people become good
by learning the rules governing virtuous action and can forget those rules.
Aristotle, by contrast, claims that
people cannot be taught how to be
good; and if they are good, this is a
knowledge that will never be forgot-

ten, since "we are always already in
the situation of having to act ... and
hence must already possess and be
able to apply moral knowledge."18
Although we know in advance the
rules of conduct which tell us what is
right and wrong, we do not ha ve prior
knowledge of how the rules are to be
applied when we are called upon to
act. This knowledge is "worked out"
in the very event of acting. This means
that the laws embodied in statutes are
only valid as schemata. 19

The Coincidence of Interpretation,
Understanding and Application
The judge'S knowledge of how to apply the law equitably and the virtuous
person's knowledge of how to act
virtuously are matters of judgment,
which is to say matters of interpretation and understanding. Does this
mean that the judge and the ph ronim os
first interpret and understand the law
or rules of conduct and then apply
them in the light of that understanding or that the ability to apply the law
equi tably or to act virtuously is simply
a matter of interpreting the statutes or
rules of conduct and logically deducing from them the correct course of
action? In other words, does their
application not simply follow on from
an understanding which derives from
an interpretation by way of logical
reasoning?
Gadamer precludes these readings
by indicating that understanding, interpretation and application are not
three distinct moments in the
hermeneutical event, but are inseparably interrelated and coincident.'"
Application is integral with interpretive understanding. Every event of understanding involves interpretation,
and interpretation always involves
application. They comprise one unified process." Application is neither a
subsequent nor a merely occasional
part of the phenomenon of understanding, but codetermines it as a
whole from the beginning.fll! Interpretation is realized in application.
The interpreter only understands the
text when s/he applies it.
Application is not a subsequent or
appended operation, coming after
understanding and interpretation; we
do not first interpret, then understand, and finally apply what we have
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understood. Interpretation is always
the explicit form of understanding;
and interpretation and understanding only occur in the action of applicationP
The meaning of applications that is
involved in all forms of understanding is now clear. It is not the
subsequent applying to a concrete
case of a given universal that we
understand first by itself, but it is
the actual understanding of the
universal itself that the given text
constitutes for us. Understanding
proves to be a kind of effect and
knows itself as such.2l
Expanding this to everyday experience in the world, all authentic understanding and interpretation are
realized in application.
When we read a text the very
process of the play of reading and
interpretation forces us to apply the
meaning through the need to interpret it, which is an immediate
application of the meaning of the
text... The interpretation itself is
the concrete, specific application of
the text to our own lives.'"
Even our recognition of a sensible
object as what it is and not something
else depends on this coincidence of
interpretation, understanding and
application. The object exists in a
tension between what it is in its own
identity and the changing situation in
which we interpret and understand it;
and we interpret and understand it
just as we do a law or a text or anything else that requires interpretation,
by applying its meaning to the lifesituation in which we find ourselves-and without such an application there can be no meaningful interpretation or understanding. So likewise, the interpretation and understanding of the "texts" of our livesthe rules of conduct and experience
we bring to every situation-take
place in the application of those rules
and our experience in the succession
of situations we live through.
As Gadamer says, application is not
a calibration of some generality given
in advance in order to unravel afterwards a particular situation. In interpretation the interpreter does not try
to apply a general criterion to a par3

ticular case; but is interested in the
fundamentally original significance
of the case.'"'

The Limitations of Design Rules
These notions are relevant to designing in that even a superficial examination of what designers do in the lived
world of everyday design experience
shows that they do not employ design
rules in the same way in every design
situation, but proceed in a manner
which is directly analogous to that of
the judge or the phronimos in that they
continually exercise judgment in their
design decisions and actions, interpreting the myriad factors which
constitute the total design environment, and only coming to understand
the rules they apply by applying
them.2Ji
For the greater part designing does
not proceed, as design science and
CAD would have us believe, by the
application of epistemic design rules,
those which fitthecriteriaof science in
remaining unchanged in every event
of their application, but rather by
practical design rules, which operate
in the manner of legal statutes and
rules of conduct which change when
they are applied. 27 The former are
fixed absolutes; the latter are fluid
expedients.
This reveals a number of serious
flaws in the account of design rules
and their application given by design
science and CAD. To begin, design
science and CAD would claim that
design rules are objective, in the sense
of existing as objects which stand
apart from the designer regarded as a
subject, but design rules cannot be
more than partially objective because
in the exercise of design judgment the
designer can never regard the design
process, the factors which make up
the design situation, nor the emerging
design as mere objects, since s/he is
involved in the design task and, as
will be explained in the following,
enters into an interactive relationship
in which the subject-object barriers
break down. Given this involvement
even if design rules could cover all the
factors opera ling in a situation, they
could not give an adequate account of
what the situation means to the designer who is caught up in it. Objective rules can never fully encompass
the designer's role in a design situa4

tion. They can never wholly grasp the
experiential moment.
Again, in order to codify methods
for the application of design rules, it is
necessary to be able to specify rules
covering the application of rules, but
this is not possible since the knowledge of how to apply rules is an integral partof the designer's being and is
constitutive of his or her design decisions and actions. It cannot be detached from the designer and brought
out as an object for i nspection. Itisalso
inextricably connected with the
design situation in which the designer
works. It is not known independently
of or prior to the design situation but
is an experiential knowledge, which
only exists in an experiential situation
and cannot be separated from its application. The knowledge of how to
apply practical design rules cannot be
formulated since it is not a static and
unchanging knowledge, but is contingent on context, continually
changing its configuration according
to the peculiarities of each particular
instanceofitsapplication. It cannot be
an object since it is never self-identical
in different circumstances.
Although it is possible to write
down practical design rules in the
manner of rules of conduct or legal
statutes, like these they are not fully
explicit until they are applied. As Aristotle says of legal codes, they remain
unfulfilled and imperfect until the
event of their application. The application of practical design rules is indissolubly connected with judgment,
which is not something that can itself
be embodied in prescriptive rules or
formulae or codified in a generally
applicable method, because what
design action a designer should take
in a particu lar design situation cannot
be known in advance and outside the
specifics of the situation.
Further, the utility of design rules
in prescribed design methods and
CAD programs requires that design
actions and decisions can be logically
deduced from the design rules. In
practice, however, this is not the case.
The designer does not usually arrive
at design decisions by way of deduction from general rules, but rather by
way of und erstanding the rules in the
light of the particularities of the
design situation. The designer does
not logically deduce particular applications of a universal law, since it is

not possible to specify the rules for
applying general rules to the particular case. Even if such rules for applying rules could be specified, these in
their turn would need rules for their
application, and so on to infinite regress.'"
Again, scientific expressions of
design rules are required to be strictly
defined and preferably expressed in
mathematical language, that best
suited for unequivocal and strictly
specified statements. Such strictly
defined rules, however, are only capable of organizing the elements of a
design situation according to their
major vectors, thus providing at best a
sort of schematic template for action. 29
Their rigour entails sharp boundaries
which necessarily exclude factors
which form part of the total design
situation. By this focussing of attention exclusively on certain aspects of
the situation which have been selected out as relevant, mathematically
or otherwise rigorously specified
design rules can obscure the very
conditions which make a design situation unique, which are precisely
those most likely to trigger fresh and
innovative design responses.
Designing cannot proceed by way
of deductive logic from pregivenrules
since it is not possible to specify in
advance the major premise for a syllogism, namely, the sort of design action or decisions the designer should
make. Design actions and decisions
cannot be reasoned out before the
event. All thatcan be given in advance
are approximate generalizations deriving from examples of similar si tuations, but these examples can never
cover all the possibilities, and can always be added to indefinitely. Given
premises with such fuzzy boundaries
design reasoning cannot be internally
consistent and logical.
Design rules are useful and enabling, then, when they are general, not
in the sense that they apply in the
same way in every case, but in the
sense that they can be applied in the
case of every design situation. In either sense, general design rules cannot dictate "general" design decisions
or actions, that is, decisions or actions
which are the same in a number of
different cases; nor can such decisions
or actions be based on a general rule
that derives from decisions or actions
which have been observed to work
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successfully in the past, that is, from
general rules which have been
"learned from expcrience" if, here
again, "general rule" is taken to mean
an unchanging law that has been derived by induction from the observation of particular instances or by trial
and error. To have "a stock of experience" is not to have acquired a collection of pre-established "solutions
to problems" or "answers," which are
applied in the same way whenever
similar circumstances are encountered. 30 Even if design decisions and
actions can be shown to have been
appropriate in one case, they cannot
be indiscriminately imposed without
modification on any other design
situation because the assessment of
what is an appropriate design decision cannot be determined in advance
or apart from the particular design
situation, and the situation itself
partly determines what is the successful or correct design decision. For
these reasons appropriate design decisions cannot be definitively precodified before the situation is encountered.31
Judgments concerning what
design action is to be taken cannot be
prescribed in inflexible rules. Such
judgments are madeon the basis of an
interaction bctween general design
rules and an understanding of the
particular characteristics of the situation. This interaction cannot be codified in terms of deductive logic; the
reasons for our design actions do not
fall with the scope of deductive reason, si nce the rationality of our design
actions cannot be demonstrated from
an external standpoint, but can only
be discerned from a position within
the practical action of designing. Designing proceeds by way of perceptions of salient features within the
design situation, and such perceptions cannot be reduced to deductive
syllogisms. They form, rather, the
premise of what Aristotle calls a
"practical syllogism," operative in the
type of reasoning involved in the exercise of judgment in a practical situation.
This is not to assert that the type of
practical knowledge which functions
in designing is irrational or unreasoning, but only that it does not accord with the definitions of rationality
and reasoning laid down by the
philosophical tradition which defines

rational knowledge exclusively in
terms of what is objective and logically formulable. To say that we cannot specify how practical design rules
are applied does not mean that designing is irrational, but that it involves other forms of reasoning than
those which fall within the narrow
definitions of "rationality" given by
hard-core scientistic positivism. It involves, rather, the forms of reasoning
recognized in the ancient philosophia
practica, which appealed to standards
of rationality which have more to do
with common sense and consensus
than with the rules of rigorous logic."
Design methodologists conduct
their researches supposing that it is
possible to define both the ends of the
design process and the means to accomplish those ends. This requires a
prior determination of what the desired product is going to be. In the
practical design situation, however,
no clear prior definition of the intended end product can be given,
since this is worked out during the
process of designing. 33This vagueness
concerning means and ends is a t the
opposite pole to the supposed
foundational certainties of scientific
rationality, which believes it can lay
down clearly defined aims and
specify with precision the means of
achieving those aims by establishing a
system of rules so as to avoid the difficulties and uncertainties of feeling
and understanding that are involved
in the judgment of the particular
situation.M
Finally, design science would claim
that design rules and the rules for
their application can be encapsulated
in algorithmic formulae which can be
learned and forgotten. Whereas a
general form of design rules can be
learned, they cannot be learned in
their essence because, as I have
shown, they do not stand separate
from the deSigner to be acquired at
will. Their essence cannot be taught or
forgotten because they are not fully
objectifiable nor formulable. Again,
the manner of their application cannot
be taught since no teacher can
prophesy the particular conditions
which will apply in design situations
encountered by the student.
The step wise procedures laid
down in rigid design methods will
forever remain futile, because
applicational procedures cannot be
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taught in a final form, but are constantIyrevised in the moments of their
practical application. Similarly,
whereas codified methods can be
forgotten, knowledge of how to apply
rules can never be lost because they
are imbued within the designer, and
in that sense are the designer.
The understanding of how to apply
rules cannot be explicitly taught for
the added reason that what constitutes good or appropriate designing
cannot be known in advance of the
situation in which it happens, when
the rules are constantly modified and
revised in response to the specific
peculiarities which the designer there
encounters. The designer does not so
much learn design laws as acquire
them in the process of applying them.

Design Rules and the
Rules of the Game
These considerations are further elucidated by Gadamer's treatment of
the way in which the rules of a game
relate to its playing.lS 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 particular specific instance of its playing nei ther the game
nor its rules have concrete shape or
existence. The rules provide a framework for the playing of the game and
determine the range of appropriate
actions the players 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,
the rules only really exist in the actual
playing of the game. The game is not
the rules but its playing. In this sense
the players "create" the rules and each
concrete instance of the game. So
likewise design rules govern the
design process bu t only come to life"
when they are applied in a particular
concrete design instance.
Further, in the playing of the game
the rules never take the same shape or
are realized in the same way on two
occasions. Every game is a re-presentation, but never a mere repetition,
of the rules; and since no two games
ever play the rules in the same way,
the concrete existence of the rules is
not constant, but changes. The rules of
the game change in their application,
in exactly the same way that Aristotle
says that legal enactments change
11

5

with the particular circumstances of techniques, nor by the conscious manipulation of formulae and methods.
their interpretation.'"
There is no dichotomy of self and
No single game ever exhausts the
possibilities of the rules. The rules are other or subject and object when the
never fully "played out"; they are designer is absorbed in design. The
never categorically captured in the designeris not a subject who manipuplaying; and the inexhaustible range lates and controls rules and uses
of possibilities contained within the methods, but is a medium in and
rules allows the game its richness, through which the design process
spontaneity and fascination.37 So unfolds itself. When absorbed in the
likewise design rules are never ap- activity of designing, deSigners are
plied twice in the same way, because not distanced from either the design
any number of contingent factors process or the design situation. Decontribute to endless variations in the signing is not an object; and the real
design process. The possibilities subject in the design process is design
which lie innate within the design itself. The designer as subject and the
rules are never fully disclosed in any design process as object coalesce, and
single experience of designing.18
rules merge into the happening of
Heidegger says that, "The 'be- design.41
cause' disappears in play. Play is
Design understanding is not
without a 'why.' It plays because it manifested when designers stand
plays."39 The "spirit" of play is its to- back from the design process so as to
and -fro movement, which happens of manipulate it as an object, but when
itself, aimlessly and effortlessly. The they are intrinsically involved in the
game has an autonomous existence, a manner of a player who is being
"life of its own"; it has i ts own rhythm played, when they participate in the
and a distinctive buoyancy; it has an play of design ideas and are played by
existence independent of the rules, so those ideas. 42 Designers exercise
that the game plays the rules as much design understanding when they beas the rules determine the game. come the servants rather than the
Similarly the design process goes its masters of designing.
own way, ina back-and-forth rhythm
This is not to suggest that the dewhich is not rule-dependent; it fol- signer takes a merely passive role in
lows its own lead, revealing new designing, waiting for design ideas to
possibilities at every turn.
appear. Design involvement entails
Again, the game has its own dy- an interplay of the movement of the
namics and goals independent of the design rules and the movement of the
consciousness of the player. ''Play has designer who interprets those rules.43
its own essence which is independent Although designers, like players in a
of the consciousness of those who game, follow the moves as they happlay.... The players are not subjects of pen and are given over to the rules in
play; instead play merely reaches that they accept and follow them and
presentation through the players."4Il in that the rules play back to deterThe players begin by playing, but are mine the design moves they make,
caught up in the game and lose them- they are also actively involved in the
selves in what is happening.
process of applying the rules at each
Similarly, the act of designing moment of the process, and the procdraws in the designer; the process ess does not work unless they are ac"takes over," and the designer loses tively involved. Designers give themhim or herself in wha t is going on. The selves over to designing, but this is not
activity of designing absorbs the de- a merely passive letting go; at no time
signer and dominates his or her con- are deSigners more active than when
sciousness, so that s/he is not aware of they are no longer acting as subjects
the design rules but only of designing. who stand remote from an objectively
The designer's involvement in the observed process, but as agents
design process breaks down the whose actions and consciousness
separation of the subject and the ob- merge into that process."
In summary, there are two ways of
ject demanded by the epistemic concepts of design rules. Caught up and viewing the rules which govern the
carried along by the process of de- design process. On the one hand, as
signing, the designer does not control viewed by design science and CAD,
it by the application of rule-based
they belong to a theoretical knowl6

edge which exists prior to any practical application. In this view designing
consists in selecting pregiven rules
from a store of epistemic knowledge
and then applying them in a methodically prescribed manner. The
rules remain unchanged in their application, so that they are applied in
the same manner in every case. This
presupposes that the rules are objective, logical and unchanging in both
their formulation and application. For
this they must stand remote and as
objects to the deSigner who acts as a
subject to manipulate and control
them.
By contrast, practical design rules
are not objective, nor are they applicable in the same way in each design
case, but are analogous to the rules
which govern the conduct of societies
or games, being efficacious and appropriate to the degree that they are
capable of giving rise to inexhaustible
possibilities of interpretation and action.
The former view of design rules is
detrimental to design education and
disabling in the design studio and in
design practice. The quickest way to
stifle the "spirit" of a game or the
design process is to apply too many
over-explicit rules and systematic
procedures or to apply them too
strictly, which is what design methods attempt to do. Just as the rules of
a game should not attempt to determine how each game will be played,
so design rules should not aim to determine how the design process will
work out in particular design contexts. And just as in a game there must
be free play, so in designing there
must be freedom of movement in the
repetitive to-and-fro, going out and
coming back. Design rules which
have worked out the outcome of
design activity in ad vance preempt
the possibilities of action.
The to-and-fro movement of the
designing game is erratic and confused; but if deSigners allow the
process to lead them where it will,
there is the possibility of "a flash of
light through the confusion of the erratic."" "Once in a while, when the
'breaks of the game' permit, an exceptional breakthrough can take place
which gives free access to hidden
possibilities never yet explored."46The
more stringent the rules governing
the process and the more strictly the
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design process is preordained by
method, the less likelihood there is of
an occurrence of these spontaneous
"flashes" and "breakthroughs." Such
expansions of design possibility depend on reversals of expectations and
negations of fore-projections within
the hermeneutical circle of designing.
Such reversals and negations are
precluded by methods which rule out
the spontaneous emergence of the
unexpected by stipulating proced ural
algorithms in advance.
This does not contradict the fact
tha t the designer, like the judge or the
player of a game, must know and
abide by the rules governing procedure or play, but means that such
rules enhance rather than diminish
possibilities of action.

Design Rules and Design Education
These considerations have a direct
bearing on design education. Firstly
they distinguish alternative educational strategies. On the one hand
there is the option of focussing on the
rote learning of rigid epistemic design
rules and methods of the type produced by design science and CAD,
and on the other, that of aiming to
instil design principles, taking the
form of unspecific precepts, rules-ofthumb and heuristics,47 with a clear
understanding of their nature and
role and recognizing that they do not
embody universal and absolute
truths, but are schematic guidelines
for design action, which, if they are to
be liberating rather than restricting,
must have a certain imprecision and
elasticity to allow for multiple interpretations and applications.
The evaluation of design rules involves an awareness that they are always insufficient in themselves.
There is a tension between the explicit
formulations of the rules and how
they are understood, that is, between
whattherulessayand what they mean;
between the letter and the spirit of the
rule; between the form in which it is
expressed and its innate potentialities, which are manifested in the moment of its interpretation and application. Rules, in this light, are not immutable paradigms with a universal
validity of application, but
everchanging sources of possibilities
which are drawn out and disclosed in
the context of the unique characteris-

tics of each design encounter."
Gadamer's concepts of application
indicate that design education involves more than the teaching of
design rules; it also comprises a fostering of skills of the interpretation,
understanding and application of
rules. As we have seen, these are
matters of judgment which cannot be
taught; but they can be developed by
providing an appropriate design environment. Since design rules can
only be understood in their application, an appropriate design environment isone which exposes students to
a wide and varied range of design
experiences. This justifies and supports the traditional wisdom which
privileges the design studio by placing it at the core of design ed ucation.
The educational efficacy of the
design studio depends not on the
teaching of design grammars and
methods, but in introducing students
to the intricacies of design dialogue.49
This introduction is multifaceted: it
includes indicating precedents and
"ways of doing," an exposure to
design ideas and to the design culture
and tradition,soand, preeminently, an
introduction to the dialogical exchange of question and answer that
constitutes the design process. Much
of this the design teacher cannot
teach, but can nevertheless encourage
by drawing students into the dialogue concerning design precepts
and precedents, the rules of the
design discourse, and the ability to
allow the design situation and the
turns in the unfolding process of
design to question the designer and
his or her prejudices.
Much of this is characteristic of
orthodox education in the design
studio, and will appear obvious to
many design teachers, but I nevertheless consider it necessary to spell it out
in order, firstly, to intimate ways in
which the strengths of design studio
practices can be reinforced by a more
conscious awareness of the way they
relate to rules; and secondly, to
counter the attitude, held by many
academics in design schools, that
present forms of design teaching in
the design studio are "unscientific"
and lack rigorous method or a rational base.s1 Some design rationalists
advocate the removal of design
teaching from the design studio to the
classroom;'" many regard the teach-
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ing of strict method as the only valid
design education; and many see CAD
as the future of designing. Nevertheless, to show that design studio practices do not proceed in a strictly methodical or scientific manner nor according to objective criteria does not
make them invalid, but merely indicates thatthey do not meetthecriteria
of a shallow positivism which is incapable of conceiving of any knowledge than the epistemic, any practice
than the mechanically technical, nor
any rules than the methodical. There
is nothing irrational about the design
studio, except by the narrow definitions of rationality laid down by a
reductionist and censorial scientism.
The concept that design rules are
only understood in their application
has further implications for design
education in that it dismantles the
false dichotomy of theory and practice which influences the structuring
of design curricula by dividing the
theoretical "science" and the practical
"art" of designing; by presupposing
that design practice is the application
of previously learned theoretical la ws
or principles; and that theoretical
knowledge hasa higher status than its
practical applications. The division is
invalid: theory is neither separate
from nor prior to practice. Rules can
be known (or "known of") in the abstract and prior to their application,
but can only be understood in a context
and in the instance of their coming
into play.53 Theory and practice are
mutually dependent and are only
meaningful in their reciprocal interaction.
This being so, there is no foundation for the notion that design education consists of teaching theoretical
knowledge in the abstract followed
by its application in the form of a
prescribed method. Design education
is not a matter of teaching general
design laws, encoded in design
methods and grammars, which are
then indifferently applied in practice;
nor, on the other hand, is it the
teaching of technical skills considered
as the merely manual or mechanical
competencies necessary for the implementation of those methods and
grammars. Practical design knowledge does not function in this way; it
is not knowledge except in its application; and except in its application it
is not so much useless knowledge as
7

mere nescience. The eduction54 of
practical design knowledge can only
proceed by a continual cross-referencing and interaction of rules and
their practical interpretation.55
All of this involves the notion that
designing adheres more closely to the
teaching ideals of the human sciences,
which are the sciences of interpretation dealing with human interactions
with entailments of self-reflexivity,
rather than to those of the natural
sciences, which are the sciences of
explanation dealing with the non-reflexive behaviour of physical objects.56 Designing, insofar as it is concerned with products for human use,
is inextricably involved with
intersubjectivity, and therefore pertains to the human sciences, whose
formulations and laws are necessarily
typified by looseness of fit, in contrast
with those of the natural sciences,
which aspire to exactitude. This being
so, it is appropriate that design rules
should be assessed according to the
criteria of human involvement, rather
than by those of a science concerned
with objects.
This brings us back to the theme of
this paper: whereas the formulations
of the natural sciences can be thought
of as rigorously codified and universal and immutable in their application because they refer to physical
objects which remain unchanged by
the application of the laws, by contrast the rules which relate to human
interactions involve subtle and complex interpretations of meanings
which never repeat in exactly the
same way. Designing cannot be
taught as if it were an objective science since it operates in the context of
the intersubjective and self-reflexive
entailments of the human sciences of
in terpreta tion.
In summary, design rules, as they
relate to design education, are not to
be regarded as absolutes which can be
mechanically applied in the same
way in every casc, but are to be regarded as "texts/' to be in terpreted in
a manner appropriate to the context.
No two interpretations of the rule will
be the same, because no two design
contexts are the same; and no one
interpretation can be considered the
"correct" one, since correctness is
dependent on contextual particularities. The validity of the interpretation
is not its correspondence to some ob8

jective criterion, but rather its fitness
in a context, judged by whether or not
it "rings true,"

Design Rules and Design Research
Concepts of application highlight the
futility of research which attempts to
rationalize the design process, to reduce it to rules and methods tha t have
universal applicability or to render it
wholly amenable to computer programming. The conceptual underpinnings of these endeavours are unstable because they leave out of consideration the essential fluidi ty of design
rules in their application. Algorithmic
design methods and computer programs of the design process both
presume the permanent fixity of
design rules, lying hidden like eternal
and immobile structures within the
design process waiting to be discovered and formulated by the design
scientist. Designing, however, does
not proceed by reference to underlying and unchanging structures, but
by way of a dialogical flow of ideas,
shaping and reshaping the parts and
the whole or the figures and ground
in a hermeneutical cycle of
everchanging interreflections. The
design rules which inhere within designing are not rigid structures hidden beneath the surface of the design
flow, but are part of the flow itself,
merging with it and continually
changing as it changes. To meet the
requirement of structural permanence the design process must reduce
to a frozen set of procedures which
repeat in every application. This denies the complex peculiarities of
design tasks, the singularities which
are the very factors that make the task
absorbing.
Again, these research programs
accept without question the assumption that the theoretical formulations
of designing are prior to and privileged over design practice. They assume that rules and methods precede
practice, so that it is possible to codify
them in formulae and then apply
them to each individual design task.
As it occurs in the lived world of
design experience, however, the
design process collapses the distinction between theory and practice. The
theoretical rules only come to be understood in the act of their employment.

Formal statements of theoretical
rules always leave something out,
namely, how the rules are to be applied in practice. Design science cannot specify these rules, firstly because
this involves an infinite regress,57 and
because the application of rules is not
a matter of rule-based and formulable
knowledge, but necessarily and simultaneously involves the exercise of
interpretation and understanding,
which lie beyond the reach of the rulemakers. Theory, taken in isolation,
cannot stipulate the "how" of application of rules, because this is a matter
of judgment, belonging not to the
realms of epistemic knowledge, but to
those of hermeneu tic understanding,
where strict and unchanging formulations of procedure cannot enter.
Little of this would be of concern if
design science research were merely
theoretical, in which case it would
continue to be an expensive but otherwise harmless waste of effort. Nothin& however, is solely theoretical;
theory and practice are not separable,
and given the presence and prestige
of design science its constructs and
attitudes will continue to imbue
practice so that epistemic rules and
methods will continue to be given
credence in design schools and will
continue to influence design curricula
and design studio strategies.
The effect can only be deleterious.
Epistemic design rules focus the designer's attention on pre-selected
items taken in isolation from the total
design situation and thereby obscure
its unique characteristics, precisely
those most likely to trigger design
responses; they obstruct the free play
of designing by binding design activities within the straitjacket of preordained procedures; and they reinforce the barriers which separate the
designer as subject from the design
process as object, and thus preven t
the involved absorption of the designer, the conflation of agent and
agency, which is vital for invention.
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Haberrnas, op. cit., p. 352: Weinsheimer, 1985,
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interpretation and understanding. See Hubert
L Dreyfus, Being-in-the-World: A Commentary
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every design decision h as an ethical componen t
since it is eventually conducive or not to the
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develop the ethical implications of the concept
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"Experience" is not an accumulated store of
general laws which are deductively applied to
individual cases, but involves such matters as
making connections by way of a process akin to
the perception of "family resemblances" described by Wittgenstein (1953, op. cit., §§66-75).
See A.B. Snodgrass and RD. Coyne, ''Models,
Metaphors, and the Hermeneutics of Designing." Working Paper, Faculty of Architecture,
University of Sydney, 1991,pp.14 ff.
30

Also note in this that criteria of "success" or
"correctness" are matters not of "opinion" or
subjective preference but of variations of interpretation,.
31

12
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llThis is is an example of the functioning of the
hermeneutical circle, in which a fore-conceplion of the completed product plays back to
modify the components of the design situation,
which new in terpretation in turn influences the
image of the product. Only at the end of the
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World, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
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The case of designing is more complicated
than that of game-playing, however, in that
whereas the rules of the game are clearly laid

down, those governing designing comprise not
only those which are explicitly formulated, but
also a multitude of unspoken rules deriving
from the cultural tradition of the designer in
general and from the design tradition in particular. The designer, consciously or unconsciously, is bound by the rules, both explicit and
implicit, of the design tradition, which rules are
absorbed from both society at large and from
the micro-societies of design schools, the design
profesSions, and so on. Within the bounds of
these socially imposed rules the designers are
free to design in any way they choose, just as the
players in a game are free to play the game as
they will, so long as they play by the rules. A
strictly defined design rule cannot take these
socially determined factors into account because for the greater part they cannot be
objectified, being part and parcel of the designer's makeup.
l'l Heidegger, Der Satz rum Grund, Pfullingen:
Neske, 1957, p. 188, quoted in Kisie!, op. cil., p.
16. Cf. Hogan, op. cit., p. 10.
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Gadamer, 1975, op. cit., p. 92.

Like players in a game who enter into agamcspace (Spielraum), designers enter a closed
world cut off from the everyday world when
they become involved in designing. Sec Bogan,
op. cit., p. 10; David E. Linge, "Editor's Introduction," in Hans-Gearg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1976, pp. i-Iviii (p. xxiii).
41

Cf. Richard Coyne and Adrian Snodgrass,
"Where Do Design Ideas Come Fromf' Working Paper, Faculty of Architecture, University
of Sydney, 1991.
42

43

not involve experiment. The "scientific" approach to design is more the expression of a
scientistic ideology or belief system than of a
truly scientific outlook.
This advocacy is implicit in the writings of
much design science and CAD literature, and
several renowned CAD researchers have explicitly voiced their advocacy of this strategem
to us in seminars and conversations.
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True "knowing," which involves understanding. is distinguished from a mere "knowing of," which is a matter of storage of information. Whereas a computer can store and
manipulate this type of knowledge according
to rule, it cannot understand it, and therefore
cannot truly "think."
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I use this term to highlight that education Is a
matter of educing. of "bringing out or developing from latent or potential existence" (from
La!. e-ducere, to lead out). Education is also an
"edification," a bullding (from Lat. ficium, from
facere, to make) of a temple (La!. aedis). The
concept of edification (Bildung) plays an important role in Gadamer's philosophy. Sec
Gadamer, 1975, op. cit., p. 10.
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ss This again

works according to the
functionings of the hermeneutical circle.

56 See Snodgrass and Coyne, "Is Designing
Hermeneutical?" op. cit., pp. 7 ff., where refer-

ences are given.
57See above, p. 4.

O. Gadamer, 1975, op. cit., p. 261.

«This relates to the concept of self-presendng,
developed by Hans, 1980, op. cil., pp. 313 if.

Heidegger, Ho1zwege, Frankfurt a. M.:
Klostermann, 1957, p. 312; quoted in Kisie!, op.
cit., p. 17.
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Idem.

47 The concept of the paradigmatic character of
rules is so deeply engrained in language that it
is difficult to find words to speak of flexible
rules. English does not, to my awareness, have
a word to designate a rule that changes. All
words relating to the concept oflaw, in any of its
senses, carry the connotations of something
which is strictly defined and to which actions
are expected to conform.

Static design rules equate dead metaphors,
which no longer function to intimate fresh initiatives and new networks of connections. See
Snodgrass and Coyne, "Models, Metaphors, ......," op. cit., pp. 20 ff.
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49The concept of design dialogue is developed
in Snodgrass and Coyne, "Is Designing
Hermeneutical?" op. cil.
50 The design

tradition is a store of both explicit
and tacit design rules.
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researches are not "scientific" because they do
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Psychoanalysis,
Hermeneulics and
Science
Three Views
Paul Redding
Department of General Philosophy
University of Sydney

he development of psychoanalysis was undoubtedly one of
the distinguishing features of
the Zeitgeist of twentieth century western culture. Emerging
from the context of the developing
'
discipline
of psychiatric medicine, the
"discovery" was regarded by its
founder as a scientific breakthrough
on the scale of those of Copernicus
and Darwin. But in science, psychoanalysis has certainly not swept all before it. In its home town of psychological medicine psychoanalysis has
achieved a modest place as one of a
variety of frameworks for theory and
practice. In academic psychology,
one the other hand, it has rarely
achieved more thana marginal status,
while within orthodox philosophy of
science it has been commonly denounced as a prototype of pseudoscience.
Despite this modest success at
home, psychoanalysis has continued
to excite a considerable body of interest within the humanities. At first
glance this sounds odd. Why should a
theory of psychopathology be of interest to, say, literary critics or art
historians. One doesn't tend to find
"Copernican" or "Darwinian" cultural theorists staking their claims in
the humanities, so why Freudians?
The answer to this becomes clearer
when one starts to look at Freud's
construal of psychological disease.
For Freud, the symptoms that led his
hysterical patients to him were bizarre forms of human expression:
12

meaningful utterances of the psyche
which had become superficially unintelligible and required interpretation.
Psychoanalysis was seen as relevant
for the humanities not because, as is
sometimes assumed, perverse critics
wanted to degrade art works to the
status of diseases, but because Freud
had eleva ted certain diseases to the
status of art works--odd, private art
works, but art works none the less:
complexes of symbols giving expression and determinate articulation to a
psyche's emotionally invested experience and understanding of the
world.
So, in certain respects, psychoanalYSis has claimed dual citizenship
and thus a right to have its say in the
life of each of the West's "two cultures"-a situation which has not
been without interesting consequences. On the one hand, one effect
of its claim to be a science has been to
revive the question of the existence of
a distinct form of hermeneutic science, an interpretative science of human forms of expression, methodologically and structurally distinct
from natural sciences like physics. On
the other hand, the existence of psychoanalysis within the humanities
has raised the question of the adequacy of those existing forms of humanistic interpretation. Both of these
issues might be thought of as aspects
of the question of the relation of psychoanalysis to "hermeneutics." In
this paper I wan t to examine just a few
sides of this question. I make no

claims as to the evaluation of psychoanalysis as a form of knowledge,
but in order to evaluate its claims we
presumably must have some understanding of what sort of knowledge it
claims to give. It is this preliminary
question that is under investigation
here.

GrOnbaum's Medical Model
What is at issue in the claim that psychoanalysiS is a distinctly hermeneutic discipline might be brought
into relief if we examine the recent
critique of such an interpretation by
the philosopher of science Adolf
Griinbaum.1 While critical of psychoanalysis Griinbaum challenges
the view of Karl Popper that psychoanalysis is an unfalsifiable
pseudoscience. Rather, psychoanalysis, like any other medical theory of
pathogenesis, makes law-like general
claims about causal processes. Its
etiological claims are testable and, he
maintains, largely without empirical
support.
In the epistemology characteristic
of the classical physical sciences, the
known object is construed as, or as
part of, a deterministic system. The
formulation of general laws allows
future states of the system to be calcula ted on the basis of a knowledge of
its initial conditions. Such predictability is crucial in two ways, it allows
both experimental testing of general
laws and the purposeful intervention
into or manipulation of the system for
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the achievement of predictable results. On this view of knowledge, understanding is the ability to predict.
For Griinbaum, this is the epistemology which is relevant to the assessment of psychoanalytic claims to
knowledge. On this understanding
psychoanalytic knowledge and practice is conceived as structurally the
same as that form of knowledge and
practice found in somatic medicine.
Thus a psychoneurosis, like a somatic
disease, is to understood in terms of
what it was that brought it about-its
pathogenesis. Against a background
of its healthy functioning, the soma tic
system is seen has having its function
disrupted by the effects of some abnormal agency-the pathogen; and
so to diagnose a diseased body is to
identify it as an instance of some
general class of malfunctioning bodies with a common cause. It is this
causal knowledge that allows the instrumental intervention into the system in a way designed to negate the
effects of the pathogen, for example,
by removing it.
Read on this model, psychoanalytic knowledge is essentially general
knowledge
concerning
the
pathogenesis of certain dysfunctional
states, the psychoneuroses, and it is
this knowledge which is seen as allowing their therapeutic elimination.
The psychoneuroses can be seen as
forming a class because they share a
common kind of pathogenesis: this is
the repression, the rendering unconscious, of particular, threatening
memories. The repressed memory
lodges in the mind like a pathogenic
organism lodges in the body. Health,
that is, normal function, is thus restored by ridding the mind of this
unconscious memory, in the way that
the body might be rid of a virulent
microorganism.
For G riinbau m, such was the basic
idea behind Freud's theory and
practice from his earliest to his latest
days. On this reading psychoanalytic
therapy emerges from and is continuous with Freud's and Breuer's
earlier cathartic therapy-the practice of hypnotically inducing in patients memories of earlier traumas
lived through, memories that had
been hitherto consciously unavailable. Freud famously described his
hysterical patients as "suffering from
reminiscences" and therapy was con-

ceived as a type of removal of these
pathogenic reminiscences. 2 The operative notion here was "catharsis."
The repressed memory had been accompanied by a bottling up of the
emotion or affect that accompanied it
and the catharsis of this affect was
achieved by the affective discharge
accompanying the memory. In the
context of the cathartic concept of the
cure, the practice of hypnosis here
looks like a type of psychological
surgery allowing the therapist to
reach into the patient's mind and remove the pathogen, the offending
"reminiscence."
Freud was, in fact, soon to abandon hypnosis and the cathartic
method in favour of the psychoanalytic session and the instrument of
free association. He also came to
abandon the idea that what was repressed was necessarily a memory:
fantasized wish fulfillments came to
play the same role as memories of
actual events. Nevertheless, he later
maintained that this precursor to
psychoanalysis, Breuer's cathartic
method, was "despite every extension of experience and of every modification of theory ... still contained
within it as its nucleus." (SE, 19: 194)
And despite the modifications and
extensions of the theory 0 f repression,
it continued to be for Freud "the corner stone on which the whole structure of psychoanalysis rests."
It is on the basis of such a medical
model that Griinbaum has criticized
Jiirgen Habermas's attempt at a
hermeneutic construal of psychoanalysis in Knowledge and Human Interest.3 Habermas had argued that there
were structural differences demarcating psychoanalysis from forms of explanation in the physical sciences.
The physical sciences formulate and
apply causal laws but, Habermas
claimed, the knowledge of psychoanalysis was a type of "reflective" selfknowledge in which a causal nexus
was "dissolved." But, claims
Griinbaum, if psychoanalysis is any
form of knowledge at all, it is, like
other sciences, a science of deterministic systems and causal processes: it
attempts to reach knowledge of
causal relations and utilize this
knowledge in its cures. There is no
mysterious "dissolving" here nor any
structural difference to other sciences:
in virtue of its knowledge of the gen-
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eral laws of psychoneurotic pathogenesis, psychoanalytic therapy aims
in any particular case to eliminate an
effect by removing its cause.

Memory as Pathogen
It does not take a great deal of reflec-

tion to appreciate the oddities involved in Griinbaum's model here.
Griinbaum's Freud is the psychological surgeon adept at the removal
of disease inducing memories, and
like other surgeons likes to show us
what he has found. Imagine working
one's way around the display cases of
the museum of medical pathology
with their grisly array of excised and
bottled tumors, cysts, and tapeworms
and encountering a case entitled
"memories" perhaps next to another
labelled "fantasies." What would one
be looking at? Other pathogens might
be difficult to display-viruses, for
example. But there we might be
shown a model or a photograph taken
via electronmicroscopy. But what is it
for me to see, even indirectly or in a
facsimile, another person's memory?
Perhaps we might think of Freud's
case histories as his display cases. It is
in their pages that we find the
pathogenic memories or reminisCences displa yed before us. But surely
this is different to the display case.
What we find in the case histories are
stories related to us by Freud, stories
which had earlier been related to him
by his patients.
It is communication which is the
medium of our learning here, not direct observation: I can only learn
about your memories or fantasies
from your telling me about them. This
is a consequence of the fact that
memories are intentional states, they
are centered on subjects and exist for
them. When we come across a
memory related to us in one of
Freud's case histories there is no getting beyond the fact that that memory
was someone's, and it belonged to
them as intentional subject in a much
stronger sense than a cyst or a tapeworm belonged, temporarily, to
someone's body. Cyst's and tapeworms can be excised and then displayed and thought of as things in

abstraction from their relation to their
original "hosts". But a memory without the person for whom it is a
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memory, is simply no longer a
memory.
The forced nature of the read ing of
the conception of memory as pathogen is made clear when we focus on
what Freud's supposed surgical excision consists in. Looked at from one
angle the process is the removal of a
pa thogenic memory and the discharge of that bottled up affect associated with it. Looked at from another, itis simply the process in which
patients now consciously remember
that which they had earlier forgotten
and, crucially, remembers that event
with that same emotional colouring
with which it was originally experienced. That is, it is just the process of
the patients coming to recall a past
experience, coming to re-know after
an intervening period of ignorance,
something about themselves----events
they lived through and, importantly,
how they experienced and reacted to
those events.
Thus Griinbaum's medicalized
construal of Freud conveniently forgets that the effect of this alleged
psychotechnical intervention is not
actually the cure itselfbut the creation
of knowledge--the memory of the
traumatic past event-and that is this
second knowledge which is linked to
the cure, the lifting of the symptom.
Furthermore, in the case of this second kindofknowinginvolved,itisby
no means clear that the knowledge
here works in the way that scientific
knowledge typically "works". It is far
from obvious that the patient's
knowledge is something which allows the patient then to do anything at
all. What can you do with a memory or
a remembered fantasy that would be
relevant to the removal of the symptoms? If I found out that my symptoms were caused by my smoking
habit, this knowledge would allow
me to act in a way which removes
their cause. But there, without the
action, knowing would be of no help
at all. In the case of neurotic symptoms, however, it seems to be just the
knowledge itself, and not any technical action or intervention enabled
by knowing, that is curative. The patient has simply remembered an experience in its full subjective colouring, and this, as strange as it seemed to
Freud at the time and as strange as
this still seems to me now, resulted in
the lifting of the symptoms.
14

Let us focus on the difference between forms the two types of knowledge encountered so far. We might
capture this difference by talking of
the analyst's knowledge of the patient
from the external or "third person
point of view" and the patient's "first
person" knowledge or memory of
their own past. It is this inseparabili ty
of knowing subject from known "object" in the latter case which demarcates it from the usual knowledge of
science.
In the sciences, the particularity of
the identity ofthe knower can be of no
real importance. Scientific knowledge can be communicated, shared,
passed on to others, corroborated or
challenged by others, precisely because of this fact. In such knowledge,
objectivity is a function of its
universaUzability and so the existence of any particular relationship
between knowing subject and known
object must be effaced. But the
analysand's knowledge surely cannot
be like this. Here, there is the most
intimate relation between knowing
subject and known object possible-that of identity.
There can, of course, be knowledge
of the self which preserves the distance, the objectivity and universalizability of science. On learning that
the cigarette smoke I suck into myself
is a pathogen and I can thereby intervene into my life and effect a cure.
In that case I would be both therapist
and patient at the same time and I
would know my diseased body in the
same way that I would know anyone
else's. My knowledge there is about
bodies in general and I know about
mine only as a particular instance.
Among the multitude of bodies my
knowledge applies to, one of them
just happens to be mine.
But it would seem that this third
person-like, distanced knowledge of
the self, within which one, as it were,
steps outside the self and views it as
just one of a kind, is not appropriate
here. Let us focus on Freud's comments on the character of that
memory which is to be retrieved in
catharsis: the symptoms disappeared
when the memory had been brought
to light and when the accompanying
emotion wa.<; aroused and, Freud continues, "when the patient had described that event in the greatest possibledetail and had put the affect into

words. Recollection without affect almost invariably produces no result.
The psychical process which originally took place must be repeated as
vividly as possible; it must be brought
back to its status nascendi and then
given verbal utterance." (5. E., 2: 6 )
Clearly this is not a case of coming
to know the existence of a series of
events from the viewpoint of a detached observer. This is rather to
come to re-experience those lived
through events from the very perspective that they were in fact lived
through. The memories must be reestablished in all their affective colouring-colouring which accrues
from their peculiar significance for
one person only, that very person
doing the remembering. It is this
knowledge which, according to
Freud, had the direct, curative effect.
Already this sounds as if the
knowledge involved here is like that
which various hermeneutic theorists
have claimed is relevant to diSCiplines
like history or anthropology-"insider's" knowledge of "wha t it was like"
to exist within a certaincultural world
and to see and eval uate things from its
point of view. In psychoanalytic remembering, the patient not only must
remember that something happened,
they must remember what it was like
for them that that thing happened. In
history or anthropology, of course, it
is a question of knowledge of other
people, not the self. But we might
think of repression as having made
the analysand a stranger to himself,
enabling him to play anthropologist
to himself. Furthermore, even in this
earliest, most medicalized phase of
psychoanalytic practice, the idea that
the experience must be "given verbal
utterance" makes it sound as if we are
in the realm of the hermeneutic sciences. The patient is reqUired to express the events in the manner we
expect of the poet or the novelisthere vividness is at issue, it must be
reported in detail such that the emotional content of the experience is
"put into words."

Hermeneutics
We might compare this to a classic
statement of the hermeneutic approach to history given in the early
nineteenth century by Wilhelm von
Humboldt. In "The Task of the Hista-
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rian:' Humboldt had likened the historians work to that of the poet. While
she must, of course, work from a basis
of actual not imagined events, she
must, like the poet, synthesize the
diverse fragments of the historical
record into a coherent form. This
synthetic, poetic form of the historian's work is as erucial to it qua form of
knowledge as its representational accuracy because with it is conveys a
certain truth which may be otherwise
lost. Humboldt talks of a "sense of
reality" which the Historian must
"awaken and enliven" and "refine"
and "his enterprise is circumscribed
subjectively by the development of
this notion, as objectively by that of
depiction."4 What Humboldt has in
mind by the "sense of reality" to be
enlivened becomes dearer when he
alternately describes the need to
"prevent its dissipation in the realm
of mere ideas". Humbold t seems to be
suggesting that our sense of reality of
the past is always in danger of being
lost in the abstraction of ideas-an
abstraction which severs us from this
past. Thus, in his task of representing
the past in the collective memory, the
historian must tread a "narrow middle path": besides the danger of having no memory at all there is that of its
dissipation "in the realm of mere
ideas,"s a type of remembering which
we might describe with Freud as "recollection without affect", a recollection which, in terms of the purpose of
historical memory"almost invariably
produces no result."
The preservation of a sense and not
just a knowledge of the past is crucial
for Humboldt because of its consequence for the practical life of the
knower: there "there can be no successful intervening in the press of
events" without this form of memory
which stays on the middle path between forgetting and abstract knowing.
When pursued, however, it would
appear that there is a major hi tch wi th
the hermeneutic conception of psychoanalytic remembering. In the
classical tradition of hermeneutic
thought which characterized nineteenth century historiography and
which was codified at the start of this
century by the philosopher Wilhclm
Dilthey, hermeneutic understanding
is conceived as a knowledge of others.
It is the knowledge of what it is like to

be someone else-of what it is like to
experience and know the world from
their point of view. The typical
hermeneutic practitioner is therefore
the anthropologist or the historian
because we commonly want to find
out what it is like to be a member of
societies as removed from us as the
Pintubi or the ancient Athenians. And
it is commonly assumed that our
ability to do this is somehow bound
up with the factthat we already know,
or can know on reflection, what it is
like to be us. We must know this, or be
able to know this, because, it is commonly assumed, self-knowledge is
the basis from which we know of
others by analogy. We can understand our possible alternative selfs
because we share with them some
underlying humanness; and it is this
shared humanness between subject
and object of knowledge which
makes hermeneutic knowledge distinct.6
But psychoanalysis appears to
start from the premiss that any immediate knowledge of our individual
selves is wrought with problems as it
posits vast areas of our own intentional lives going on behind our
backs. This doesn't rule out a
hermeneutic interpretation of ourselves. We still have a conscious
mind, and we might start off from this
basis in an attempt to understand our
own unconscious. In this case, the
conscious mind is anthropologist and
the unconscious is foreign tribe. In
fact Freud appeals to this very model
himself. In the paper liThe Unconscious" he defends his theory of the
unconscious in this way:
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The assumption of an unconscious
is, moreover, a perfectly legitimate
one, inasmuch as in postulating it
we are not departing a single step
from our customary and generally
accepted mode of thinking. Consciousness makes each of us aware
only of his own states of mind; that
other people, too, possess a consciousness is an inference which
we draw by analogy from their
observable utterances and action,
in order to make this behaviour of
theirs intelligible to us....
Psychoanalysis demands nothing
more than that we should apply

this process of inference to ourselves also-a proceeding to
which, it is true, we are not constitutionally inclined. If we do this,
we must say: all the acts and
manifestations which I notice in
myself and do not know how to
link up with the rest of my mental
life must be judged as if they belonged to someone else: they are to
be explained by a mental life ascribed to this other person. (5.E.,
14: 169)

However, when this idea is pursued it
starts to look more and more strange.
The classical Diltheian conception of
the conditions of understanding others is based on some idea of an underlying shared "common humanity". Human life may take a plurality
of cultural forms, in each of which
various possibilities are developed at
the expense of others. Nevertheless,
this cultural or spiritual diversification can occur because of something
underlying which is shared and
which differentiates the human species uniquely from the rest of the
universe. In hermeneutic understanding we bridge these differences
in spirit (Geist) and it is as forms of
spirit that we know others, not as
forms of nature.
But Freud's hermeneutic of the unconscious does not easily fit this pattern. On the Diltheian model we face
the expressions of the unconscious as
expressions of patterns of desire and
belief of which we can imagine ourselves capable. This works well for the
most superficial layers of Freud's
analyses. In one case history, for example, a woman comes to remember
having had a thought from which she
had turned her mind because of its
shocking nature: in mourning, while
standing by the bed on which lay her
dead sister, she had the thought that
the only obstacle to her own secret
love of her brother in law had now
been removed (5.E., 2: 156).7 The
memory of this thought had been repressed but on retrieval it is clearly
intelligible as a thought. But such
analyses are not at the heart of psychoanalysis. As Freud pursues chains
of association, intentional states are
encountered whose objects and aims
are barely recognizable. This is because psychoanalysis uncovers the
structures of intentional states that
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have been formed at infantile, primitive stages of the mind's development, stages where basic distinctions
of consciousness suchas that between
self and other, or between real and
hallucinatory gratification cannot be
discerned. These are hardly states
which we can readily understand
"what it is like" to be in. Rather, it is
here that Freud's energetic analogues
seem indispensable. We seem to need
his 19th century thermodynamic
model with its images of the flow of
psychic energy along pathways, energywhichcanbedammed,rerouted,
changed in its qualitative manifestations but not in its quantity, an energy
always seeking discharge.
The archaic mind presents us with
the limits of the traditional
hermeneutic concept of the understanding. And yet the archaic mind is
to be interpreted into the language of
consciousness with its notions of intentionality. These limits demonstrate the departure of psychoanalysis from Dilthey's codification of traditional hermeneutics in that for
Dil they the dichotomy between mind
and nature is absolute. While seeing
the mind as an expression of life
processes, there is, nevertheless an
absolute border between life as a
biological phenomenon and the life of
the mind in its realm of language and
culture. But in his theory of archaic
mental structures, Freud attempts to
grasp the continuity between that
bundle of natural instincts with their
patterns of their discharge on the one
hand and the intentional mind which
grows out of that bit of nature on the
other. This is not, of course, a process
which develops outside of a cultural
context of social norms, cultural
meanings and interpretations and so
on, into which the infant is born. But
while all Dilthey could say was that
the individual as material being was
the "support" of a type of culturally
encoded ideal self, Freud tries to unravel the actual mechanisms of this
process. Dilthey's notion of understanding as the "recognition of the
self in the other" always applies between two minds, two individual
formations of spirit; but if we read
Freud's interpretations as a form of
hermeneutics of the unconscious,
then this seems to involve a process in
which consciousness as an elemen t of
spirit comes to recognize itself in
16

something which is essentially a piece
of nature.

•••
Psychoanalysis cannot be reduced to
the type of knowledge found in the
natural sciences because it has an irreducible hermeneutic element. But
neither does it seem that it can it be
adequately thought of in terms of the
classic hermeneutic paradigm with
its dichotomizing of the natural and
cultural sciences, the sciences of
"Natur" and "Geist." However, the
assumptions behind the traditional
hermeneutic framework of Dilthey
have been criticised in the name of
hermeneutic philosophy by HansGeorg Gadamer. From his point of
view we might start to see how psychoanalysis might be thought of as a
hermeneutic discipline because he
has challenged traditional hermeneutic thought by way of an approach
to interpretation which has parallels
to that of Freud. In the following
section I sketch some elements of
Gadamer's hermeneutics which allows us to see what is at issue in
psychoanalysis.

Gadamerian Hermeneutics and
Psychoanalysis
Gadamer provides a possible model
for thinking about the nature of the
operative memory which plays a role
in psychoanalysis with his concept of
"effective historical consciousness", a
concept which he develops in order to
displace that of "historical consciousness", essentially the idea of an objective, scientific knowledge of the
past. 8
Traditional hermeneutic thinkers
like Dilthey had thought of historical
consciousness as a type of knowledge
which contrasted with the structure
of that knowledge formed in the
natural sciences. The objects of historical consciousness were other
forms of human life, agents like ourselves embedded in cultural practices
different to our own. Importantly we
could understand such agents from
the first person point of view; we
could recognize ourselves in them. But
on this model, history was still conceived as objective. As the structural
dissimilarity between the two forms
of science was motivated by the struc-

tural differences between their objects, historical consciousness's
unique structure was, in fact, a precondition of its "objectivity".
But for Gadamer, hermeneutic understanding must be opposed not just
to the determinate representations of
natural science. It must refuse the
wider identification of understanding with objective knowledge per se.
Following Heidegger, Gadamer sees
all "objective knowledge" as resting
on a more fundamental unity linking
knower and known and allowing
knowledge to take place. Heidegger
had seen the relation of objective
knowledge of the sciences as derivative from an underlying instrumental
involvement of knower with that
which was known. As emergent from
a mode of practical relation to the
world such objective knowledge both
presupposed and displaced an agentcentered practical form of knowledge. Gadamer applies this idea of an
infrastructure to objectivity to a
knowing subject's relation to its own
past.
On such an approach to knowledge, objective historical knowledge
can never be the basic form of relationship within which one stands to
one's own past. Conceived as a
known object (Gegenstand), the past
stands (stehen) over against (gegen)
the knowing subject. But there is a
much more basic practical relation
between me and the past for the past
is not just the locu s of another form of
life, it is also, as it were, where I come
from. And for Heidegger and
Gadamer, this applies equally to me
qua intentional subject: I can only be a
knowing, intentional subject in virtue
of the fact that I belong to a linguistic
and cultural community and inherit
its ways of interpreting and making
sense of the world. It is this cultural
heritage which comes to me from the
historical past, linking me with it, and
contributing to the conditions under
which knowledge can take place. Yet
the Diltheian goal of historical consciousness construes the past as a vast
panorama of things and events laid
out before the subject and viewed
from the outside. Regardless of how
comprehensive it becomes, the links
between the past and those present
conditions which allow it to be known
will never be revealed because of the
fundamental split between subject
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and object constitutive of objective
knowledge.
Another context in which
Gadamer focuses on the complexity
of the nature of knowledge of the past
appears in his discussion of the cultural category of the classic. He points
out that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the classic had a
suprahistorically normative status:
the classic works from the past were
models to be imitated. With the rise of
the historical sciences and the development of historical consciousness,
however, the classic lost its nonnative
status to become a historically descriptive stylistic concept. But such
historicalization, thinks Gadamer,
neglects the extent to which at a
practical level the classic continued to
have a normative status. Again
Gadamer's point was that the
objectification of the past characteristic of cultural history obscured the
degree of unity existing between past
and present and the degree to which
the past contributed to those present
conditions under which one's interpretative powers could be turned
back onto the past itself.
Gadamer's criticism of the
objectification of historical knowledge follows closely from Nietzsche's
diagnosis of the nihilistic effects of
scientific history, itself a diagnosis
anticipated by von Humboldt's criticism of that abstract knowledge of the
past within which the "sense of reality" is dissipated. For Gadamer, it is
precisely to the degree that something
is made an object of objective knowledge that its value or normative relevance for the knower is bracketed.
This is a consequence of that aspect of
scientific knowledge discussed earlier, that the object of scientific
knowledge must be extracted from its
relationship to the particularity of the
knower. Known from no particular
place within it so that no particular
objects have more significance than
others, the world becomes "disenchanted" or "motivationally inert".
When the past is conceived independently of any particular temporal relation to the point from which it is
known, it too must become stripped
of value in the same way.
It is to skirt this sort of
objectivizing danger that Gadamer
replaces the concept of historical consciousness and its objectivistic conno-

tations with that of effective historical
consciousness. Effective historical
consciousness cannot be thought of as
a fonn of objective knowledge. It is
meant to capture the past precisely in
tenns of its effecti vity on the present,
its effectivity even upon the very way
in which it is known. It is the past as
seen from the spedficity of the perspective of the present. It makes no
claims to capture what the past is like
"objectively," that is, abstracted out of
its relevance for the present. Importantly, rather than disinterested representation of the past, effective historical consciousness is the type of
knowledge conceived as practically
relevant. It is knowledge relevant to
its ability to meet certain specific demands of the present.
We might start to see the parallels
here between Gadamer's notion of
effective historical consciousness and
the psychoanalytic interpretation of
the unconscious, archaic self. In both
cases, a subject in the present must
reestablish a connection with something earlier which is a condition of its
own existence: belonging to a historical tradition with its ways of interpreting the world on the one hand
and ha ving an a rchaic mentality with
its primitive fonns of libidinal investment in the world on the other.
This re-establishment of a connection is a bringing to consciousness, an
active remembering, and, in both
there will be the danger of overobjectification. In each case what is at
risk is the Sense of how that which is
understood enters into the constitution of one's identity. In the case of
history, over objectification will result in my not be open to the "claims"
of that tradition which provides the
conditions of my cognitive life. In the
case of personal psychology the
equivalent danger is that I will not be
open to the nature of those basic libidinal investments in the world
which are the roots of the various
forms of meaningfulness that the
world now has for me. The psychological equivalent to the historical
acknowledgement of the normativity
of one's cultural heritage will be the
experience of the emotional pull of
some remembered object-that "affect" without which for Freud, "recollection ... almost invariably produces
no result."
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In neither situation is it the case
that to acknowledge the claims of
one's identity constituting past
means to submit or subject oneself to
them. To the contrary, this is the acknowledgment of something whose
effects one would have otherwise undergone in a totally passive and unconscious way. Furthermore, acknowledgement necessarily involves
a putting the past into words, a
bringing it to the level of representation, because acknowledging is an
intentional act which requires an object. This means that the acknowledged past now becomes able to be
dealt with by being assimilated into
the fabric of conscious psycholOgical
life. \\'hat this actually means might
be elucidated if we reflect on the Aristotelian theory of the phenomenon
on which Freud modelled the psychoanalytic cure: catharsis.
In Love and its Place in Nature,
Jonathan Lear has explored the notion
of catharsis in psychoanalysis in
tenns of the idea of "coming to take
responsibility for" those archaic desires inherited in their frozen form
from earlier stages of one's psychological life. 9 Lea r refers to a pa ssage in
which Freud wrote of the necessity to
accept responsibility for the sorts of
evil impulses that find expression in
dreams. This sounds odd because, if
Freud is right, these preserved archaic
desires are more like natural phenomena than something "willed".
How can one be responsible for
something which was not willed in
the first place?
Lear likens this situation to the
"guilt" assumed by the heros of ancient tragedy for actions that were
fated all along. Oedipus takes responsibility for his acts of parricide
and incest even though he could not
have willed them under those descriptions. To have willed these actions he would have had to know that
LaIus was his father and Jocasta his
mother. Lear sees Oedipus as effectively saying "whatever the god's
ordained ... the fact is that I did it." It
looks like Oedipus is trying toretroactively projecting his will back into
actions which have already happened, as it were, on their own account. This sounds something like
what Nietzsche described as in his
characteristically perverse way as
"willing backwards". Lear describes
17

it as Oedipus "claiming a part of na-

ture for himself."10
Likewise the analysand claims a
part of nature for hitnselfby acknowledging the archaic wishes at the heart
of the unconseious. This acknowledgement involves putting them into
words, for one cannot will something
unless it is captured by some representation. But this putting the wish
into words is what allows it now to
become incorporated into and evalu-;ated and dealt with from within the
fabric of one's beliefs, desires and values. This is precisely what could not
occur when the "desire" remained in
its archaic state. Thus establishing a
retrospective connection between
one's will and one's archaic desires is
not to "hold oneself responsible for
them", that would have implied that
one "willed them then in the way one
is willing them now. Rather it is the
means of taking over responsibility
for them. Who else is going to be responsible for them if not the person
themself.
We might see Gadamer's concept
of effective historical consciousness
in this way as well. Gadamer has been
criticized for the apparent conservati vism of his position on the relation
of self to tradition. But seen as the act
of assuming responsibility for one's
cultural tradition this act of appropriation is just as little a matter of
subjecting oneself to that tradition as
assuming responsibility for one's archaic desires is subjecting oneself to
those desires. In order to appropriate
one's heritage, to retrospectively
bring it under one's will, one needs to
raise it to the level of representation,
and this is what allows one's critical
evaluations to bear on it. We might
say that criticism without affirmation
is empty, just as affirmation without
criticism is blind.
Gadamer also turns to the model of
ancient tragedy to capture something
of the nature of the hermeneutic consciousness of effective history. In
succumbing to fate the hero provides
a figure within which the spectator
can "recognize himself and his own
finiteness in face of the power of
fate." 11 What the tragedy does is establish an appropriate distance from
events which allows them to be acknowledged in the terror and pity of
the cathartic response. What distress
and horror always threatens is a divi18

sion of the subject from those events.
Gadamer could be talking about repression when he describes this division as a "refusal to accept, that rebels
against the agonizing events."12 The
spectator's tragic recognition of himself in the hero as well as his recognition of the necessity of the hero's
fate, a recognition bound up with the
experience of the tragic emotions,
avoids or overcomes this threatening
division within the self and between
self and the world:

that part which we "occupy." Rather
than aiming at some narcissistic gazing at one's own image, it aims at an
account of the world-of nature or of
history-as it bears on the self. Rather
than aiming at the achievement of
some (illusory) technical power over
something-nature, history, oneself-it aims at an ability to go on in
the world-at the maintenance, creation of a certain type of life within
nature and history.

Notes
the emotion that seizes the spectator deepens ... his continuity
with himself. The tragic emotions
flows from the self-knowledge
that the spectator acquires. He
finds himself in the tragic action
because it his own world, familiar
to him from religion or historical
tradition, that he encounters. 13
Both psychoanalysis and ancient
tragedy are cultural forms in which a
continuity of one's existence in time
can be recovered within the flux of
natural existence. They are contexts
within which there is a goal of a type
of self fashioning which does justice
to both one's freedom from determination by what is other than the self,
nature and history, and one's belonging to the same nature and history.
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self-alienation. On the hermeneutic
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something which alreadyexists, independently, as it were, of the process of
coming to know. It is not the
achievement of knowledge of "an object" at all-not so much the achievement of knowledge of something
called the self (or collectively "us")as a knowledge of the world seen
from the perspective of a part of it-
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Mathematical
Hermeneutics

Mathematics Is the language of science. As
such, it is sometimes shunned by practl·
tioners of the human sciences as exem·
pllfying the kind of narrow rationalism
against which they militate. Yet mathemat·
ics Is an old language, pre·datlng science,
positivism, and rationalism. On Inspection,
it yields clear and beautiful examples of the
hermeneutic process. It offers a way of
bridging the conceptual gulf between the
objectivist language of science and the
hermeneutical language of the humanities.

David Week
Pacific Architecture
Glebe Sydney

Crossing the Great Divide
he purpose of my investigation
is not to offer a general theory of
interpretation and a differential
account of its methods ... but to
discover what is common to all
modes of understanding. 1
'
Gadamer promises more than another defence of the human sciences
against the encroaching objectivist
methodologies of the na tural sciences;
he promises an interpretation of human understanding that does not discriminate between the two cultures.2
Nonetheless, we see Gadamer's
work appropriated primarily by the
humanities: by philosophers, sociologists, architects, and psychologists.
We do not see the language of philosophical hermeneutics appearing in
the writings of chemists, physicists or
mathematicians.
This is, I think, a problem. The
Cartesian schism against which
Gadamer militates is not just an academic one. It is a division that splits
our society into scientists and artists,
thin kers and feelers, theo reticians and
practitioners, and our personal world
pictures into physical and mental, real
and imaginary, objective and subjective. As creatures of our culture, we
cannot completely heal our personal
world unless we also heal our social
world. In such a world made whole,
the gap between poet and physicist is
no greater and no different in kind

than the gap between physicist and
chemist. In such a world, artists and
mathematicians, historians and
physicists, poets and chemists, can
speak a common language.
This seems like a wild idea. That it
seems wild is itself a sign that we are
still held in the grip of the Cartesian
division of the world.
Mathema tics may be the key to
relaxing this grip. The language of
mathematics is so intertwined with
that of the natural sciences, that if
mathematical understanding can be
shown to be open to the language of
hermeneutics, then all the natural sciences follow.
This paper embarks on this project
by looking at several key hermeneutical concepts within the perspective of mathematical examples.
These concepts are:

hermeneutical debate towards the
hermeneutics of mathematics
In taking this tack, I expect more than
just the undermining of the 0 bjecti vist
account of mathematics.3 I expect that
the language of hermeneutics will
also be illuminated by this encounter.
This expectation is given by
hermeneutics itself:
The application of a schema already understood, a prejudice already in place, to yet another instance does not further understanding at all .... On the contrary,
in hermeneutic experience,
Gadamer writes, 'both things
change-our knowledge and its
object' .... The interpreter's horizon does not remain unaltered ... 4
It is in bringing the horizon of

•
•
•
•
•

dialogue
metaphor
embodiment
fusion of horizons
the construction of reality

In doing so, it seeks to serve two aims:
• to make basic concepts of hermeneutics accessible to people trained
in the objectivist disciplines, by
defining them through examples
understood within those disciplines
• to turn the attention of the humanities-based participants in the
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hermeneutics to a strange text, to a
text at first sight both alien and
opaque, that we can expect the most
prod uctive expansion of that horizon.
So far, this expectation has been
borne out. As I hope will be apparent
in this paper, mathematics offers very
lucid, very illuminating, and perhaps
even exemplary material through
which to develop our understanding
of central hermeneutical concepts.

Concepts of Number
We begin with a look at the concept of
number. This section serves to recount a few basic concepts of number,
19

which will be used later as examples.
Historically, the concept of
number has not remained static. Some
of the concepts of number, in order of
their historical appearance;5
•
•
•
•
•

the natural numbers
the integers
the rational numbers
the real numbers
the complex numbers

This list is not exhaustive. There are
notions of number more abstract than
the complex numbers. 6 There are also
more primitive concepts of number
than the natural numbers? The list
above will serve the purpose of this
study.
We begin with the natural numbers. These are the numbers:

numbers; we can set out the whole
system of integers/tlO
'" -4 -3 -2 -1 0

1 2 3 4 ...

This is a new concept of number. We
have new entities, negative numbers,
that have no meaning within the old
concept of the natural numbers.
Again, working within the concepts employed, we can make simple,
and apparently innocuous extensions
to our system. We can extend the concept of addition by defining multiplication as multiple addition, and division as the inverse of multiplication.
Once we allow division into our
language, the integers are no longer
closed. We can pose questions that
again cannot be answered within the
concept of number given by the integers.

Question and Answer

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 ...

These numbers, with addition, form a
closed system. 8 In other words, any
two natural numbers, when added,
give another natural number.
Addition is an extension of the
concept of counting. We can understand the operation of addition as first
counting, then-starting at the place
we have reached-counting again. 6 +
5 is to coun t to six, and then-starting
at 6- to count to five, leading to the
same result as counting to 11.
lt is possible to extend the concepts
of addition further, in an apparently
innocuous way, by introducing subtraction. Subtraction is simply the inverse of addition. Once we allow subtraction, however, we are forcibly led
to redefine our concept of number.

If we assume that division (except
by zero).H [is] always possible, we
are led inevitably H. to the system
of rational numbers.ll

The rational numbers are all numbers
that can be expressed as a fraction (as
a ratio). For example:
0/4

555/2

12/1

1/7

4/5

But by allowing infinite sequences,
we can again pose questions that have
no answer within the domain of the
rational numbers. For instance:
= 2 {(2/1)(2/3)(4/3)(4/5)(6/5)
(617) ... )

1t

... The number system needs to be

extended so tha t such quantities can
... some important operations may
take us outside the realm of the
natural numbers-the simplest
being subtraction.9
It is possible within the language given by

the natural numbers, addition and subtraction, to pose questions that are not
answerable within the system.
For instance:
1 minus 7
2 minus 3999
In order to allow these questions to be
answered, we have to change our concept of number, "we need negative
20

The beginnings of an appreciation
of complex numbers came about
with the work of Gerolamo
Cardano., . [who] wrote an important and influential treatise on algebra ' Ars Magna' in 1545, In this
he put forward the first complete
expression for the solution of a
general cubic equation. He had noticed, however, that in a certain
class of cases ... he was forced to
take, at a certain stage in his expression, the square root ofa negative
number." [The square root of a
negativenumberlacksaninterpretation in the real numbers.] "Although this was puzzling to him,
he realised that if he allowed
himself to take such square roots,
and only if, then he could express
the full answerP

be included. 12
This new concept of number reached
by such extension is the system of real
numbers. The real numbers are any
number that can be represented by an
infinite decimal expansion, such as:
1.222222222222222222222222 .. .
434231.00000000000000000 .. .
2.156345555347774520349485 .. .

Again, within this concept of number,
questions can be formulated that require a shift to yet another new concept of number, that of the complex
numbers.

The Hermeneutlc Circle
Central to philosophical hermeneutics is the notion of the hermeneutic
circle: that understanding proceeds
through a dialogical basis of question
and answer, in which the reader
projects an understanding onto the
text, which then in turn poses new
questions to the reader.
We can see this circle at work in the
development of the concept of
number.
In each of the cases discussed
above, in each shift of the concept of
number, questions are developed that
can be posed within the existing mathematicallanguage, that cannot be answered within that language. To answer the questions thus posed requires a shift in both our interpretation of the language, and in the structure of the language. Again:
both things change-our knowledge and its Object14
For instance, within the natural numbers, addition, and subtraction, we
find ourselves able to create linguistic
structures that have no meaning
within the mathematical system
within which we are operating. To
give these structures meaning, we
change the nature of that system. 15
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mathematics is mathematical logicsymbol manipulation. IS According to
some teachers of mathematics, they
are essential. 19
These spatial conceptions of
number are metaphorical, and metaphor-structures define the structure
of our thought. They point to what
Gadamer calls 'the fundamental
metaphoricity of language'.2D
Mathematical concepts, like natural language concepts, are open to
multiple interpretations. All of the
metaphor structures mentioned
above (as well as many others) are still
in use today in structuring the concept
of number. Which metaphor is used
depends upon the task to which the
concepts are being applied.
I will argue later that it is this very
richness of interpretation that gives
mathematics the power it has.

Metaphor
Each step of the development of the
concept of number also involves looking at number through a new metaphor for number. Each conceptual
shift is a metaphorical shift.
To employ a metaphor is to see one
thing as another.16
We conceive of the natural numbers as a
sequence; as a series of objects with a
beginning. and then one following the
next, and so on. We understand the
natural numbers in terms of counting.
in terms of activities and games we
learn as children.

o • • • ...
When we move to the concept of the
integers, we extend this sequence infinitely in both directions. We have the
following schema:
• • 0 • • ...
In going from the integers to the
rationals, and the rea Is, we replace the
discrete line of objects with a continuum ...

<----------0----------'>
Finally, for the complex numbers,
with the complex plane (on which the
Mandelbrot set is mapped.)
There is nothing implicit in our
experiences of counting, or one-toone correspondence, or addition and
subtraction, that implies these spatial
conceptions of a number. The act of
spatialising number is an act of metaphOrical projection: an act in which
we map one domain of experience
(one-to-one correspondence among
objects; counting) onto another (lines,
and sequences of objects.)
It would be more illuminating ...
to say that the metaphor creates
the similarity than to say that it
formulates some similarity antecedentlyexisting.17

Such diagrams often illustrate mathematical textbooks. They are used in
the teaching of mathematics. According to formal interpretations of mathematics, they are meaningless, since

Metaphor·Sh ift
We can also see at work here notions,
introduced by Thomas Kuhn,2I of
how such conceptual shifts take place.
According to Kuhn, the development of a discipline takes place within
a particular world-view, or paradigm,
and is characterised by long periods of
"normal" activity during which research proceeds within the received
metaphors. During such periods, evidence that does not fit into the current
paradigm is simply ignored. However, sometimes such anomalies cannot be glossed over, a crisis occurs,
and there is a massive shift of paradigm, and the creation of a new scientific theory.
For instance, prior to the development of the concept of the complex
numbers, the mathematical language
of the reals simply disallowed the taking of the square root of a negative
number. It was possible to formulate
such a notion in the text of the language, but since the metaphor (of the
number line) provides no interpretation for such a text, it was declared
meaningless.22
In the work of Cardano, described
above, and later Raphel Bombelli23 it
became evident that allowing oneself
to take the square root of a negative
number was necessary to solve what
were considered important problems
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in mathematics-finding the roots of
equa tions. Since it was no longer tolerable to have such root-taking disallowed, or considered meaningless, a
new concept of number-with a new
spatial metaphor: the complex
plane-was invented. This invention
was accompanied by a period of intense productivity, during which the
properties of this new concept were
elucidated.

Metaphor in Proof
Metaphor also plays a key role in
mathematical proof. Two historically
important proofs are Cantor's proof
by the diagonal method that the real
numbers form a larger transfinite set
than the natural numbers, and
Turing's Theorem on the halting
problems.
The bones of Cantor's proof are as
follows: 24
• Cantor had previously shown that
there could be no transfinite set
smaller than the natural numbers
• If the set of reals were of the same

size as the set of natural numbers,
then it would be pOSSible to establish a one-to-one correspondence
between the two sets.
• Imagine that you had established
such a correspondence. Then you
would have a list of the real numbers: the first on the list being
mapped to 0, the second to 1, the
third to 2, and so forth.
Cantor then showed how to construct
a new real, not already on the list.
• Take the first digit of the first
number, the second digit of the
second number, and so forth. This
would give you a new number,
different from the first number in
the first place, from the second
number in the second place, and so
forth. It would therefore be a real
number not already in the list.
• The one-to-one correspondence
has failed, and therefore the set of
reals is larger than the set of natural numbers.
Cantor's main results derive from his
deployment of a new metaphorical
21

mapping. His diagonal method,25
mapped the real numbers onto a matrix. It took numbers and interpreted
them as strings of symbols. Later, it
reinterpreted these strings of symbols
as a new number.
This reinterpretation is the heart of
Cantors diagonal argument.
Turing's Theorem also involves
such a reinterpretation. In the course
of the proof, he maps all possible
Turing machines onto the natural
numbers. He then reinterpreted the
resulting series of natural numbers, as
a Turing machine input.
This establishment of a map between the mathematics of computation, and the mathematics ofthe arithmetic, linked Turing's work with
G6del's, and esta blished a permanent
bridge between the two domains.
Thereafter, it became possible at any
time to reinterpret a Turing machine
as a number, and therefore bring to it
tools developed in other domains of
mathematics, and vice versa.
The establishment of such a bridge
thus permitted a tremendous crosspollenisation of work, and resulting
flurry of mathematical productivity.

Foundations
It might be argued that metaphors
may be part of the psychology of
mathematical learning and discovery,
and might be important rhetorical
aids to discourse on mathematics, but
they are not foundationa!' Further:
that there is a deep, precise, structure
to mathematics, which all ofthese aids
attempt to represent, albeit imperfectly. The deepest representation discovered so far is mathematical logic,
or set theory.
In the first place, this entire conception of mathematics as having
deep and shallow aspects, as having
founda tions, is a metaphorical projection of our experience of up and
down, and the way objects are supported one atop another on the surface of the earth.
How is set theory metaphorical?
It is axioma tic in set theory tha t if A
is a subset of Band B is a subset of C,
then A is a subset of C.
Why?
The answer that has been formulated by George Lakoff,26 d ra wing on
the work of mathematician Saunders
Mac Lane and philosopher Mark
22

Johnson,27 is that set theory is a metaphorical extension of our experience
with containers.
In our daily experience, if A contains B, and B contains C, then A contains C. Set theory is built on our experience in this domain.
Similarly, the very belief that
mathematics needs stable foundations
is drawn from our bodily experience
that without a stable footing, we ourselves are in danger. We talk of the
foundations of mathematics precisely
because we are deploying this metaphor.
Containers, foundations, and stability are aspects of the experience
given to us by the biological structure
of our bodies. It is edge-detection in
the visual system, the kinesthetic
sense, and the balance organs of the
inner ear that create the experiential
world of which containers, foundations, and stability are a part. With a
different biology, we would have a
very different experience of the
world. We would have-in fact-a
very different world.
In this view, mathematics, far from
being an abstract, transcendental
realm, arises from the biological structure of our perception. This addresses
a questions raised by Mac Lane: why
is the mathematical universe subdivided the way it is-into geometry,
topology, algebra, set theory, and so
forth. What Mac Lane calls the "grand
set-theoretic foundation" provides no
answer. Mac Lane's answer is that
The real nature of these structures
does not lie in their often artificial
construction from set theory, but
in their relation to simple mathematical ideas or to basic human
activities ... mathematics is notthe
study of intangible Platonic
worlds, but of tangible formal systems which have arisen from real
human activities. 28
Arithmetic and number theory from
counting; real numbers, calculus, and
analYSis from measuring; topology
from the shaping of plastic bodies;
logic from rhetoric; set theory and
combinatorics from grouping, and so
forth.
This dependence of conceptual reality on the social experience, and on
structure of the body is also pursued
by Maturana,29 who argues that all

biological organisms create their own
realities.

Mathematical RealHy
What is the nature of mathematical
reality?
So contrary to common sense did
the taking of square roots appear at
the time of Cardano, that the square
roots of negative numbers were
termed "imaginary"-a term that is
still with us today.
Now, this term is just a quaint historicism. The complex numbers are
regarded as having no greater nor
lesser claim to reality than any other
numbers, including the "real" numbers. In fact many mathematiciansPenrose among them-consider
numbers to have an objective reality,
independent of human beings.
Later we find many other properties that these complex numbers
possess, properties that we had no
inkling about at first. These properties are just there. They were not
put there by Cardano, nor by
Bombelli, nor Wallis, nor Coates,
nor Euler, nor Wessel, nor Gauss
... properties that go under various names, such as the Cauchy
integral formula, the Riemann
mapping theorem, the Lewy extension property. These, and
many other remarkable facts, are
properties of the very numbers
30

Penrose believes that mathematicians
are "really uncovering truths which
are, in fact, already 'there'-truths
whose existence is quite independent
of the mathematicians' activities."31
A more moderate view is held by
the transcendental number theorist
Rob Tubbs:
Q; Do mathematical objects exist
out there, or are they merely human creations?

Tubbs: Well, the integers probably
pre-exist in some sense. And the
fraction too ... But basically I think
mathematics is mostly a human
creation, so I guess I'm sort of a
semi-Platonist.32
Such views of the reality of number
(and of mathematics in general) are
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disputed by the constructivist mathematicians.

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 say it that,
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 that approached
'spiritually' [or mathematically]' it
gives us gods [or numbers], not
just ideas of them, but real visible
gods whose actions can be followed in detail-and life is sustained in all these circumstances.
Well, in such a world you cannot
say that the gods (or numbers] are
illusions-they are really there,
though not absolutely, but in response to certain kinds of actions ... 36

One point not in dispute is that the
system in which the contemporary
mathematician operates is, indeed, a belief system.... Moreover,
we know from the mathematician's own account tha t he is
deeply attached to this particular
way of seeing mathematics, and
that he has no experience of seeing
it any other way, and that he belongs to a community of fellow
practitioners who participate with
him in the experience of seeing it
this way. ... The contemporary
mathematician is very impressed
by the 'reality' of his mathematical
experience; and the fact that it is a
shared experience-shared by a
world community of mathematicians-greatly reinforces his belief
in its 'objectivity,.33
We can understand the experience of
both the Platonist Penrose and the
constructivist Stolzenberg within the
horizon of post-objective hermeneutics.
Stolzenberg is pointing to the experience that mathematics changes
through history. Before the invention
of some mathematical 'objects' like
the complex numbers, not only were
they not 'there', but they seemed impossible, and contrary to common
sense. Cantor's work is today considered seminal. In his time, both he and
his mathematic were branded insane.
Penrose is pointing to the experience that, once created, mathematical
'objects' acquire their own dynamic.
They are not arbitrary, not subject to
our will. We cannot control or foresee
the direction our dialogue with them
will take.
Hermeneutics understands 'reality' to be the outcome of a dialogue
rather than a pre-existing, separate
thing. This understanding is nicely
encapsulated in the title of a paper by
Maturana: "Reality: The Search for
Objectivity or the Quest for a Compelling Argument."34 Feyerabend summarises the way in which this dialogue can be conditioned-though
not determined35-thus:
Assume that the world-or, to use
a more general term, Being, reacts
to the way in which you behave, or

Reality is constructed through the
working out of the hermeneutic circle.
The direction that the dialogue takes
is constrained. Some avenues of questioning meet resistance-they just
don't work.37 However, the outcome
of the dialogue is something that did
not exist prior, and is not foreseeable.
In the construction of mathematical reality, we can see the act of construction at work. New constructions-being new metaphors-dazzle us with their brilliance. With time,
they become so absorbed into our
world-view, that we accept them as
commonplace.
[I A Richards] suggested that our
reality is a 'projected world' and
that 'the processes of metaphor in
language ... are superimposed
upon a perceived world which is
itself a prod uct of earlier or unwi tting metaphor.'38
We also see this process of the absorption and literalisation of metaphor, in the development of the concept of number, in which old concepts
become reinterpreted through new
metaphors. The natural numbers become reinterpreted as a subset of the
integers, the integers as a subset of the
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rationals, and the rationals as a subset
of the reals.
We saw in the section on proofs,
how major developments in mathematics involved the creation of new
metaphoric links between existing
domains.

Conclusions
The structure of the World
The world that is constructed in this
way is a world rich in metaphoric
interconnections. These bridges allow
one to traverse mathematical reality
without interference. It is because the
metaphors of mathematics have become sorichlyinterlinked, that we can
walk effortlessly from metaphor to
metaphor without breakdown.
It is this richness of metaphOrical
linkage that makes mathematicals
palpably real, and powerful in practice.
It is this oneness of the world that
arises from the process of fusion of
horizons, in which separate domains
become one.
Mathematics provides a rich field
for exploring concepts of hermeneutics. The language of mathematicsis simpler than the complex natural
languages like English, and so it allows us to see examples of metaphor
and interpretation in a clear and simple light. Compared to a natural-language category like "house", which
may be both source and target of
thousands of metaphor-structures,
the accepted metaphors for a mathematical concept like number are
relatively few. Similarly, the grammar
of mathematics is wen-known and
understood.
Mathematics is a language, and as
such it brings in to being a reali ty. It is
metaphorically structured, and that
structure is conditioned-though not
determined-by our biological structure as living organisms.
Sometimes, the reality of that
world breaks down. It will not serve
the task at hand. At such times,
mathematical concepts become redefined, metaphors and paradigms
shift, and we come to a new horizon.
At other times, major new bridges are
built between existing parts of the
world, and the new juxtapositions
thus created give rise to a wealth of
new mathematics.
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When the web of metaphor that
constitutes mathematics is seamless,
when we don't encounter its edges or
the domains in which it breaks down,
then we come to accept it, and see it as
real. Worlds become rea I to us when
we find no cause to question them.
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ncertainty about funding; difficulty in detennining research
priorities; and concern about
technology transfer (the lack
of application of research results); these words stand out in the
language of scientific/industrial research and development, today. 50called technology transfer seems to
be the central issue because the criteria for determining research priorities and funding decisions are mostly
based on the expected "payoff," i.e.
the economic benefits which will result from the research findings being
put into use within the industry. This
applies, not only in situations where
the industry is providing a proportion of the funding, as in most agricultural research, but to scientific research generally which is intended
for the "public good."
Why is the practice of science (research and development, rather than
teaching), which is intended for our
industrial and community progress,
subject to these concerns and what is
being done to address them? One response has been to treat technology
transfer as a problem requiring research, but this utilises the very same
scientific methodology which appears to be letting us down. The demarcation which exists between the
physical sciences and the social sciences, or between research and extension (in agriculture), also complicates
the situation.
The contextual philosophy of
Gadamer and Heidegger and the bi-
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ology of cognition portrayed by
Maturana and Varela could be of assistance in addreSSing these issues.
We claim that it is necessary to examine the fundamental nature of the
research and development (or extension) process in order to make a coherent explanation of the kinds of
action which are occurring and to
propose alternative kinds of action.
To do this we wi1l examine the
traditional operation of scientific research and development (R&D), then
draw on the language of contextual
philosophy and science to take another look at what scientists actually
do, provide an example of a non-traditional R&D project which is in
progress and, in conclusion, list what
we consider to be the key elements of
the conversation which will produce
some different kinds of actions and
consequences in the context of R&D
management.

The Changing Traditions of R&D
Russell and Ison (1991) drew a distinction between first-order R&D, in
which the researcher remains outside
the system being studied, treating it
as an objective reality which is independent of the researchers actions,
and second-order R&D whereby the
researcher and the topic being studied are inextricably linked within the
higher-order system. Although the
language of theoretical physics has
engendered a certain amount of lip
service to the idea of observer-

participancy, the practice of science is
characterised by the simpler first-order approach and this important
epistemological distinction tends to
be regarded either as trivial or too
messy to address properly.
Thus we have what Winograd and
Flores (1987) called a rationalistic
tradition which has developed
through the progress of science since
the Enlightenment with the implicit
belief that we can eventually reduce
everything in the world to definable
objects and properties to which certain rules apply. This increasingly
knowable world is therefore essentially controllable, the only limitation
being the extent of our knowledge.
Where we see "problems" in our experience in the world we can analyse
the situation and find "solutions" by
a rational process. We can even take
into account how these solutions affect the quality of our lives by adding
a social science to the rational process
of discovery. It is more traditional to
analyse our situation than to design
our future because we do not care to
take into account the idea that the
way we see the world could determine what we do in the world, and
what we do could determine how we
see the world.
The contrast between analysis and
design has also been pursued by de
Bono (1991). Without the process of
analysis most of our achievements in
R&D would never have occurred,
because we have needed to identify
the individual parts and their rela-
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tionships in great detail in order to
gain some measure of control, but
there are some difficulties. Analysis
applies to closed systems, so we have
to assume that we are dealing with
closed systems and make decisions
about where to draw the line around
the system in question. Our tradition
has it thattheanswersliein theanalysis of data and, for practical purposes,
we can ignore the thought that this
analysis might not be objective, but
might depend on our perceptual
framework which tends to consist of
rather simplistic models such as correlations, time courses and linear
cause and effect.
That the traditions of our R&D
have great practical benefit and are
workable we would not deny, but we
are concerned that there is a crisis of
confidence in science arising from
what are seen as its undesirable side
effects and its failure to "fix" some
pressing human problems. Nor
would we wish to disparage rationality because we regard our ability to
make scientific explanations as, not
the only means, but one important
means, of designing a better world.
What we seek is to enlarge the scope
of rational action in science-a commitment similar to that expressed by
WinogradandFlores(1987)asa "new
foundation for design." Design has to
do with what our action generates
and how this series of inventions influences our future action. It is only
beginning to emerge in our R&D tradition.
We see the first step as recognising
the influence of our tradition. Every
understanding arises out of a tradition which is a network of prejudices,
or pre-understanding, that opens the
space of possibilities for that understanding. This tradition is the background against which we interpret
and act, largely unaware of the historicity of our thinking. Our main concern, which will be addressed in more
detail, is that the insights which arise
from our tradition also constitute our
blindness, not primarily because our
knowledge is incomplete, but because of the very nature of our process of understanding. This has important implications for research
methodology and also for the managerial decision-making process
which is entailed in influencing the
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direction of research and the practical
application of research results.
The most important and, we believe, pernicious, aspect of our current scientific tradition is its reliance
on the information-processing paradigm which has it that the objects and
properties of the real world can be
represented as bits of information
which can be processed and transferred from one person to another as
the principal currency of science and
most human endeavour. This idea is
comparatively recent, dating from
about the time of Shannon and
Weaver (1949), but it is thoroughly
entrenched. It is embroiled in our attempts at understanding two of the
biggest issues in scientific R&D to-day: the use of computers (artificial
intelligence, expert systems and decision support systems) and the process of cognition (how do we know
about things and communicate this
knowledge?).
The emerging intellectual praxis
which is known as Social Ecology
(Russell, 1991) espouses the contextual science model which is the counterpoint to information processing,
i.e. Maturana and Varela's biology of
cognition. Social Ecology, which is
placedatthecuttingedgeofchanging
scientific traditions, deliberately
links this with a major tenet of contextual philosophy that practical experience is primary and to be valued
above theoretical understanding, being the more fundamental kind of
knowledge. Western tradition tends
to present theory as clear and experience as cloudy, but we maintain tha t
we do not relate to things primarily
through having representations of
them; ourprimary access to the world
is in acting without an awareness of
the state of our moment-to-moment
reflection.

of giving a meaning to the words
which is essentially context-dependent. Thus the language we use is that
which we have learned to interpret
through tradition and we make
progress in changing our ways as we
change our use of language. Meaning
is fundamentally social and based in
the action which arises in our language.
The notion of human cognition
has been re-orientated in a profound
(but difficult) way. The distinction
between subject and object no longer
applies; the interpreter and what is
interpreted do not exist independently; in our being-in-the-world, we
exist amidst our prejudices which
become the normal conditions of experiencing anything. There is never a
neutral viewpoint because our assumptions cannot all be made explicit. All that we can do is strive to
expand our horizon slightly, or gain a
better partial view of our preunderstandings within the social
context. Cognition occurs in our
praxis or concerned action in the
world.
The crux of this for our purpose is
the idea that action is not the same as
reflection-we are always somehow
in the situation. This means we cannot see clearly the everydayness we
live in and objects and properties will
only arise out of what is called a
breaking down-a "hiccup" in pro-ceedings, which brings the entities
involved clearly into view. This is the
space which is available for concerned action; it is not something
which has been defined by an objective observer, nor by any individual,
as is implicit in the way we do our
R&D. The way in which technology
arises in the world and the effects
which it has are seen in a different
light if this philosophical position is
entertained.

Some Pointers from Philosophy
A Grounding in Biological Science
The hermeneutic philosophy of
Gadamer (1975; 1976) and Heidegger
(1962), even viewed indirectly
through the writing of Winograd and
Bores (1987), appeals to us as a significant guide to understanding what
is happening with R&D in science.
Hermeneutics deals with the interpretation of language, where every
reading or hearing is taken to be an act

The Chilean biologist, Humberto
Maturana, has been the greatest inspiration to our enthusiasm-for-action about this. This probably reflects
ourfaith in practical science as a solid
grounding for working with the difficult circularities which arise in reasoning about second-order R&D.
Maturana has pointed out that there
is an important difference between
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doing philosophy and doing science.
In the former, it is the philosophical
principle which is the issue and is
being preserved whereas, in science,
it is the observed phenomenon which
has to be respected and principles are
expendable if they do not do justice to
the phenomenon as observed, however that can be determined.
This requires an agreed scientific
method which is sufficiently rigorous
that another scientist may be able to
repeat an experiment and have the
opportunity to draw a similar (or different) conclusion. This works well
and is very useful, of course, but it is
also likely to be mistaken for the objectivity of an independent, external,
reality-as in first-order R&D. It is in
biology that the evidence has arisen
which convinced us that a belief in
this kind of objectivity (and the related notion of information transfer)
was not serving us well because it
obscured our explanations and could
be obstructing progress in R&D.
Maturana and others working in
neurobiology realised that there was
no progress being made by trying to
map an apparent external reality of
objects and properties onto the nervous system of a living organism-the
representationist model did not seem
to work. They proposed that the essential organisation of living entailed
the systems notion of operational closure (a closed loop) and a self-generating, cognitive, process which
Maturana called autopoiesis (see
Maturana and Varela, 1973; 1980;
1987). The biochemical and physical
structure of an organism operates asa
network of production which is capable of conserving the identity (or organisation) of the organism as a
whole; when this fails, it dies. The
structural dynamics, or molecular
operations, are the sole determinants
of the sta te of the organism, but at the
same time theorganisationasa whole
has its own properties, which represents a kind of autonomy not previously regarded in biology (sec Varela,
1979).
Although it is open to material and
energetic exchange with its surrounding medium, the organism is
closed to any instructive interaction,
i.e. information or meaning. What are
known as environmental stimuli can
only trigger responses non-specifically; the responses are determined

by the physiological coherence or
structure. Stimuli and responses are
not inputs and outputs as suggested
in the cybernetic model; physiology
is strictly a set of correlations rather
than a messaging system and there is
no possibility of referring to the outside from the inside. Thus the information processing idea is a category
error in systems logic, confusi ng a
system-external with a system-internal view and obscuring rather than
clarifying the biological explanation.
The relationShip between organisms and with their environment is a
particular kind of structural coupling
in which changes within the organism and changes in its surrounding
medium are interlocked; they trigger
and select one another from the available possibilities, maintaining a
structural congruence as long as the
relationship exists. Thus we see coordinations of action which we describe
as learning, etc, without appreciating
that this is an observer's view which
describes a particular domain of interaction, not the constitu tive biological mechanism. We claim that an
adequate and complete explanation
of the way in which living organisms
change (in order to remain themselves!) is this recursive, coupled,
triggering interaction between structure-determined (but plastid entities.
This manifests itself in our networks of conversation. As with the
philosophy of Heidegger, the difficulty in seeing this lies in its obvious
everydayness. We do not realise that,
being only observers, li ving in actions
which can only be described in our
language, we bring forth our particular reality. We are not saying that we
create this reality, but that we bring
into operation ("relevate" to use
David Bohm's term) its objects and
properties by the process of making
distinctions in our conversation.
Thus the "problems" which we research and the "solutions" which we
"discover" do not have the grounds
in objective reality which we attribute
to them, but they are grounded in our
biological process of cognition. This
notion of cognition accords closely
with the Gadamerian philosophy
previously mentioned.
Failing to acknowledge this, we
tend not to take responsibility for our
actions, attributing them to a situation (and an ethic) which exists out-
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side of us. Our association with
Maturana and our colleagues has
brought forth our view that everything we say contributes to making
our world together and it is a laborious (but potentially rewarding)
"bootstrap" sort of process. The twoway effect of our internal state (or
emotions) on our possible range of
actions and our conversations on our
possible internal states means that
nothing in conversation is trivial, in a
biological sense. Von Foerster (1984)
has described this process as "synthetically deterministic," but "analytically indeterminable." Thus we
cannot know the future, nor predict
with a high degree of accuracy the
outcome of research, but we can
know that we are contributing to it in
a certain way, i.e. develop an ethic
which is biologically based.

Another Look at What Scientists Do
Traditionally, we refer to science as
reductionist in nature, but Maturana
has suggested that, strictly speaking,
it is not. It is our ability in science to
propose generative mechanisms, or
operational links, which explain
(rather than describe) the relationship between parts which appear
separate, that is more important than
simply describing smaller and
smaller parts. Accordingly, he and
Varela articulated four operations as
the criteria of validation for a scientific (as distinct from a non-scientific)
explanation. We have found it useful
to depict this four-step process,
which is not dependent on quantification for its integrity, in the followingmanner:
(1)

describing a phenomenon that has
been experienced and doing this in
a way that allows others to agree
or disagree as to its existence;

(2) proposing an explanation for the
existence of this described phenomenon. This explanation functions as a genera ti vemechanism in
the sense that, when the mechanism operates, the phenomenon
appears;

(3) deducing from the first experience,
other experiences that are coherent with the first and which would
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be expected to result from the operation of this mechanism that has
been proposed as an explanation;
and finally,
(4) experiencing the other phenomena
that were deduced in step (3),
Although quantification is not essential to this process, it is often useful, of
course, particularly in step (3).
Using these operations in science,
we begin and end with an experience.
We explain experience with experience and the generated explanation
remains secondary to the world of
daily Hving. What we may refer to as
our new knowledge is only understood in terms of effective action. The
particular scientific method used
does not give the theoretical expla nation any universal validity, but its
merit lies in being itself an explanation of a mechanism which can be
repea ted whenever necessary and referred to as science. Feyerabend
(1988) has argued from his interpretation of the history of science that there
can be no such thing as a "proper"
scientific method (i.e. for producing
"facts"). In practice, what happens is
that our being-in-the-world goes on,
but our way of doing something has
been changed, not arbitrarily, but
through positively addressing a communally-recognised need.

An Example of
Non-Traditional R&D
One of us (David) isa Principal Investigator of a current R&D project' in the
context of the lives of pastoralists and
their families engaged in Merino
wool production in the semiarid region of NSW, to the north of
Broken Hill. It is a complex project,
which has a team of
investigators, each with a different
background, engaged ina web of conversation with the pastoralists, because it carries a commitment to second-order R&D. Its progress to date
can be checked against the four steps
• This is a joint project of the Faculty of Agriculture and Rural Development, University of
Western Sydney, Hawkesbury (D.R Russell),
the School of Crop Science, University of Sydney (R.L. lson) and the Orana and Far Western
Region, NSW Agriculture (P.e. Davey) which
is funded by the Australian Wool Corporation.
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described earlier which are the criteria chosen to validate whether what is
being generated is a scientific explanation or not.
The description of the phenomenon (Step l), or the subject of this
study, was the everyday observation
that people (including pastoralists)
want to take certain actions and not
others. They need no persuasion to do
what they want to do, but can resist
the most sincere attempts to motivate
them to do something else (even
something which may seem to others
to be highly desirable). This phenomenon is particularly evident in the low
adoption rates of new technologies or
ideas by farmers generally and the
concern expressed about this by those
responsible for agricul tural extension
(sec Russell etal, 1989; HartIey, 1991).
In other words, the research question
here is: why do these pastoralists not
adopt more of the new technology
which is, in theory, available to them?
The explanation proposed (Step 2)
as a generative mechanism which
might constitutively account for this
phenomenon was as follows: the in-

dividual's emotional state of enthusiasm
determines the category and scope of actions which can occur. A corollary of
this is that pastoraIists in this situation have an enthusiasm-for-action
which predisposes to certain types of
management practice, but does not
permit certain other kinds of action to
occur. This explanation derives from
Maturana's statement that emotions
are, essentially, bodily predispositions for action.
In the course of conversation,
some
of
the
pastoraIist's
enthusiasms-for-action have become
apparent. From the operation of these
enthusiasms, what other experiences
and actions could be deduced (Step 3)
which would be coherent with their
actions in relation to R&D technology
and also be constituted by their particular emotional state? One such
indicator was deemed to be: taking
ownership of intermediary tasks for
facili tating fa rm management discussions or access to the world of R&D,
e.g. action-oriented meetings. At this
stage, there are indications that this is
happening, but further work is
needed on the final stage of verification by experience (Step 4).
The role of the researchers includes their part in co-revealing the

sequences of actions which affect the
adoption of new science or technology by these pastoralists. Accordingly, the conversation is not a "factfinding" mission, but a sharing of experiences or relating a sequence of
events. Thus it includes the narrative
type of explanation in which the coherence of happenings over time and
the intuitive flow of meaning is more
important than the precision of the
data. Agronomic and other data are
also collected, with the accuracy required to avoid confusion, bu t it is via
the telling of stories by both researchers and pastoralists that the vital
phenomenological data (of experiences) and hermeneutic data (of interpretation) can be recorded and
collated into patterns.
Possible outcomes from this sort of
research are not entirely predictable.
As well as being "analytically indeterminable", they are a communal
creation based on personal responsibility, not a discrete technological
"fix" applied to a physical problem
which existed "out there:' The practical value of this work lies in its
ownership by the pastoralists themselves, its potential to open doors in
new directions, its immediate applicability and its testability as a coherent scientific endeavour.
The phenomenon of blindness to
everyday cognitive function (when
compared with the external technological fix), can make this type of research appear to some to be rather
simplistic or even superfluous. Indeed it seems to us that the more
successful agricultural R&D personnel (particularly extension officers)
utilise this kind of process while officially operating in the first-order
R&D sense. We are referring to what
these people are actually doing and to
the limitations of working within an
outmoded and inappropriate paradigm of technology and information
transfer. It is not good enough in science to simply guess at the mechanism, however. Unravelling it carefully leads to stepwise forward
progress, e.g. the next step could be to
address the history of interactions
which produced the particular
enthusiasms of the pastoralists, today.
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Management Associated with R&D
Management is often equated with
decision making, which is described
as a process of choosing between alternative courses of action-an heuristic search in a given space of possibilities-bu t this description does not
fit the observed phenomenon very
well. Winograd and Flores (1987)
have shown how this idea (in theory)
fails to account for the twin effects (in
practice) of the background and being-in-the-situation. It happens that
the hard part is formulating the question, or seeing how the alternatives
relevant to a particular context came
into being. Most problems requiring
decisions tend to be fuzzy issues
which are not really clear to anyone
involved with them, so they are based
on a personal judgement and, as we
have seen, they are construed in our
language, e.g. the "energy crisis."
This means that the space of solutions is generated by the commitment
in language of those who talk about it;
it is not really a matter of choosing,
but of generating. By regarding language, not as a means of transmitting
information, but as a "mutually-orienting social action" (Winograd and
Flores, 1987), we see that the conversation generates the commitment to
action. We design our future in our
language. The business of ranking
alternatives and choosing between
alternatives, which we tend to regard
as the most important stuff of management, is far from being the complete story.
The process of determining research priorities, for example, is a
particular way of making distinctions
which serves the conversation at a
relatively high level in an administrative hierarchy where broad resource
allocation is controlled. When we acknowledge that these particular distinctions also serve to consolidate our
blindness, we appreciate the need to
use them at other levels, not as absolutes, but only as triggers to promote
a conversation, which is the necessary predisposition to action.
The allocation of funds for research on the basis of (supposedly)
dearly-defined, relatively long-term
outcomes, while it is a necessary device at a certain level of managerial
conversation, is also a construction
on which we cannot rely too heavily

at the level of action. What appears to
us to be really happening in the most
effective research is that there is (1) a
genuine commitment in language, i.e.
a desire to follow a particular line of
research (a personal enthusiasm-foraction) coupled with (2) a public concern that this could, possibly, be a
way of seeing something to which we
were previously blind. Therefore research funding is (and should be) influenced morc by effective conversation-for-action, than by the distinctions made in setting priorities and
goals. It is when someone proposes a
new distinction which was not seen in
the research program planning that
the most effective action occurs. The
increasing tendency in some organisations to tie research funding strictI y
to industry-defined goals, if it narrows the conversation-for-action,
may gradually stifle research
progress in those organisations.
We are suggesting that an awareness of the possibili ties a nd the limi tations of our natural process of cognition, based on modem biology and
contextual philosophy, enlarges the
scope of managerial options in R&D.
It is in positive, uninhibited, conversation that we can make visible a portion of our previous blind spots. The
"lateral thinking" of de Bono makes
use of this. Expert Systems and Decision Support Systems based on the
information-processing model have
a role, but it may be a limited role,
unless the phenomenon of blindness,
which is an integral part of our cognition, can be addressed. Winograd
and Flores (1987) discussed the ways
in which computers could be more
effectively utilised as "tools for conversation" within organisations
which are seen as networks of commitments and where the role of management is essentially to take care of
these networks.

sation nor the precise nature of the
change, but we believe that these elements foster the development of second-order R&D. Crystal ball gazing,
either on a grand scale by the world's
best experts or in local politics, has
been notoriously unsuccessful. Current practice in science and philosophy indicates to us that, acting in a
concerned manner, we can see where
we are going on a short-term basis
and thus we can live according to our
particular biological ethics at all
times. Ironically, the protection of our
future seems to depend not so much
on knowing all the long-term consequences as on acting responsibly and
rationally today.
The elements are:
1. An invitation to join in a conversation in which the other's "story"
is respected as legitimate at all
times and it is acknowledged that
the conversation itself is important. This conversation will include farmers and their families,
advisers and researchers and their
managers, as equal participants,
though with varied talents and
skills.

A Conversation for Change in the
Practice of Science

2. A sharing of concerns, unresolved
questions about what to do next,
loose threads or dead-ends in our
stories and also hopes and dreams.
This is a kind of dialogue through
acknowledging different ways of
seeing things ra ther than a striving
for consensus. In it there is a space
created for talking about su<:h
matters as the vicissitudes of the
farming environment, the underlying ambitions of the people concerned (farmers, advisers, researchers and managers), the
"silly" ideas which could not be
justified in prudent research or
farming, and the gems of wisdom
contained in stories from far and
wide-an opportunity for listening as well as spelling out.

Based on what we have said, we claim
that change will occur within a tradition, grad ually, by means of actions
arising in a network of conversation.
We have attempted to list, below,
what we think might be some principal elements of that conversation so
far as scientific R& D is concerned. We
cannot predict the form of the conver-

3. An acknowledgment of both the
need for managerial distinctions
about priorities and goals, in research and on the farm, and the
inherent limitation of adhering to
these distinctions-because of the
phenomenon of blindness in the
cognitive process which can turn a
creative spiral into a vicious circle.
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It is in acknowledging that we-

don' t-know-beca use-we-can' tsee-that-we-don't-know that the
space is crea ted for a genui ne commitment in language to arise.
4. A commitment in language to the
resolution of some of the communally-generated issues, or matters
of concern-within the network of
conversation itself. This involves
taking responsibility for characterising the current state of irresolution, e.g. costs exceeding the
value of production, apparently
irreversible land degrada tion,
losses due to pests and disease, etc.
and designing a stepwise progression towards its resolution, which
will have been reached when there
is no longer any need for that discussion.
Second-order R&D entails a personal responsibility based on acknowledging the process of cognition, so that the emphasis is shifted
somewhat from research priorities
and goals per se to the nature of the
conversation itself. The term "technology (or information) transfer",
still serves as an heuristic device (and
trigger) to talk about one aspect of
this, despite its limitations as an explanation of the mechanism involved. The cognitive biology and
contextual philosophy described
here appears to us to offer a better
explanation and acknowledgment of
what it is that the most successful
people actually are doing within our
present R&D system.
In no sense do we advocate a
weakening of scientific practice. By
enlarging the grounds of rationality
to enable second-order R&D to become a larger part of our tradition, we
claim that the practice of science will
beeome a still more useful aspect of
our human endeavour.

Gadamer H-G. (1976). Philosophical
Hermeneutics (translated by D.E.
Linge). University of California Press,
Berkeley.
Hartley R (1991). Did you get the message? Agricultural Science, 4 : 40.
Heidegger M. (1962). Being and Time
<translated by J. Macquarrie and E.
Robinson). Harper and Row, New
York.
Maturana H.R and Varela F.J. (1973.)
Autopoiesis: the organisation of the
living, in Maturana H.R and Varela
F.J. (1980) Autopoiesis and Cognition: the
realisation of the living. Reidel,
Dordrecht.
Maturana H.R and Varela F.J. (1980)
Autopoiesis and Cognition - the realisation of the living. Reidel, Dordrecht.
Maturana H.R and Varela F.]. (1987). The
Tree of Knowledge - the biological roots of
human understanding. Shambala, Boston.
Russell D.n., Ison RL, Gamble D.R and
Williams RK. (1989) A critical review of
rural extension theory and practice (a report for the Australian Wool Corporation). University of Western Sydney,
Hawkesbury, Richmond.
Russell D.n. (1991) Social ecology as innovative education and research: its actions and its explanations. Studies in
Continuing Education, Special Issue Educating for Change (in press).
Russell D.13. and Ison RL. (1991) The research-development relationship in
rangelands: an opportunity for contextual science. Proc. Fourth Internat.
Rangelands Congr., Montpellier,
France (in press).
Shannon C. and Weaver W. (1949) The
Mathematical Theory of Communication.
University of Illinois Press, Urbana.
Varela F.J. (1979) Principles of Biological
Autonomy. North Holland, New York.
von Foerstcr H. (1984) Principles of selforganisation in a sodo-managerial
context. In Ulrich H. and Probst G.J.13.
Self Organisation and Management of
Social Systems. Springer-Verlag, Berlin.
Winograd T. and F10res F. (1987) Understanding Computers and Cognition: A
new foundation for design. AddisonWesley, New York.

References
de Bono E. (1991). I Am Right, You Are
Wrong. Penguin Books, London.
Feyerabend P. (1988). Against Method.
Verso, London.
Gadamer H-G. (1975). Truth and Method
(translated and edited by G. Barden
and J. Cumming). Seabury Press, New
York.

30

Gadamer, Action and Reason Conference 1991

Heidegger,
Cadamer and the
Came of Science
A/ex Reiche/
Department of Applied Mathematics
University of Sydney

artin Heidegger was a
mountain farmer, born, so to
speak, with skis on his feet.
Mountaineer, farmer and
skier are essential accoutrements for philosophers no less than
for popes. Farming binds one to Aristotle with a centrality in the experienced real, a connaturaIity with nature in which the object-subject dichotomy disappears, and practical
philosophy with its subtle links to
ethics justifies itselfby always seeking
for what is better. A good farmer
knows his animals by name, almost in
the Adamic sense, and can take liberties, indeed intimacies, with them in
the quest for that better.
Heidegger had mountains in his
soul, the highest and unconquerable
one was Being, Being without existence, without a name in any naturalistic sense, about which it was possible
to speak only in analogical terms. The
mountain, aperiodically and unpredictably in human and personal history is alternatively resplendent in
bright sunshine or hidden behind a
blinding snowstorm. But it is always
there with a derivative thereness in all
existing things, whether entities or relationships. The mountain springs
gush forth the pure clear draught of
life. Even 'the turn' in Heidegger's
philosophy refers to a corner of a zigzag trailleadingup the mountainside,
a change in direction, not as I had first
thought to the consummate skill of a
Christiana turn in skiing. That would
give a different meaning. It was from

M

Being that Dasein, the being-in-theworld, derived its essential note of
temporali ty.
In skiing one must overcome every
flatland instinct by committing one's
whole body to a downhill lean from
the ankles, deliberately courting a fall.
In this way a new physics is discovered in which body and mind, skis,
slope and snow come together in a
new unity and harmony. One has the
sense that one is not skiing but being
'skied.' All of this is prior to a language of description. As skill develops and after many crashes, obstacles
in one's path, like moguls, become
occasions for gaining momentum, for
increasing experience and indeed, exhilaration. One proceeds down the
slope in the face of infinitely varied
snow conditions with a mixture of coordinated rationality and purpose,
heuristics and the playing of calculated hunches. One does not confront
brick walls but skirts around them.
At this point we might introduce a
postmodern flavour by noting that
the skis today, the instruments
whereby the enframed real wri tes on
the skier, may be made of high-tech
ceramics, aerodynamically designed
by compu ter and imported from Austria. The boots may be made of polyurethaneand imported from America
and the stocks of lightweight metal
alloy and plastic imported from
france. It may be claimed that there is
a subset of modem technology which
is counter-indicative of alienation,
which in fact enhances the interpreta-
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Both Heldegger and Gadamer see
hermeneutlcs as basic explication of the
experience of truth. The hermeneutlc
styles of these two are compared by employing the metaphor of play. This basic
human good may have general applicabilIty in the construction of knowledge of the
real world and thus an important role to
play In the philosophy of science.
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tion of the text and offers a more direct
construction of the experienced real.
The same can not be said for
snowmobiles or even perhaps of the
factories in which the skis are mass
produced.
For Heidegger, technology is a way
of revealing; science is a way of seeing,
a be-holding of that which is revealed.
Science depends on technology as a
cultural way of seeing that which is
revealed. To quote Heidegger,l
Modem science's way of representing pursues and entraps nature as a
calculable coherence of forces.
Modem physics is not experimental physics because it applies apparatus to the questioning of nature.
The reverse is true. Because physics, indeed already as pure theory,
sets nature up to exhibit itself as a
coherence of forces calculable in
advance, it orders its experiments
precisely for the purpose of asking
whether and how nature reports
itself when set up in this way.
Thus this text reveals Heidegger as
perhaps the father of instrumental realism, the 'praxis/cultural perception' model of the scientific enterprise;
something of a 'skier's guide to the
galaxy.' There is no unique praxis and
a wide variety of cultures centrally
related to one's accepted worldview.
As Thomas Kuhn 2 has pointed out, "a
paradigm is pre-requisite to perception itself." Although the real continues to express itself, i.e. truth continues to happen, it is not possible for
science to exhaust it. This is far from
being a commitment to the self-canceiling thesis of the relativity of truth.
Hans-Georg Gadamer, on the other
hand, was a flatlander and his game
was handball. This game, involving
two players who 'dialogue' with each
other by means of a hard rubber ball
hit with the hand, is played on a flat
court with walls; no player has privileged status by virtue of the terrain.
The players lose a lot of sweat and
apart from the sting of the ball on the
hand, run the risk of skinning the
knuckles on the sidewall in the attempt to return a ball with particu1arly tricky curvature.
In his famous pain ting of the School
of Athens, Raphael depicts the philosopher Parmenides with a contemplative mien, standing on a block of
32

marble which symbolises eternal and
immutable Being. In Gadamer's
handball the masonry wall might
serve the same purpose. The ball,
symbol of the dialogic mode of beingcontainment, is conditioned by the
wall at each valid play, receiving from
it the multiplicity of possible trajectories and curvatures over and above
those intended by one's friendly opponent. A symbol always has vastly
more meaning than its physical embodiment. What emerges from the
repeated use of a symbol is much
greater than the sum of the insights
occasioned by each use. The real is
ultimately non-representable. The
derivation of the word 'symbol' is
fortunate for our present purpose. It
comes from the Greek 'symballcin' to
throw together or put together. The
word 'ball' is also from 'ballein,' to
toss, to throw, to dance. 'Ball' is also a
social assembly for the purpose of
dancing; as the current teenage argot
would have it, 'having a ball.' this
enables us to introduce the notion of
'celebration' into the knowledge
quest, but one must not let fundamentalist scientists know this since it
is an affront to their hubris of selfconscious seriousness.
In his lectures to students,
Gadamerl was wont to mention every
possible facet of the matter in hand,
being scrupulous to mention every
complication in the argument. His
friends had invented a new scientific
measure, the 'Gad,' which was a
measure of unnecessary complications. Even so, his method was found
productive; one could be comfortable
with the vision which finally
emerged. One can imagine that in his
handball Gadamer was adept at
putting much 'English,' or in his case
'German,' on the ball. But it was not
each play of the ball which riveted
attention, but rather the outcome of
the whole game and in the light of this
the individual strokes could be
evaluated. Indeed there would be a
whole series of games in the overall
competition and even vows to be
better next year if the team was runner-up this year, as Gadamer's team
often were. Whatever prejudgements
as to appropriate strategies for the
future were it is certain that they
would be modified by and changed
by actual involvement in the context
of the game. One could not lean on

one's own understanding but kept
oneself open to what was more than
oneself, the communal, the greater
whole, the universal. There can be no
play without prejudice. It takes the
experience of the game to open the
mind, to modify and develop one's
initial conjectures which are often
rash and premature.
It is interesting to note that even
though Heidegger sometimes turned
up to handball practice he was not
very good at it. In fact Heidegger
stayed away from philosophy conferences on principle but one cannot
imagine Gadamer ever missing one.
In handball, the attitude one has in
addressing the ball is of critical importance. If one regards the situation as
the pitting of the indubitable 'I,' the
ego, the subject, with its vast range of
essential and basic skills against 'It,'
the spinning and bouncing object, one
will very quickly find one's limitations. In handball the object-subject
dichotomy reduces the game to
positivistic 'hit-and-giggle.' The successful player becomes so thoroughly
absorbed in the context of court, ball,
opponent, hand and whole self in a
totally unconscious manner that the
game, so to speak, has a life of its own.
Once again the players are being
played. The ego is lost in the seriousness of the game, a seriousness not
unrelieved by joy. There is an ecstasis
away from the self, an excursion to
and return from a world discovered as
one's very own. The game provides a
framework, a context, in and through
which a revealing, an ou tcome, even a
destining, might occur. In any game,
of course, there are rules to be observed, limits to freedom which
strangely still allow an infinite variety
of individual plays. The rules provide
a context within which the real may
manifest itself, even if in a limited
way.
It is only after the game that one can
relax with a good book and a long cool
swig of beer to replace the sweat, as
Gadamerisshownina photograph on
one of his books, that a post-mortem
to the game can be held. But in doing
this one returns to the artificial language of criticism and bookishness. It
is not the game which is now discussed but a construction, a figment of
the imagination. Just as any manual
on sex education, discussing sex in a
calm, objective and dispassionate
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manner, is not talking about sex at all,
any positivist account of phenomena
is a kind of pornography.
Both Heidegger and Gadamer affinn that we have ourselves towards
existence as players towards a game.
Being not at home in the world is like
not allowing the game to play us. It is
from this condition that method and
epistemology arise, the object and
subject split, the split between I and
others, self and world, past and
present.
Gadamer sees a unity in art, play
and truth. In this he may be reflecting
the perceived unity in all the basic
human goods, the basis of human
flourishing and freedom, seen by
those in the Aristotelian ethical tradition. John Finnis, in his book Natural
Law and Natural Rights,· lists these
constituents of human flourishing as
follows: (i) life, (ii) knowledge (Le.
scientia), (Hi) being reasonable in one's
actions (which includes integrity and
authenticity), (iv) play, (v) appreciation of the beautiful, (vi) friendship,
(vii) love of God. These are the first
principles of practical reason. Each is
in a sense generic and may be realised
in a vast variety of instances. There is
no measure w hereby one can be set as
more importantthan another. There is
no a priori hierarchy, only a hierarchy
established by the fr€..'e choice of each
individual person. Of whatever kind
of person each one is, the ordering of
ends will be consonant with that kind.
Practical reasonableness would seem
to be involved in such a choice and
also to direct the pursuit of all the
other human goods. It is not difficult
to see that any choice of a good action,
for example, mUSicianship, will involve the other human goods to a
greater or less degree. All are authentic ways of being-in-the-world
which are emblematic of Being per se,
the finality of human fulfillment.
Thus it makes perfect sense to
consider truth and beauty, art and
scientia as play. Play is, in Gadamer's
sense, the way of being of an artwork,
which has nothing to do with the artist's disposition or that of those who
enjoy it. It has nothing to do with
personal subjective preference. Art is
manifestation of being. Heidegger,S in
his treatment of Aristotle's four
causes, sees them as 'modes of occasioning,' 'playing in unison.' He
quotes Plato's Symposium: "Every oc-

casion for whatever passes beyond
the non present and goes forward into
presencing is poiesis, bringing-forth."
This 'bringing forth' applies not only
to artifacts, not only to art and poetry
but also physis, the arising of something from out of itself, nature's
presencing. Physis is poiesis in the
highest sense, the 'bursting open' belonging to 'bringing forth,' e.g. the
bursting of a blossom into bloom, in
itself.' The tenns 'presencing,' 'bringing forth,' 'belonging to' and 'bursting
open' are, of course, examples of abstract relations which are essential
understandings in properly human
functioning and it is their share of
being which makes connaturality
possible. In scientia it is not entities
which command attention so much as
the relations between them. Through
abstract relations, knower and known
blend together in a cognitive unity, in
a sharing of common 'fonn.' The activityofknowingmustsharecommon
structures with the source of that activity, viz. the thing known. The activities and passivities of the human
person inside are mirrored in the activities and passivities of external nature, the propensities and potentialities inside are realised outside, and so
on.
To follow Gadamer is to learn how
futile is the quest for scientific exactness, the assignment of measure and
number, as if these were once-for-all
given. He is not at one with current
and dominant ways of thinking and
he sees this as an essential note of the
philosopher. However he affirms one
universal as basic to any approach to
the life-world and that is
hermeneutics, the classical art of understanding texts; texts which are not
limited to books. The natural sciences
are special cases of the henneneutic
process. In speaking of the aims of
Truth and Method, Gadamer says:
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It aims to seek ou t the experience of
truth that transcends the realm of
control of scientific methodology
wherever it is met and to inquire
into the legitimacy proper to it.
Thus the Geisteswissenshaften
merge with kinds of experience
which lie outside science, with the
experience of philosophy, with the
experience of art, and with the experience of history itself. All these
are kinds of experience in which

truth that cannot be verified by the
methodical means of science makes
itself known.'
We have moved away, of course,
from the era in which Gadamer wrote,
and in which scientific methodology
had much more credibility as a means
of seeking truth than it does at present
after the onslaught of modem philosophy of science. Developments in
this field since 1977 have been quite
prolific, as shown in Steve Fuller's
excellent review7 and the impression
that there is a revolution yet to come
seems inescapable. It is now quite
difficult to say what science is, and
whatever it is as a phenomenon, its
adherents by and large would no
longer impute to it a monopoly of
truth, except those fundamentalist
fossils threatened by revolutionary
change. Gadamer's central thesis is
that truth cannot be equated to so
called 'methodical truth.'
The philosophy and sociology of
science phenomenon might be described in terms of an image due to
Umberto Eco, viz. voyeurism in sport.
Eco is talking of 'big sport' like big
soccer, and the voyeurs are not only
the spectators but include the whole
panoply of vicarious players. This is
second order sport 'sport squared.'
'Sport squared' generates 'sport
cubed,' the discussion of sport carried
ou t by the sports press. This genera tes
in turn discussion on the sports press,
sport raised to the nth power. As Eco
says,S "The discussion on the sports
press is discourse on a discourse
about watching others' sport as discourse."
Although one feels instinctively
that Gadamer would still feel at home
with sport raised to the nth power, for
Heidegger it is not a manifestation of
the real at all but what he called "idle
talk." To quote Heidegger/
Idle talk is the possibility of understanding everything without previously making the thing one's
own ... Idle talk does not have the
kind of Being which belongs to consciously passing off something as
something else ... Thus, by its very
nature, idle talk is a closing off,
since to go back to the ground of
what is talked about is something
which it leaves undone.
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For Gadamer, on the other hand,
On the other hand, the central reevery hermeneutic excursion is an flective focus of a Gadamer game is
essay in self-understanding by means ''Who am I becoming?" It is experiof understanding others; an assimila- ential learning for Being. It is a praction and integration into emerging tical participative involvement in real
aesthetics; a response to the disinte- world projects and contexts. One sees
gration and fragmentation resulting oneself as a faciUtator and co-creator
from alienation from tradition. The of what is better, with the humility to
aim of hermeneutics is mutual under- understand that a change for the betstanding, but this is not all that is ter enacted in the local experiential
envisioned. Gadamer uses an artistic context may be a disaster when apand cultural metaphor which he calls plied globally.
BiIdung. By self-surrender and servWe can summarise with a quotaing a man is on the way to the full tion from Gadamer:
realisation of his human potential
To seek one's own in the alien,
which is the cultivation of the image of
God within him. To paraphrase a well
to become at home in it, is the
known saying, "The glory of God is
basic movement of spirit,
man fully enculturated." Bildung bewhose being is only return to
itself from what is other.]]
speaks a mode of knowing which is a
kind of direct apprehension of the real
according to taste and to sensus
communis; an immediate judgement Notes
without any more basic criteria of
judgement. It is, nevertheless, a mode 1 Heidegger, M. (1977). The Question
of knowing which is educable.
Concerning Technology, Basic WritOne can avoid Heidegger's "idle ings, New York, Harper and Row,
talk" criticism by oneself being in- p.303.
volved in a first order game. But even
then it is a question of degree. The 2 Kuhn, T. (1970). The Structure of Sciparticular enemies of hermeneutical entific Revolutions, Chicago University
understanding are the kinds of Press, p.133.
knowledge claims which cannot be
understood. There are many exam- 3 Gadamer, H-G. (1985). Philosophical
ples in the disembodied, monologicaI, Apprenticeships, trans. Robert R.
so-called objective sciences. Hermen- Sullivan, MIT Press.
eutics provides a viewpoint for a critique of the abstract, propositional, 4 Finnis, J. (1980). Natural Law and
mono-disciplinary subject matter en- Natural Rights, Oarenden Press, Oxgineered by experts whose focus of ford.
reflection is then their superior head
knowledge. Even so, alarm bells 5 Heidegger, M. (1977). Op. Cit.
should only ring when such attempts
at knowledge are applied in human 6 Gadamer, H-G. (1975). Truth and
and social contexts. The same kind of Method, trans. WiUiam Glen-Doepal,
criticism applies when technical so- Sheed and Ward, London, introduclutions to pre-conceived problems are tion.
first worked out in the head and are
7 Fuller, S. (1989). The philosophy of
then made-to-happen in exterior
science since Kuhn: readings on the
contexts without feedback from the
revolution that has yet to come,
context. Such 'master craftsmen' opChoice, December, p. 595.
erate on a world conceived as a fixed
reality to be manipulated by 'quick- 8 Eco, U. (1987). Travels in Hyperreality,
fix' solutions. However, as FisherlO Picador, p.162.
has pointed out, attempts to 'fix'
problems rest on the technologist's 9 Heidegger, M. (1962). Being and Time,
implicit understanding that problems Harper and Row, New York, p.213.
can be understood by constructing an
ever more detailed picture of them as 10 Fisher, F. G. (1991). Dissolving the
distinct from the technologist himself
as problem formulator. The focus of
reflection is 'What can I DO?'
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Stranglehold of the Fix: A Role for Social
Construction in Dealing with Environmental Dislocation, CHAST (in print).
11 Gadamer, H-G. (1975). Truth and
Method, op. cit., p. 15.

Gadamer, Action and Reason Conference 1991

Asian Studies
and
the Fusion of
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Adrian Snodgrass
Department of Architecture
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ur economic survival depends
on trade with Japan; our geographical proximity to Asia
must be acknowledged in our
trade and foreign policies; if
we are to maintain our current
standards of living we must open up
new Asian markets; ... and so on.
These and like statements are commonplace. Equ-ally commonplace
are statements concerning the educational entail-ments: we need to know
a great deal more than we do about
Asia; we need more research in Asian
subjects; we need to attract more students into Asian Studies; ... etc.1 Universities have been given the task of
providing the knowledge necessary
for dealing with Asia and accordingly
motherhood and mission statements
have proliferated; committees and institutes have been setup; reports prepared; strategies developed; funding
and enrolments increased; and new
Asian Studies programs and courses
initiated.2
In the rhetoric which accompanies
this commendable flurry of activity,
there is general agreement that Australians are deplorably ignorant of
Asia, and that what is needed is an
increase in knowledge. We must increase our knowledge of Asia or suffer the economic consequences. But
within this general agreement two
voices are audible, expressing a tension between pragmatic aims on the
one hand and scholarly and cultural
aims on the other. One voice argues
that universities are to provide us

O

with the practical knowledge we need
to attain an equal or preferably privileged position in our trading, diplomatic, economic, and other dealings
with Asian countries. This is to acquire knowledge for the enabling
power it gives.3
Another voice, by contrast, argues
that this approach runs counter to the
time-honoured role of universities in
fostering a disinterested scholarship
which pursues knowledge for its own
sake and without concern for immediate outcomes. Further, an exclusive
preoccupation with practical knowledge will not give a balanced view of
Asia, one which acknowledges its
great cultural achievements. In our
pursuit of knowledge for economic
gain, we must not overlook the importance of the cultural aspects of
Asia. We must balance our courses
dealing with the everyday concerns
of the marketplace with courses in art
and literature. We must not be
branded as Philistines, driven by
merely economic motives.
Both sides of this argument put
their faith in knowledge as the key to
success in our dealings with Asia. It is
ignorance that disables us in our encounters with the East. On the one
hand we lack the type of knowledge
that has immediate practical application; and on the other we lack a
knowledge of Asian culture which
would allow us to present ourselves
to Asians as other than uncultivated
and mercenary bumpkins.
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There are two arguments in the rhetoric
accompanying the current refurbishing
and expansion of Asian Studies prog rams
In Australian universities. One says we
must acquire a factual knowledge of Asia
sufficient to enable us to deal on equal
terms in the marketplace. Acounter-argument claims that these pragmatic
considerations are to be balanced by diSInterested scholarship and by Introducing
students to the arts of Asia. By reference
to aspects of Hans-Georg Gadamer's
hermeneutical philosophy this paper indicates the shortcomings of both arguments.lt contrasts knowledge and understanding, and Indicates that a true understanding of Asian phenomena cannot be
gained solely by language studies and an
accumulation of factual knowledge, nor
by an acquaintance with Asian culture, but
requires adialogical exchange involving a
fusion of horlzons,lnwhlch the prejudices
we bring to an encounter with the unfamilIar are transformed. Gadamer's Ideas, it is
suggested, have profound implications
for the educational aims and practices of
Asian Studies.
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Both sides of the argument are
plausible; but both overlook the fact
that knowledge, whether of practicali ties or culture, is not alone sufficient to improve our skills in dealing
with our Asian neighbours. It is not
only knowledge we lack, but understanding; and lack of understanding
does not equate either a lack of
knowledge or, as will be shown, a lack
of goodwill, tolerance, or the ability to
sympathize or identify wi th the outlook of others.
If understanding is none of these, in
what does it consist? Hermeneutical
philosophy is concerned with answering this question, and one of the
aims of this paper is to pick out some
parts of its answer and apply them to
clarify the way in which we come to
understand an unfamiliar culture.
Hermeneutics is concerned with the
way in which we interpret and arrive
at an understanding of a text, but its
findings can be extrapolated to every
event of interpretation and understanding, including the interpretation
and understanding of Asian modes of
thought or action. We come to an understanding of the "text" of the Asian
phenomenon in the same way that we
come to an understanding of a written
text, or of anything else that needs to
be interpreted and understood. An
application of the findings of
hermeneutical philosophy, and especially Hans-Georg Gadamer' s contributions to that philosophy, disclose
some of the inadequacies of considering the function and aims of Asian
Studies exclUSively in terms of knowledge.

•

• •

Underpinning university strategies
for the development of Asian Studies
is the assumption that they aim to
accumulate and teach knowledge and
that they are or should be objective, to
accord with the Cartesian and scientific ideal that separates the subject
from the object and disallows prejudices or any other subjective state of
mind to intrude into the relationship.
In this view an encounter with an
Asian culture is an encounter with
something wholly other; one's own
predilections, ideologies and cultural
proclivities play no part in the equation. One knows the other from a
distance.
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This corresponds to the first of
three types ofl-Thou relationship that
Gadamer describes to elucidate the
sort of dynamics that come into play
in the hermeneutical event of understanding a text. 4 His explication of the
I-Thou relationships serves equally
well, however, to indicate the way in
which we come to an understanding
of anything unfamiliar, such as a foreign culture, which can here be taken
as the "text" or the "Thou" which we
arc attempting to interpret
The first mode of encounter of the I
and the Thou discussed by Gadamer
is that in which the Thou is treated as
wholly separate and as an object to be
manipulated and controlled. The I
confronts the Thou "in a free and
uninvolved way, and, by methodically excluding all subjective elements in regard to it,... discovers
what it contains."s The I is not interested in the Thou as a human being,
but only in "human nature," so that
the I "seeks to discover things that are
typical in the behaviour of one's fellow men and is able to make predictions concerning another person on
the basis of experience."6 Thus
viewed as an impersonal object, the
behaviour of the Thou is made predictable, just like any other typical
event we experience.
Gadamer places this relation to the
Thou among those approaches to understanding which evidence a "naive
faith in method and in the objectivity
that can be attained through it."7 It is
an approach, says Gadamer, which is
typified by the social sciences when
they attempt to emulate the methods
of the natural sciences.
This approach is flawed in that it,
takes account only of a partial
aspect of the actual procedure of
the human sciences, and even that
is schematically reduced, in thatit
is only wha t is typical and regular
that is taken account of in human
behaviour. This flattens out the
hermeneutical experience ... 8
By treating the other as an object,
the interpreter prevents it from
speaking for itself, so that no dialogue
takes place. The conversation is
wholly one-sided.
Gadamer says this objective form
of interpretation "contradicts the
moral definition of man"9 in that it

views him as a means to be used to
attain ends that are to one's own advantage. In this connection, Gadamer
ci tes Kant, who says tha t it is morally
irresponsible to use others as a means
to an end, since man is always to be
considered as an end in himself.loTo
treat the Thou as an object lacks morality because it involves the explicit
or implicit domination of the other.
The second form of interpretation
discussed by Gadamer is the sort of
conversation in which the I acknowledges that the Thou is a person but
nevertheless remains self~related.
The conversation lacks reciprocity;
the relation is reflective, in that for
every claim of the Thou the I makes a
counter~claim.

One claims to express the other's
claim and even to understand the
other better than the other understands himself. In this way the
'Thou' loses the immediacy with
which it makes its claim. It is understood, but this means that it is
anticipated and intercepted reflectively from the standpoint of
the other person.lI
This is a struggle for mutual recognition. In an extreme case it can lead to
a complete domination of one of the
two speakers. In this relationship the
"dialectic of reciprocity that governs
all I-Thou relationships is inevitably
hidden from the mind of the individual."12
When I think Iknow what the other
says better than he does himself, "put
words into his mouth" and speak on
his behalf, I successfully silence any
claims his proposals might make on
me. I do not accept the meaningful
content of his utterance as a truth
claim that impinges upon and calls
into question my own concepts of
what is true.
Gadamer citesas an example of this
form of dialectic "an authoritarian
form of welfare work," which penetrates "all relationships between
men asa reflective form of the effort to
dominate. The claim to understand
the other person in ad vance performs
the function of keeping the claim of
the other person at a distance." 13
In this form of Asian Studies the
interpreter is not concerned whether
or not the culture studied can validly
lay claims to aspects of truth. The
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interpreter speaks for the culture but
only to the extent that what is said
performs a self-serving function. The
interpretation is entirely self-related;
the interpreter does not see his or her
own culture in a new way in the light
of the unfamiliar one, nor accepts the
unfamiliar as a challenge to his or her
own beliefs and attitudes. The interpreter accepts no responsibility to
answer the questions the other
raises.!4
In speaking for the other culture
the interpreter claims to understand
it, and thus rules out the need to answer its truth claims. The interpreter
claims to speak for the other in a free,
unprejudiced and objective manner;
and it is precisely this "objectivity"
which prevents the Thou from contributing to or participating in the
dialogue. Here again, as in the first
form of encounter, the Thou remains
remote and there is none of the reciprocal and equal give-and-take of
true dialogue.IS The I rejects a mutual
and living relationship with the Thou
and thus destroys the moral bond of
the relationshi p and the true meaning
of what the other has to say.
The third approach to an encounter
with the other is one in which the I
experiences the Thou truly asa Thou,
that is, listens to what he has to say
and recognizes his claim to truth.!' For
true listening the I must be open to
what the other says.
But this openness exists ultimately not only for the person to
whom one listens, but rather
anyone who listens is fundamentally open. Without this kind of
openness to one another there is
no genuine human relationship.
Belonging together always also
means being able to listen to one
another. When two people understand each other, this does not
mean that one person 'understands' the other, in the sense of
surveying him. Similarly, to hear
and obey someone does not mean
simply that we do blindly what
the other desires. We call such a
person a slave. Openness to the
other, then, includes the acknowledgement that I must accept some things that are against
myself, even though there is no
one else who asks this of me. 17

Similarly, in the hermeneutical experience of an alien culture, I must acknowledge the validi ty of its claims,
not by simply acknowledging its
otherness, "but in such a way that it
has something to say to me."18
With regard to the idea of "openness" Gadamer cites Schlegel's
"axiom of familiarity, ... [namely,]
that things must always have been
[and must be now] just as they are
with us, for things are naturally like
this."19 This attitude negates openness, being a naive appropriation of
the other, an assimilation that disallows any appreciation of the differences that make another culture
unique and thus denies that it has
anything new to offer us. By contrast,
The hermeneutical consciousness
has its fulfilment, not in its methodological sureness of itself, but
in the same readiness for experience that distinguishes the experienced man by comparison with
the man captivated by dogma. 20
By listening to what the Thou has to
say and opening up to his questioning
I recognize him to be a person. The I
not only questions the Thou, but is in
turn open to the questions the Thou
asks. This is to enter into a dialogue
which is capable of carrying the interlocutors along in such a way that
the I and the Thou become a we.
Gadamer points to the Platonic dialogues as the exemplary form of real
conversation, in which,
... language, in the process of
question and answer, giving and
taking, talking at cross purposes
and seeing each other's point,
performs that communication of
meaning which, with respect to
the written trad ition, is the task of
hermeneu ticsY
The true hermeneutical dialogue is
thus one which proceeds by question
and answer, and the task of the interpreter is to act as an interlocutor in
a Platonic dialogue with the foreign
culture, opening up to an interrogation bywha t is fou nd there. In this one
does not dominate the other but enters into an exchange between conversational partners.
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The Fusion of Horizons
Gadamer claims that we do not and
cannot approach a text with a mind
like a tabula rosa. We bring with us
anticipations, a body of beliefs, concepts, attitudes, norms and practices,
which are instilled by our historical
experience and constitute our lifeworld. The text, by contrast, belongs
to a different life-world, removed in
space and time. The interpreter who
seeks understanding, therefore, can
only assimilate the text oftheother by
structuring it in a different framework than its own. That is, the interpreter relates it to his own familiar
conceptual framework, while at the
same time respecting and preserving
its othemess and not simply appropriating it for his own purposes. This
is what Gadamer refers to as a "fusion
of horizons."22
An "horizon" is the tradition-situation which circumscribes one's understanding at any moment.Xl It is the
general context within which we view
and evaluate things.
Every finite present has its limitations. We define the concept of
'situation' by saying that it represents a standpoint that limits
the possibili ty of vision. Hence an
essential part of the concept of
situation is the concept of 'horizon.' The horizon is the range of
vision that includes everything
that can be seen from a particular
vantage poinf.24
Gadamer uses the term both in a
temporal and spatial sense: an horizon is historically formed, and represents the perspective bequeathed
us by our past.2.S
In this way Gadamer likens the
limits of the physical world to the
world formed by our "prejudices,"
that is, by all the expectations, prejudgments and forestructures of
meaning and truth we bring with us
to every event of interpretation.26 He
says that,
... a hermeneutical situation isdetermined by the prejudgments
which we bring with us. They
constitute, then, the horizon of a
particular present, for they represent that beyond which it is
impossible to seeP
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An horizon thus corresponds to a system of prejudices, and different systems of prejudice determine different
horizons.
Horizons are not static, but continually change as do our prejudices;
and, in reverse, changes in our horizon change our prejudices. Horizons,
that is to say, are limiting and finite,
but at the same time changing and
fluid; they define the limits of our
vision, but at the same time are open
and porous, so that,
The closed horizon that is supposed to enclose a culture is an
abstraction. The historical movement of human life consists in the
fact that it is never utterly bound
to anyone viewpoint, and hence
can never have a truly closed horizon. The horizon is, rather,
something into which we move
and that moves with us. Horizons
change for a person who is moving.2/!
For Gadamer every event of real understanding necessarily involves a
fusion of horizons. We see the other
from the position bounded by our
own horizon, but that horizon is
changed in the process of viewing the
other, so that the other point of view is
integrated into our own and a wider
understanding of the matter under
consideration results. The boundary
separating the horizons disappears
and they become one. This is neither
the aggregation of two separate and
closed horizons, nor the subsumption
of the other horizon into one which
remains unchanged and whose validity remains unquestioned. On the
contrary, the horizon of the interpreter moves from within to embrace
the other in such a way that the other
assumes a continuing effectiveness.
This means that we approach the
interpretation of the horizon of
meaning of the other not by leaving
our own horizon behind, but by expanding it to include the other.
Habermas, speaking of Gadamers
concept of horizonal fusion, compares the process of coming to an
understanding of the other to the
learning of a foreign language, which
we learn on the basis of our native
language. To learn a foreign language
we virtually repeat the learning
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process we went though when learning our own language. We are, he
says, drawn into these learning processes by way of a mediation of the
rules that we internalized in learning
our own language. We develop an
understanding of the other by way of
the mediation of what we bring to the
interpretation from our own tradition. Hermeneutic understanding,
therefore, is,
... the interpretation of texts in the
knowledge of already understood texts. It leads to new learning processes out of the horizon of
already completed learning
processes. It is a new step of
socialization that takes previous
socialization as its point of departure.29
This translation is a transposition, not
in the sense of moving into the position of the other by disregarding
ourselves, but by bringing ourselves
into the position of the other. When
we thus transpose ourselves into the
situation, says Gadamer, we become
aware of the otherness, the "inextinguishable individuality" of the other,
so that,
This placing of ourselves is not
the empathy of one individual for
another, noris ittheapplication to
another person of our own criteria, but it always involves the attainment of a higher universality
that overcomes, not only our own
particularity, but also that of the
other.30
Interpretation thus requires the involvement of our own conceptions
and pre-conceptions.31 When we attempt to understand the alien we
cannot simply step out from the
boundaries of our own horizon into
those which define the horizon of the
other, since we are always
ontologically grounded in our own
historically wrought situation.
To try to eliminate one's own concepts in interpretation is not only
impossible, but manifestly absurd. To interpret means precisely to use one's own preconceptions so that the meaning of
the text can really be made to
speak for us. In our analysis of the

hermeneutical process we saw
that to acquire a horizon of interpretation requires a fusion of horizons.32
This rules out the possibility of reaching an understanding of another culture by approaching it as a self-contained and isolated entity that can be
studied objectively. We cannot gain
access to the other except by way of
the mediation of our own preconceptions. We cannot study the other in et
per se, but only from the base of our
own historically fashioned viewpoint.
When the interpreter claims to be unprejudiced and objective, he "denies
that he is historically affected-both
in what he understands the text to
mean and by what he understands the
text to question." 33 This denial defers
the moment of application of the interpretation, its application as a
questioning of one's own situation,
the application which Gadamer asserts is the only true event of understanding. M
The text [the alien cultureI is questioned, but not the questioner.
Thus to deny the necessity with
which one's own prejudices come
into play in the event of understanding is to deny the possibility
that the truth of one's own prejudices come into question.lIS
As Ricoeur points out, the dialectical
concept of the fusion of horizons negates objectivism, in which treating
the other as an object is premissed on
the forgetting of oneself; and it likewise rules out any notions of an absolute knowledge of the other, which
would be to suppose that the other
can be articulated withina single, selfenclosed horizon.36
In this light the alien other is no
longer seen as a static and passive
object from which we can extract a
monosemic meaning to be used for
our own purposes of manipulation,
but is seen as an inexhaustible source
of everchanging and polysemic possibilities for changing our understanding of the other and ourselves.3?
By interpreting the other we "reconstruct" it, in that it receives a new
concretization; and our interpretations are always "constructs," in the
sense that they always start from the
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position we occupy within our own
horizon, so that we will always
project the structure of our horizonal
world into that of the other. This
could not be otherwise, without an
abrogation of the formations that
make us what we are.

• • •
The fusion of horizons is worked out
by way of the dialectic of question and
answer. Every text is the answer to a
question, and the initial task of the
hermeneut is to find the question the
text answers.M As with the interpretation of a text, so also with the interpretation of a foreign culture. We
come to an understanding of that
culture by seeking the questions concerning the human condition that the
culture answers, and applying these
questions and answers to ourselves.
This is a matter of relating the horizon
defined by the other to our own
prejudice-defined horizon. We ask
the text whether the question it answers is one that has relevance for us,
here and now; and we ask whether
the answer the text gives is an appropriate answer to the questions we
are asking about ourselves in our
present situation.
We come to the dialogical encounter with the other with anticipations
of what he will say; we have preconceptions concerning his meaninghorizon. If, however, everything he
says coincides with our expectations
no dialogical exchange will take
place. It is only when he says things
that are unfamiliar, strange or unintelligible that our interest is engaged
and our unreflective self-preoccupation is broken. Only then are our
preconceptions called into question.39
The challenge of the apparent eccentricity or abnormality of the other
contains the possibilities for a restructuring of our own horizons. This
involves inhibi ting "the overhasty assimilation" of the other to our own
expectations of meaning, and listening to the other "in a way that enables
it to make its own meaning heard."40
In this light Gadamer asserts that
the hermeneutical task is not to resolve but rather to accentuate the
tension between the familiar and the
unfamiliar horizons. We are to avoid
a premature absorption of the text's
horizon into our own before we fully

recognize its foreignness; we are to
contrast it with our own so that it can
fully assert itself. Only then can the
hermeneut's own horizon be fruitfully united with the contrasting horizon. There are, then, two phases in
the interpretational process, one in
which the foreignness of the other's
horizon is highlighted, followed by a
fusion of that horizon with our own.41
The expansion of our horizons is
thus by way of a response to what is
unknown or unfamiliar in the other.
The unknown questions us; and
every rewarding dialogue is an excursion into the unknown. We enter
the unknown for what lies there to be
discovered. In dialogue we wander in
unexplored territory not with the intent of annexation, but of returning
home to our own familiar horizons
and seeing them in a new way because of what we have seen elsewhere.
This reviewing of our own world in
the light of what we see in another can
be so radical that, as in a wholly engaging conversation, we no longer
remember nor care to remember w ha t
our starting viewpoint was. Every act
of interpretation and understanding,
therefore, is a transformation of the
horizon made up of our historically
fashioned prejudices, and an assimilation of the unfamiliar.
This does not necessarily mean that
such a process is or can be made fully
conscious. The fusion of horizons is
not some objectively controlled event,
but happens as it were "behind our
back," to be realized in deliberate
consciousness only in self-reflective
retrospection. 42 Our conscious
awareness of our own horizon is only
part of the interplay of horizons,
which involves forms of tacit interaction. 43 This being so, it follows that
what has been described cannot be
made into an hermeneutic "method."
The fusion of horizons is, rather, an
instance of the working of the
hermeneutical circle. Every event of
interpretation proceeds by way of a
projection of a prior understanding of
the whole, which reflects back to explica te the parts. The attainment of an
understanding of an alien culture
proceeds by way of the same spiral
pathway, in which we project a provisional anticipation of the meaning
we are attempting to understand, and
bring this back to disclose the original

Gadamer, Action and Reason Conference 1991

base of our projection. In this way the
parts making up that base are refined,
modified or abandoned, so as to restructure it for another projection of
understanding.
This is not, says Gadamer, a formal
circle; nor is it objective or subjective,
but is an interplay between the interpreter and what is being interpreted.
The anticipation of meaning is not
subjective, but determined by the
common bond that links us with what
is being interpreted, a bond that is
constantly changing as the interpretation proceeds. 44

Implications for Education
In the light of the foregOing it is seen
that the tension in the rhetoric of
Asian Studies between the arguments
for a pragmatic approach in the cause
of economic self-interest and those for
a pure and disinterested scholarship
accompanied by an appreciation of
Asian art and culture are two expressions of an objective outlook.
They both assume that the Asian phenomena to be studied are objects
rather than interlocutors in a conversation. They both assume that the alien has nothing to say to us, or that we
can speak on its behalf. In either case
no understanding can arise. We have
cut ourselves off from the possibili ty
of exchange, which is the prerequisite
for true interpretation and understanding.
Gadamer's insights indicate that
the teaching of languages considered
as objects and the teaching of factseconomic, political, historical, cultural or whatever-are not enough to
give students the skills needed to
understand Asia. To view the Thou as
an object, Gadamer claims, precludes
or hinders understanding. The mastery of a language or the accumulation of a vast compendium of factual
knowledge does not guarantee understanding, any more than does the
study of art without involvement and
an openness to its truth claims.
Our understanding of the thinking
and actions of the other does not arise
from a critical analysis of objective
facts, but by processes of interpretation; it results from judgment rather
than from rational analysis, if this
latter is taken to mean the fragmentationand reduction of phenomena in
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the name of a rigorously logical
method.4S
The development of understanding involves the development of skills
of judgment and evaluation which,
for reasons spelt out elsewhere, cannot be taught.46 It does not follow,
however, that these matters lie outside the concern or responsibility of
the educator, since, even if
un teachable, they can nevertheless be
encouraged by creating a conducive
educational environment. Skills in interpretation and judgment can be
developed by drawing the student
into a more self-reflexive and selfaware involvement with the text of
the alien.
If understanding involves judgment, which cannot be taught, then
the function of an education in Asian
Studies is not only to teach the
teachable, languages and facts, but to
foster hermeneutical skills, proceeding with the recognition that education is not objective and neutral, a
methodical analysis of the facts of a
matter, but inherently judgmental,
that is, proceeding by judgment in the
etymological meaning of the word, by
a "right speaking" (jus dicum), which
depends on a right listening in the
context of a dialogical exchange.
In contrast to this, the current trend
in Asian Studies towards an exclusive
concern with what has immediate
economic relevance runs the risk of
producing not judicious interpreters
who are right-speaking because they
understand, bu t philistine technocrats who, even if knowing everything, understand nothing. By the
same token, the study of artworks is of
little avail in enhancing understanding if they are considered solely as
objects of aesthetic, historical, exotic,
decorative, or monetary interest.
Artworks only prompt understandingwhen they are seen as truth-tellers
which carry meanings to question us
and reveal new aspects of the world
and ourselves.47
The development of hermeneutic
skills involves the trainingu' of latent
abilities in interpreting, understanding and applying what the other has
to say. This is not the teaching of a
method, but education in the sense of
eduction, a "bringing out" or "leading forth," of latent abilities of judgment and evaluation by way of dialogue, in which the student and the
40

teacher and the student and the text
interact in a dialectic of question and
answer which draws out meanings
from the text and from within themselves.49
In this process we do not seek to
develop a sympathetic fellow-feeling
for the other on the basis of the traits
and attitudes we have in common and
are therefore familiar, bu t, quite on
the contrary, seek out what is radically different and unfamiliar in the
other, using these dissimilarities and
disparities to prompt a dialogical
questioning of our own prejudices
and to open up possibili ties of changing and expanding our horizon. To
recognize the othcmess of the other,
and to incorporate that otherness into
our own horizon, is to achieve a true
understanding of the other.
This is not a matter of identifying
with the other, or of being sympathetic to or even tolerant of his views
or actions. It does not involve uncritical acceptance. A true understanding of the other can lead to a total
rejection of what he stands for. What
the other has to say can provoke a
rejection of his prejudices on some
matter, just as, in some cases, it might
evoke a total rejection of our own.
In sum, Gadamer's notions concerning the fusion of horizons point to
the need for a radical rethinkingof the
educational aims of Asian Studies. If
his arguments are persuasive, Asian
Studies should aim not only to provide a knowledge of language and of
factual information, but also to instruct students in the dialectics of interpretation, in which what is alien in
the text of the other becomes the
starting point for a process of questioning the horizons of our own
prejudicial world in the hope of expanding them. Asian Studies should
aim to add understanding to knowledge by way of a fusion of horizons.
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UNDER -ST1-\NOING

DIS-S T 1-\ NeE
The Presence of
Interpretation
in Action
TonyFry
Department of Rne Arts
University of Sydney

n what do you stand understanding, before asking the
question 'what is below understanding?' or any other question for that matter-even the
questions of foundations.! Let's mix
what could be read as philosophical
and civil engineering metaphors:
foundations are always built on given
grounds and the knowledge of these
grounds always prefigures the problem of foundation-conflating
ground and foundation is therefore an
error. Pragmatically, how do we
know what the foundation is able to
support without a knowledge of the
ground? Is it notin the first instance by
construction, failure or success and
reflection (a backward look at the
fom1 or its ruin). Does this pre-history, a history before narrative, suggest that what is named empiricism is
in actuality a theory in being rather
than its reduction to a named theory
of knowledge, a theory in being which
exists before knowledge as an existential characteristic of being in action as
always being before and after the act?
We and the circle turn, perpetually
returning but never to the same point.
Thus departure is always from a beginning that is never the beginni ng, it
is always from and to the new, or from
and to the end.
The hermeneutic circle turns and
spirals, rather than closes. A point in
transit, one without a trajectory but
one with a destination, so where is it
headed? An answer, at least for the
moment, could be made. This by say-

O

ing 'towards negentroy,' that is towards the unity of multiplicity, that is
the the end of the world, that is our
end as an ending of what we do not
know ourselves to be and the end of
the category of where we all are. We,
as some, find ourselves lost at this
beginning, lost in space, stranded, as
ever, with our everything as nothing
more or less than what is in our world,
our hands and what we know.
Already, a Re-wrltingand so the Point Turns
Language and sight conflate-metaphysics delivers over to us that which
we know as our contemplatable
knowledge, a knowledge that names
wha t is seen. In this causal relation, we
see what we know and in doing so
make the visible both visible, as what
it 'is,' and invisible, as an unseen and
so unknown 'excess,' 'supplement' or
'other.' 'What is' and 'what is known,'
are of themselves as themselves. We
materially live in the first hand ontic
world of material. We also live literally in the second hand ontological
world of language. Even with recourse to the 'third hand,' the hand
that knows and writes, a hand that
always passes our way, leaving its
marks and spaces of forgetting
throughout the text. The metaphysics
of presence, with its carried claim of
bringing 'what is' into knowledge,
has never managed to bring, or replicate, in full 'what is' in one form of
being to an other.
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"Wild thing why" do(n't)
"you make my heart sing"
How far are these words away from me?here I am troubled by proximity. I am reading Gadamer's 'Text and Interpretation,' of
course with a preglven agenda, which no
doubt will impose, or transpose, itseH onto
what I have to say.b Ever turning from one
being In action (I read, I think, I write) to their
others, slowly something appears, it Is the
materialised but illusory representation of
what I have been doing. This, In the now
broken mirroring of the play of time, space
and reality ofTristram Shandy (1759-66), Is
It. In the seeming playfulness of the rhetoric of this paper, in the Ill-fitting encounter
of lifeworlds that It assumes, there is something at stake. Such is its provocation.
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Is it any longer possible to understand Under-standing-expressed as,
'that beneath-that upon which we
stand-as the foundation of what we
know'? At what distance are we from
the material ground that we once understood by the interpretative action
of actively being in action, but subsequently obscured by an unknowing
knowing of what we appear to be
doing knowingly. Putting this another way: if we have become
ungrounded then how do we know
how to act?
Now you might want to ask-but
are we really ungrounded, and if so
how?
An answer will be offered, this by a
calling up of the dis-stance of television. Of course you, who hears or
reads, might wish to ask who are we
and are we one? Of now, negentroy
answers, we are the many named as,
as noted, the unified multiplicity (a
multiplicity of disunified difference).
Spinoza, just one of others of another
age, answered we are 'the one.' Then
again you might ask, but where is
Gadamer in all of this? The answerthere is more than one Gadamer, and
the one that is here is in the text. Of
many other anticipated questions one
more is posed: is not the employed
language here employed antithetical
to interpretation in action? The spaces
between questions and answers follows.
Moving on: where is the paint,
what Is the point

Where we live, if it is life 'here' at this
moment in history, is a returning
point at the end of history . Teleologies
of progress, reason, and a whole
clutch of other master-narratives are
in a terminal condition, they are tote,
but, at least in many discourses, not
totalled-the temporality of this time
of non-writing off, is an everywhere
time of both an unknowing and
knowing ending. What is new at this,
for some stated and for others
unstated moment, is what is new at
this end, and thus at this beginning. It
is the ending of the invisibility, and
thus opening to visibility, of the arrival of the moment of a visualised
ever coming entropy. The end, always
present in its imminence, has now
come into sensory view, it has shifted
from the imaginary to those pictures
44

that dance before a warmed up reflected spectral-we see our hot
house living in sight. The felt and
viewable ecological crisis, is still
hinged between turning out for the
better or turning out for the worst. It
brings the prospect of the chain of
events that lead to the end oflife as we
know it into view. Survival of the species can no longer be taken for
granted, it has become a matter of
design, that is action towards a particular directional choice.
Here before the red uced proximity
of our fate, our problematic of understanding returns. Our knowledge of
the shifting ground upon which we
dwell may be uncertain (the combined outcome of, for instance, the
spread of aids, the rate of global
warming, the actual growth of the
worlds population and the people
pressure on essential natural resources are nowhere clearly deliniated). However, the 'fact' that we are not
certain of the outcomes of our understanding of the flow, and full nature,
of events does not mean that no foundation of interpretative action can be
laid. The reverse is the case. From the
error of our state of knowledge, we
have to assume an arrival of the intention of our ecosystem to fail to sustain
itself, and thus us. If we act and are
wrong, we were going to survive
anyway, if we are right we may survive by our action, if we fail to act on
the assumption of accelerated entropy we diminish our chances of survival. So, in the recognition, or misrecognition, of ecological intention
an intentionality necessary to act to
secure the possibili ty of being arrives
as a felt knowledge in being.
Revealed truth, and a trust in the
representational ability of language,
may be Critically undercut, but the
necessity of (re)fabricated foundations remain. We depend on that
which we have artificially constructed in order to survive. Our
knowledge has been false and
directionally alien to our being 'natural,' it has contributed to the coming of
an unnatural as our nature, however,
we have no other means, no other
Logos a vaila ble. Our syn thetic world
was first produced by the arrival of a
knowledge which posited a structure
in the natural and then, by the creation
of structure as a projection, and applied it as a drive of an unnatural,

structured fabrication. Understanding is put forward here as having to be
greater than a knowledge that cannot
read the text of our context, this is to
see understanding as that which understands that which understands us.
We live in a learnt and made world of
restrictive reading, the world of the
text is diminished to a world of circumscribed authored inscription and
textuality. Of course a great opening
now appears, and one to fill with
qualification and argument. This task,
however, will be left awaiting action,
action which itselfis inseparable from
gaining a recognition of an 'inexhaustibility' of interpretative reading-a recognition, in turn, which
itself enfolds into our multi-vectorial
delimiting of experience of knowing,
making be and being. We force ourselves, and our knowledge, into being
and in so doing dissolve the proximity
between self and the world (as the
world of other than the world of the
self). Reading and relocating Gadamer as he reads Nietzsche, after his
reading of Heidegger's reading of
Nietzsche, I write-the Logos of seeing the world as revealed on an accelerated trajectory towards en tropy
does not reside within a metaphysics
in which being is uncovered with a
given meaning but one which is posited from a posited meaning. 2 Reforming for a foundation therefore
implies a 'will to power' which overwhelms forgetfulness or remembrance of being (the switch play of
Heidegger vs Nietzsche) by the possibility of being-in-the-world as being
'here,' a 'place' which has to be Secured.
Another way of telling, which will
follow, may omit and say much of
what has been said, and more.
An assertion: in our understanding
we are too distant from our being, as
being here (where the world for me is)
or there (where the world for me is
not), to know where we dwell. We
find ourselves at a dis-stance from
everything. And now three qualifications in support.
Dis-stance is a slight off balancing of
Hubert Dreyfus's retranslation of
Heidegger's notion of what Mac
quarrie and Robinson translated in
Being and Time as 'de-scverance.'3This
concept is a crucial one in understa nding Heidegger's view of the spatiality
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and, by implication, temporality of Even in a turning away from the
being, as a being in variab le proximity screen, the televisual deli vers into the
to Dasein's 'existentiale' being-in-the- spaces of our lives-fashion, war, sufworld. Distance is the nearness or re- fering, celebration, rhetoric and more,
moteness to being rather than a meas- as they flow from its everywhere, after
ure of physical distance. The concept and prior to arrival, and so become
distinguishes between that which is that which is trans-Iated, accessible
close by remoteness being made to and to hand 'here.' This technology of
disappear and that which is near to existential space pro-jects us into this
hand, which may be brought close or world picture. Like it or not we, sigfar from being there. De-severance is a nificantly and by various degrees,
contradictory perceptual geometry of dwell in this composite picture, a no
an encountered and unencountered place of occupied dis-Iocation in
accessibly to the reach and use of be- which we socially find ourselves (to
ing. Heidegger employs radio as one put it in Heideggerian terms; we are
example to reveal that which brings thrown into the televisual, into its
something close, but without bring- world picture as it becomes a key part
ing it near. He also registers other of the world from which we fall). As
examples, like spectacles (reading dis-stanced, we have extreme probglasses notimages), which, in use, are lems in knowing the remote from the
in a physical closeness but remain re- near: we hold the televisual control,
mote in the unseenness in seeing with the 'remote control' (!) in our hands;
them.4
we are swept before the lens; our
Every translation transforms, this memories, histories, other spaces,
in both the mediation of the act of other selves return to us; we acquire
translation itself and in the transla- an intimate knowledge of that we
tional (interpretative) acthity ofread- have never experienced; we are suring as transports the text through one rounded by the commodity promoted
register to others. The intention of world of the televisual.
So where is the 'it' of the televisual? It
translation always puts distance between writers, reader and text, even is everywhere.
So where are we? We are here.
when the intentionality is a closure of
But where is that? It is as far as you
proximity. Translation seems to make
available that which remains far can see, it is at no dis-stance.
Now to the second exampleaway, in this it is an activity of disstancing. To dis-stance then is to slew theory as dis-stance. Again we ha ve an
a viewing from experiential position, off-balanced position of viewing that
a stance, that brings before the eye that appears to bring the remote or near
which cannot be seen, as observation, close while, de facto, it never travels.
from where you are. At the same time Dis-stance is actually detached, unit forms an existential space produced connected, but as something else it
in the disappearance of remoteness of brings what it is not, but claims to be,
the remote. Dis-stance enters a to address us. Theory is something
lifeworld by technologies of dis- else that travels withou t belonging. Its
stancing. To take two examples-first lack of origin of other than what it is
the televisual and the next theory.
nega tes geometry tha t joins and closes
Television is much more than just a space.
technology, it is lifeless lifeworld, a
The two examples meet, for the
culture without community, a text televisual and theory become fused in
without limits but, above all, it is a technologies of the technology of distechnology of dis-stance. In the stance. These we sec in the nearby far
shadow of the televisual (which is tel- away entities of computer knowledge
evision as it resonates beyond the systems. Both the speed of the
technology and medium) we live in televisual, of theory, and the emotionthe midst of everything and everyone. less disorganic knowing of electronic
It comes to us, it is projected towards dead knowledge erases the space of
and a way from us, it transports, we do the physical and experiential space of
not have to place ourselves before a dasein-dis-stance disorientates the
screen for we are wrapped in its sense of either being here or there. It
figural forms, its languages, its deliv- thus throws the spatial and temporal
ered styles, its demanded desires as character of being somewhere into a
they permeate commodity culture. spin.
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The uncompleted circle, upon
which a dual directional point moves,
is completed. The imperative of understanding arrives before us once
again. We are left with the question of
'on what does understanding stand.'
However, it is essential that we
directionally act and react, our life
depends on this imperative. In standing we have to learn to move, but to be
able to move we have to know where
we are in condition of being disstanced from where we are. Thus, the
site of action has to be designated as
our understanding and so directed towards the ground (as soil, sand or
rock) upon which to re-create foundations to make interpretative judgement of entropic proximity. Here of
course, questions of metaphysics,
truth and action return, but that is
another circling ......... ..

Notes
band 1 And we read: how far is the footnote
away, to what is it at the foot, is it not
always more than just a matter of information-the infonnation of a text, in a text,
thatitself exists, in this instance, at a disposition, at distances, towards Heidegger
Derrida and Dilthey? Hans-Georg
Gadamer 'Texts and Interpretation'a(trans
Dennis J Schmidt) in Brice R Wachterhauser (ed) Hermeneutics and Modern
Philosophy New York: SUNY, 1986,
pp.377-386 (a refers the reader to a note
that notes that the text is a reply to a paper
by Derrida, first presented at the 'Perspectives of Interpretation' conference, Temple University (USA), 1982). So let us ask,
from where do these foot(prints)notes
come and to where do they lead?

2Ibid., p381.
3 Hubert L. Dreyfus Being-in-the-World
Cambridge (Mass): MIT Press,
1991, pp.128-40.

4 Martin Heidegger Being and Time (trans
John Macquarrie & Edward Robinson)
London: Basil Blackwell, 1%2, see cg.,
pp.138-148.
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an's history will progressively become a vast explanation in which each civilisation will work out its perception of the world by confronting all others. But this process
has hardly begun. It is probably the
great task of the generations to
come. No one can say what will
become of our civilisation when it
has really met different civilisations by means other than the shock
of conquest and domination. But
we have to admit that this encounter has not yet taken place at the
level of an authentic dialogue. That
is why we are in a kind of lull or
interregnum in which we can no
longer practice the dogmatism of a
single truth, and in which we are
not yet capable of conquering the
scepticism into which we have
stepped.l
Ricoeurs quotation accurately captures the spirit of thepostmodern condition. Economic and social changes
to the structure and ideals of society,
disenchantment with the physical results of the practice of universal modernism in architecture and town planning, and sweeping changes in the
critical discourse of philosophy, aesthetics, science and linguistics, have
so shifted the lens through which we
perceive the world that the
reductionism and dogmatism of a single truth is no longer a valid way to
interpret culture and civilisation.
Working against the inflexible postu46

lates and universalising tendencies of
logical positivism in philosophy and
linguistics and the Neue-Sachlichkeit
modernism in architecture, postmodem thinking has been characterised by a move towards a more pluralistic, heterogeneous and inclusive
conception of the nature of reality.
This paper will consider the impact
on architectural theory and practice of
the post-structu raBst theory of
Jacques Derrida and Richard Rorty
and the hermeneutic philosophy of
Hans-Georg Gadamer. Beginning
with a brief outline of the characteristics and major themes of the
postmodern context in which they
operate, it will consider the current
impact on architectural theory of
Derrida's deconstruction, and then
discuss the potential for further critical positions that may develop in architectural discourse from a consideration of the neo-pragmaticism of
Rorty and the hermeneutic phenomenology of Hans-Georg Gadamer.
Drawing from Rorty's critique of
ocular metaphors in traditional
Western conceptions of rationality
and Gadamer's hermeneutic metaphor of 'play,' the major focus of attention in this paper is the nature of
architecture's mode of reception, and
the extent to which the Cartesian
construct of a distinctive subject/ object dichotomy persists in contemporary metaphors for the communication and reception of meaning in architecture.

ThiS paper considers the Impact on architectural theory and practice of the poststructuralist theory of Jacques Derrlda and
Richard Rony and the hermeneuHc philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer. Beginning with a brief outline of the characteristics and major themes of the postrnodern
context In which they operate, I will consider the current Impact on architectural
theory of Derrlda's deconstructlon, and
then discuss the potential for further critical positions that may develop In architectural discourse from a consideration of the
neo-pragmatlclsm of Rorty and the
hermeneutlc phenomenology of HansGeorg Gadamer. Drawing from Rony's critique of ocular metaphors In traditional
Western conceptions of rationality and
Gadamer's hermeneutlc metaphor of
'play,' the major focus of attention In this
paper is the nature of architecture's mode
of reception, and the extent to which the
Cartesian construct of a distinctive subject/object dichotomy persists In contemporary metaphors for the communication
and reception of meaning In architecture.
In this mamer the paper could be considered as both an outline of the potentfal
relationship between architectural theory
and the philosophical positions of Derrlda,
Rorty and Gadamer, and, alternatively, as
acritical Investigation of the paths taken by
postrnodern architects such as Venturi and
Eisenman In attempting to move beyond
the perceived dogmas of universal mod·
ernlsm.
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The Post Modern Context
Post-structuralist thinking can be located within the general 'delegitimization' of positivist conceptions
of truth and rationality that have
characterised the post modern condition. Preceding this era objectivist
models of thinking constructed a
foundational base on which the established positions in architecture, science and linguistics were anchored.
This model of reality was characterised by an epistemological scepticism
that rejected traditions, myth orritual
as meaningful interpretations of reality; a search for a permanent, foundational, ahistorical structure to our
existence in the world; and the attempt to create universal, homogeneous notions of tru th based on scientific
models of logic. In this context language's goal was to express concepts
that map onto objects, properties and
relations in a literal, univocal, contextindependent fashion. Accordingly,
meaning and rationality were regarded as transcending human bodily
experience, as abstract symbols represented the physical properties of
things in the world in an algorithmic
relationship.2 Architecture, according
to this tradition, was to achieve truth
and beauty through a causal relationship between function, structure
and form, whilst history was considered in terms of a linear progress to a
Utopian perfection.
The intellectual context in which
Derrida, Rorty and Gadamer operate
has seen the rupturing of the objectivist foundation on which modernism and positivism were built. In architecture the cause of this basic shift
in thinking from the paradigms of
universal modernism were twofold.
Whilst the primary reason was a rejection of the physical results in urban
planning and architecture of the
modernist utopian vision, the dismantling of the philosophical underpinnings of modernism in philosophic and linguistic context was also
an underlying cause. Certainly the
critique of objectivity in the philosophy of science that developed from
Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions and Paul Feyerabend's Against Method, the resurgence of interest in the phenomenology of Husserl, Heidegger and
Merleau-Ponty, and the semiotics of

de Saussure provided a theoretical
context that deflected the focus of attention inarchitecture away from concerns of function and structure to the
question of meaning and communication in the built environment.
In the American context the reassessment of modes of representation
in art and literature has led to what
Hal Foster recognises as two significant positions in postmodern
thought: one aligned with neo-conservative politics, the other related to
post-structuralist theory. Both these
positions have been embraced in
contemporary architectural discourse. Characteristic of the work of
Robert Venturi and Michael Graves
and the writing of Charles Jencks, the
first position is primarily stylistic, involving a belief that the unifying
concepts of universal modernism
must bedisplaced, and that a return to
history <the humanist tradition), the
figure, narrative and ornament, are
necessary to counter modernism's
functionalism and disregard for history and tradition. In contrast to this
line of thinking the post structuralist
position, which was pursued in architecture by Eisenman and Tschumi
as a reaction against the complacent
populi srn of the neo-conservative
position, is profoundly anti-humanist, assuming the 'death of man' both
as original creator of unique artifacts
and the centred subject of representation and history.3
By the late 1960s, then, new themes
emerged in the cri tical theory 0 f architecture' philosophy, science and linguistics that illustrated a move beyond the dogmas of modernism and
positivism. The belief in linear
progress, absolute truths, and the
standardisation of knowledge systems and prod uction methods were
replaced by an interest in the marginal, the celebration of difference
and heterogeneity, and a more complex understanding of history and the
balance of continuity and change beyond positivism's logical progression
towardsa Utopian perfection. But this
outline of landmark polemical theories and intellectual advances tells
only half the story of the postmodern
senSibility. For the move from 'dogmatism'to 'scepticism' outlined in the
quotation of Ricoeur has seen the pendulum swing between objectivism
and relativism, between neo-con-
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servative historicism and anti-humanist post-structuralism in an extreme and despera te fashion. In architecture this has seen attempts to reduce bUildings to an abstract, meaning-free autonomy running side by
side with an 'anything goes' pluralism of historical styles in the name of
communication; it has seen computer-driven methodologies of logic sit
side by side with a new art-for-artssake in architecture, with each new
agenda citing a scientific or linguistic
theory to give the work an aura of
legitimacy and inevitability. Equally,
then, the 'shock of conquest and
domination' referred to by Ricoeur in
the meeting of civilisations could refer
to the current colonising drive of linguistic theories in the name of
'intertextuality' to form a generalised
body of critical theory as the foundations of several disciplines, or the
conquest and domination of the media processes of image representa tion
and commodification into art, architecture and cultural life in general.
Baudrillard's description of the
postmodern epoch as the move from
production to simulation, where there
is no distinguishing between truth
and reality and mass media simulation, illusions and manipulative cultural feedback, illustrate this increasing sense of social and political impotency. Frederick Jarneson, in "Post
Modernism and Consumer Culture,"
takes the postmodern definition beyond the academic context to illustrate the rapidly changing technological, social and economic forces of
contemporary culture to which
Baudrillard alludes when he states:
new types of consumption; planned obsolescence; an ever more
rapid rhythm of fashion and styling
changes; the penetration of advertising, television and the media
generally to a hitherto unparalleled
degree throughout society; the replacement of the old tension between city and country, centre and
province, by the suburb and by
universal standardisation; the
growth of the great networks of the
superhighways, and the arrival of
automobile culture-these are
some of the features which would
seem to mark a radical break with
that older pre-war society in which
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high modernism was still an underground force. 4
Jameson continues his description of
the postmodern condition in the
broader cultural realm with the succinct definition of the post modern as:
the transformation of reality into
images, and the fragmentation of
time into a series of perpetual
presents.s
In this cultural and epistemological
climate the task of architectural
theory and practice may well be to
move beyond the extreme swings between a reductive objectivism and
uncommitted relativism. How can
architecture avoid the nihilism of an
'anything goes' pluralism without
falling back on the dogma tism of universal truths? How can architecture
develop some internal resistance so
that its relationship with other disciplines is by "authentic dialogue"
rather than by a literal translation and
colonisation? How can architecture,
as the most social and material of the
arts, bridge the gap between the
world of everyday experience and the
world of ideas? It is with these questions in mind that this essay will discuss the work of Derrida, Rorty and
Gadamer.
By way of introduction it could be
said that the common thread to these
three contrasting figures is their critique of the validity of the 'pure concept,' the 'transcendental signified' as
a foundational construction that can
govern all modes of human operation.
For Derrida this takes the form of a
radical critique of the interactions,
influences and limits of the language
of philosophy on the philosophic
conceptions of Truth, Being and
Meaning. For Rorty, it is an exploration of how traditional conceptions of
knowledge are embedded in ocular
metaphors that are closing off rather
than opening up the conversations of
mankind. For Gadamer it is an attack
on the self-conscious methodologies
and pure conceptions of knowledge
which deny the realities of our ontological and hermeneutical grounding.
In architecture the impact of Derrida' s
linguistic theories has been extensive,
whereas the philosophy of Rorty and
Gadamer remains largely unconsidered. The following three sections
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will outline the major theories of
Derrida, Rorty and Gadamer and
discuss their ramifications for architecture by considering examples from
Robert Venturi and Peter Eisenman.

Architecture and Derrida's
Deconstruction of Logocentrism
Jacques Derrida's texts explore the
nature of reality by focusing on the
struggle between truth and language
in the Western metaphysical tradition. His criticism of the 'logocentrism' of Western thinking and his
deconstructive readings of many of
the classic texts of philosophy have
had a wave of influence throughout
literary criticism, fine arts, architecture, philosophy and political critical
theories.
Before outlining the themes of
Derrida's work it should be said that it
is difficult to draw any explicit theory
or method from his texts. Several
reasons for this can be noted. Firstly,
there is no stable thesis in any of his
writings, for he is a slippery and enigmatic figure who makes problematic the idea of a solution. Secondly,
his texts are detailed readings of other
texts whereby he provides enactments of deconstruction rather than
an explicit theory of deconstruction,
and so the reader needs a knowledge
of philosophical texts from Plato to
Lacan. Finally, his interest is in the
marginal and excluded voice of the
text and so he often pushes texts to the
limits of their intelligibility.6 As
Derrida's concepts continue to infiltrate in to a whole range of disciplines,
this preamble is a necessary precauHon to an oversimplified translation
of Deconstruction as a prescriptive
methodology.
Particularly influential in architectural interpretations of deconstruction by Peter Eisenman and
Bernard Tschumi have been Dcrrida's
critique of logocentrism in Of
Grammatology. Here Derrida attempts
to use philosophy's language and its
own adherence to certain forms of
discourse against its claims to Truth,
Being and Meaning. In this manner he
aims to challenge philosophy's commitment to the 'transcendental signified' -the notion that there are pure
concepts with a pure presence of
meaning unaffected by the processes
of language and signification, power

structures, or the contingencies of
daily life.7 Western thinking, according to Derrida, has separated truth
and language and prioritised truth as
if it were temporally and logically
prior to language. s This radical separation and prioritising of truth over
language is what Derrida calls
logocentrism-a structure of binary
oppositions of which the master opposition is speech over writing:
(this master opposition has) necessarily dominated the history of the
world during an entire epoch, and
has even produced the idea of the
world, the idea of world origin,
arising from the difference from
worldly and non-worldly, the outside and the inside, ideality and
non-ideality, universal and nonuni versal, transcendental and empirica19
Derrida does not try to exorcise
logocentricism, for he recognises the
binary oppositions such as speech/
writing, order/chaos, good / evil,
identity /difference are necessary but
not true. He illustrates that the positive terms are intimately connected to
the negative-identity, for example,
is inevitably bound up with difference, but within logocentricism it is
unable to acknowledge its dependence. Likewise philosophy, in its
logocentric form, fails to accept its
dependence on the ambiguities of
language and as a result it fails to
acknowledge itself "as a material
process, a concrete form of practice,
surrounded by and dependent on
other material practices."lo
To counter the 'violence' of
logocentricism Derrida's processes of
deconstruction move through three
stages. Firstly, there is the reversal of
the binary opposition, so that the
subordinate term is placed in the
dominant position. This however,
only produces a reversed logocentricism. The second stage involves
a displacement, whereby the subordinate term is displaced and relocated
into the heart of the dominant term,
becoming part of its internal condition. The third stage involves the
creation of a new term, a hinge word,
that confounds the structure of the
opposition by simultaneously implicating both the terms of opposition.
For Derrida these words are
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'differance,' 'archiwriting,' 'trace' and
'supplement.' 11
The enactment of Derrida's
deconstruction, therefore, is a technique that attempts to fulfil two of
Heidegger's terms: 'Destruktion,'
meaning "not a destruction but precisely a destructuring that dismantles
the structural layers in the system,"l!
and' Abbau,' meaning "to take part an
edifice in order to see how it is constituted or deconstituted."13 Derrida's
project is not to end philosophy or to
step outside logocentricism but to
shake the edifice on which philosophy is built from within to reveal its
inherent structural weaknesses.
Derrida's deconstruction, and particularly his interpretation in the
critical theory of art and literature in
the American context, has not passed
without its fair share of criticism. One
of the most articulate of these critiques
is that of Andreas Huyssen in his essay, "Mapping the Post Modern."
Whilst recognising Derrida's questioning of the validity of the either / or
dichotomies in Western thought as a
positive step, he likens French post
structuralism and the work of Derrida
to a retrospective modernism aware
of modernisms own political failings.
Hence he describes post structuralism
as:
a modernism of playful transgression, of an unlimited weaving of
textuality, a modernism all confident in its rejection of representation and reality, in its denial of the
subject, of history, and of the subject of history; a modernism quite
dogmatic in its rejection of presence
and in its unending praise of lacks
and absences, deferrals and traces
which produce, presumably, not
anxiety but, in Roland Bartes'
terms, jouissance, bliss.14
Huyssen questions the radicalness of
deconstruction as a critical theory
when "it merely duplicates on the
level of aesthetics and theory what
capitalism as a system of exchange
relations produces tendentially in
everyday life." ls Moreover he criticises those who have taken up
Derrida's deconstruction for replacing one mode of exclusive, reductive
thinking for another:

the post structuralist writers privilege aesthetic innovation and experiment... they purge life, reality,
history and society from the work
of art and it's reception, and construct a new autonomy, a new art
for art's sake which is presumably
the only kind possible after the
failure of all and any commitment16
This presents an appropriate moment
to introduce the architecture of Peter
Eisenman. Eisenman's position in architecture is characterised by a rejection of both the 'vulgar functionalism'
of the Neue Sachlichkeit modernism
and the post modern populism of
Robert Venturi. Working in the
avante guard cultural climate of New
York, his work is shaped by the ambitiousaimofexploringarchitecture's
potential to express lithe dramatic
transformation of thought and the
conceptualisation of man and his
world"17 that has resulted from
changes in the theoretical position of
the philosophies of history, science
and linguistics. In his early work
Eisenman, drawing from the structuralism of Chomsky, searched for the
deep structure--a formal, non referential structure to architectural
form-to create pure, autonomous
architectural objects. By House X
Eisenman was drawing from Derrida
in his attempts to deconstruct the
humanist tradition in architecture.
Here he attempted to liberate the repressed fragmentary and unstable
'others' of classical architecture
through his process of decomposition. In his Biocenter for the University of Frankfurt (1987) Eisenman
bases his design method on the processes by which the DNA process
constructs proteins-by replication,
transcription and translation: the result being a series of destabilised and
fragmentary forms. Again this purely
abstract formal approach based on
methods of displacing, intersecting
solids with voids, rotating, tracing,
and imprinting is evident in the more
recent Guardolia House (989). The
result of Eisenman's architectural
process is captured in the words of
TadaoAndo:
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freeing architecture from its social
and economic context, objuring all
presuppositions, excluding all classical concepts of order and hierar-

chy, his (Eisenman's) experiments
are aimed at establishing architectural space as the created product
of intellectual operations in the
purest sense of the term. l •
Eisenman's deconstruction of architecture would seem to have more in
common with the critical comments of
Huyssen than with thedeconstructive
techniques of Derrida. Whilst
Derrida's critique of logocentrism illustrates the dependence of philosophy on its material practices and
methods of discourse Eisenman attempts to further distance the architectural object from the everyday
contingencies in which it is embedded. And so while he may contaminate pure form by breaking away
from the traditional values of order
and hierarchy, his fragmented formalism with such tabula rasa beginnings only serves to maintain the
privileged position of pure form over
and above the limits of architectural
practices and the physical context in
which it is anchored.
The questionable relationship between Eisenman's architecture and
the textual theory of Derrida illustrates the hazards of making any literal translation of deconstruction into
architecture. Whilst architecture has
no claims to an autonomy that relieves
it from the dominance oflogocentrism
in the Western metaphYSical tradition, its very materiality and pragmatic grounding distances it from
Derrida's original work. The problem
is that as long as deconstruction is
considered to be unquestionably architectural it will evade any form of
dialogue between architecture and
philosophy, and remain as just a
metaphoric transfer and literal application of a linguistic theory to transform the architectural object. This
methodical and prescriptive transportation of Derrida's ideas as a
means of creating architectural form
denies architecture the possibility of
any true deconstruction by working
from inside the limits of architecture.
What, then, is the possible form of
deconstruction in architecture? It is
not simply a metaphOriC transfer of an
external idea to form a new invention
of the architectural object. Instead it is
to challenge the binary oppositions
and dichotomies that exist within architecture-theory / practice, sub49

ject/ object, inside/outside. Whilst
Derrida illustrates the problem of
these dichotomies, his work provides
few clues for their possible resolution
within the specific discipline of architecture.

Ocular Metaphors in Question
Rorty's critique of 'Mirroring'
The neo-pragmatic philosopher
Richard Rorty attempts to explore the
unchallenged presuppositions on
which the Western philosophical tradition is based. His work seeks to
"unmask the pretensions of various
forms of philosophic discourse and to
clarify what role philosophy might
yet play in contemporary cultural
life."19 Rorty sees his major work,
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, as
illustrating "new maps of the terrain
of human endeavour"2o that might be
possible if philosophy could rid itself
of its grounding in the CartesianLockean-Kantian tradi tion. This section will outline Rorty's critique of
'mirroring' and his proposal for a conversational 'edifying' philosophy to
replace a foundational, 'systematic'
philosophy.
Rorty contests that Western philosophy's conceptions of truth are ingrained in reductive ocular metaphors obsessed wi th representing and
mirroring as the basis for finding the
foundations of knowledge. Hence he
states:
It is pictures rather than proposi-

tions, metaphors rather than statements, which determine most of
our philosophical convictions. The
picture which holds traditional
philosophy captive is that of the
mind as a great mirror, containing
various representations-some accurate, some not- and capable of
being
studied
by
pure,
nonempirical methods. 21
Like Derrida's conception of
logo centrism, Rorty accounts for this
phenomenonofocularmetaphorsasa
consequence of history rather than as
a truth with any basis in fact or logic.
Locating its roots in the philosophy of
Plato, he credits its acceptance as the
foundational source of knowledge to
the theory of mental processes developed by Locke, the mind/body dualism of Descartes, and the conception
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of "philosophy as a tribunal of pure
reason" of Kant. 22 Rorty's work attempts to challenge this thesis that
what is 'out there' (objective) is independent of us (subjective), and the
presupposition that follows that
knowledge is achieved when a subject
correctly mirrors objective reality.
Rorty describes the nature of the
subject/ object relationship in this
conception of knowledge when he
states:
To know is to represent accurately
what is outside the mind; so to understand the possibility and nature
of knowledge is to understand the
way in which the mind is able to
construct such representations.
Philosophy's central concern is to
be a general theory of representation.l.l
Philosophy dominated by ocular
metaphors assumes that all knowing
gets done by the eye that observes. It
removes knowledge from any
grounding in human bodily experience and constructs a pure, transcendental and representational body of
discourse. Heidegger, to whom
Rorty's critique of visu al metaphors is
much indebted, recognised the relationship between these ocular metaphors and a type of foundationat objective, conversation-closing knowledge when he said:
The basic process of modem times
is the conquest of the world as picture. The world 'view' now means
the product of representational
building. In it man fights for the
position in which he can be that
being which sets the standard for
all beings and draws the guiding
principles for them.24
Like Derrida's critique of philosophy's attempts to construct a 'transcendental signified' temporally and
logically prior to the language in
which it is involve(t Rorty is suspicious of any claims to a transcendental, objective, ahistorical knowledge
by"gettingmoreaccuraterepresentations by inspecting, repairing and
polishing the mirror." He claims that
this traditional conception of philosophy, which he calls 'systematic' philosophy, is only one of a choice of
possible metaphors for talking about

knowledge. And so he introduces his
notion of an 'edifying philosophy,' a
"new, better, more interesting, more
fruitful way of speaking"25 which
breaks free from the construct of philosophy as providing a cultural
grounding through its activities of
mirroring . Nominating Dewey,
Wittgenstein and Heidegger as "edifying" rather than traditional "systematic" philosophers, he outlines the
goal of such thinking as participating
in a conversation, and preventing tha t
conversation degenerating into an
inquiry searching for any objective
truths. Hence he states that edifying
philosophers:
are often dubious about progress,
and especially about the latest
claim that such and such a discipline has at last made the nature of
human knowledge so clear that
reason will spread throughout the
rest of human activity. 26
And notes the difference between systematic and edifying philosophy as:
Systematic philosophers want to
put their subject on the secure path
of a science. Edifying philosophers
want to keep space open for the
sense of wonder which poets can
sometimes cause.27
Rorty's shift of focus from the
Derridean philosophy/language critique of the 'pure concept' to the relationship of truth and ocular metaphors is particularly instructi ve when
considering the contemporary metaphors for architecture's mode of reception. For in viewing examples as
seemingly different as Robert
Venturi's populist 'decorated sheds'
or the formal autonomy of Peter
Eisenman's post-humanist abstractions, there seems to be the common
assumption that, whether historicist
or post-structuralist, through formal
manipulation alone architecture communicates as a cultural sign or epistemological commentary. Implicit in
these linguistic adoptions is the acceptance of the very metaphor Rorty
puts to question-the ocular metaphor of mental representations 'in the
minds eye' as mirror reflections of an
external reality-which maintains the
Cartesian spli t of a detached,
spectatorial subject viewing the object
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of their sight. WaIter Benjamen, in his
essay "The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction," illustrates the questionable nature of this
metaphor in relation to architecture
when he states:
Distraction and concentration form
polar opposites which may be
stated as follows: A man who concentrates before a work of art is
absorbed by it. He enters into the
work the way legend tells of the
Chinese painter when he viewed
his finished painting. In contrast,
the distracted mass absorbs the
work of art. This is most obvious
with regard to buildings. Architecture has always represented the
prototypes of a work of art whose
reception of which is consummated
by a collectivity in a state of distraction. The laws of its reception
are most instructive ... Buildings
are appropriated in a twofold
manner: by use and perception-or
rather, by touch and by sight. Such
appropriation can not be understood in terms of the attentive concentration of a tourist before a famous building. On the tactile side
there is no counterpart to contemplation on the optical side. Tactile
appropriation is accomplished not
so much by attention as by habit. As
regards architecture, habit determines to a large extent even optical
reception. The latter, too, occurs
much less through rapt attention
than by noticing the object in incidental fashion ... The public is an
examiner, but an absentminded
one.lll
The two major themes of Rorty's
work-the dominant poSition of ocular metaphors in Western conceptions
of knowledge, and the potential of an
edifying conversational philosophic
discourse-are particularly instructive to the dichotomies and oppositions specific to architecture. Not only
does it bring into question the
spectatorial nature of the subject I
object relationship in architecture's
mode of reception, but it makes
problematic the whole notion of
theory building a foundation which
practice represents or mirrors. What
Rorty recognises in his 'metacritique'
is that the subject! object, mind!body
dualisms at the heart of these ocular

metaphors are historical constructions which falsely assume they are
more than just one of the possible
metaphors for explaining our 'being
in the world.' Against this the post
modern semiotic metaphors,
whereby architecture is reduced to a
representational sign system
(Venturi's 'Decorated shed') or a
'mirroring' of the current epistemological climate and the 'disjunction of
contemporary culture' (Eisenman)
seem more reductionist than radical.
How, then, can architecture move
beyond the grip of the representational mirroring metaphors to achieve
a more inclusive conception of architecture's mode of reception and a
more dialogical, conversational relationship between theory and practice.
The alternative metaphor provided
by Derrida in his critique of the
logocentrism of 'presence' is that of
'freeplay'-a free and unbound play
of signs where 'experience' and 'presence' have no existence.29 But this
conception of reality holds a certain
distance to architecture, it seems
relativistic and abstract to the
physicality and undeniable materiality that characterises architecture,
and its association of any appeal to
experiential confirmation as a return
to the logocentric foundation seems
extreme and alienating to a diSCipline
which revolves around fostering the
life practices of our very being. And so
it is in the very different conception of
play developed in the phenomenological hermeneutics of HansGeorg Gadamer that we will look for
clues for a broader, more inclusive
conception of the subject! object relationship in architecture beyond the
reign of ocular metaphor.

Gadamer and 'Play as the Clue to
Ontological Explanation'
The phenomenological hermeneutics
of Hans-Georg Gadamer is credited
with shifting the focus of
hermeneutics through his ontological
critique of the epistemological and
methodological
claims
of
Cartesianism. Unlike Derrida, his
critique of the Cartesian oppositions
between subject and object, reason
and tradition and reason and prejudice stem from a belief and an interest
in our human finitude, in the realities
of our being in the world. Hence the
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major themes developed in his
work-the concept of play as the clue
to ontological explanation, the
hermeneutical circle, and the Enlightenment's prejudice against prejudice-revolves around a belief that
we are "truly dialogical beings--always in conversation, always in the
process of understanding,"30 and that
it is the "dynamics of the play of understanding that underlies and pervades all human understanding." 3l
Heidegger, whose recognition of
the ontological significance of understanding and interpretation in our
mode of being has been a major point
of departure for Gadamer who says:
In Being and Time the real question
is not in what way being can be
understood, but in what way understanding is being, for the understanding of being represents the
existential distinction of Dasein.
Already at this point Heidegger
does no t understand being to be the
result of the objective operation of
consciousness, as was still the case
in Husserl's phenomenology.
Rather, the question of being, as
Heidegger poses it, breaks into an
entirely different dimension by focusing on the being of Dasein
which understands itself. And this
is where the transcendental schema
must finally founder. The infinite
contrast between the transcendental ego and its objects is finally
taken up into the ontological question.31
Gadamer develops his ontological critique of the relationship between
truth and traditional concepts of scientific methodology in Truth and
Method, which focuses on the experience of works of art, the understanding and interpretation of literary texts
and the study of history. He is critical
of the 'pure concept,' the situationless
ahistorical transcendental idea or
method, because of its denial of the
realities of the hermeneutical circle in
our everyday endeavours. Hence he
states:
The hermeneutics developed here
is not, therefore, a methodology of
the human sciences, but an attempt
to understand what the human sciences really are, beyond their
methodological self consciousness,
51

and what connects them with the
totality of our experience of the
world.33
Richard Bemstein further outlines the
themes that are Gadarner's major focus of attention when he explains:
The idea of a basic dichotomy between the subjective and the objective; the conception of knowledge as being a correct representative of what is objective; the conviction that human reason can
completely free itself of bias, prejudice, and tradition; the ideal of a
universal method by which we can
first secure firm foundations of
knowledge and then build the edi[ice of a universal science; the belief
that by the power of self reflection
we can transcend our historical
context and horizon and know
things as they really are in themselves-all of these concepts are
subjected to sustained criticism.34
One of the key concepts to Gadamer's
development of the hermeneutic experience of the work of art is his description of "play as the clue to ontological explanation."ls Here he attempts to construct an alternative
model to Kant's 'radical subjectivisation' which assumes that the
work of art is a self-contained object
that stands over and against
spectatorial subjects who, in turn,
must purify themselves to achieve
aesthetic consciousness of the work of
art. Gadamer contests that understanding, interpretation and our comprehension of meanings in the work of
art has more in common with a dialogue between people or the buoyancy of a game which absorbs its
players than with Kant's pure state of
'aesthetic consciousness' or a methodologically controlled investigation
of an object by a subject. Through a to
and fro movement meaning and understanding occur as our fore-projections are continually altered by
participating in the work of art.
There are several important presupposi tions in Gadarner's concept of
play that help to explain his conception of the hermeneutic circle. Firstly,
we all bring our historicity-our
prejudices, our bias, and our traditions-toany actof interpretation and
understanding. In the Cartesian
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framework this hindered and reduced our pursuit of truth, but to
Gadamer this attitude is a prejudice
against prejudice. 36 Gadarner does not
consider tradition and prejudice as a
limiting condition, for it just means
that our grasping of the other does not
occur from a pure consciousness and
transparency of mind but by a process
of fusing horizons from the situated,
bounded domain in which we are
embedded. When Gadamer states
that tradition "does not limit the
freedom of knowledge but makes it
possible"31 he is actually altering the
construct of tradition from "the dead
weight of the past"38 to something that
is alive, something that reshapes itself
as it continually informs us, and
something that is universal in its inevitability but specific to each person
and culture. The second condition
developed by Gadamer is that the reception of the work of art is not simply
a spectatorial event between two isolated entities but a temporal, experiential, participatory process which
dissolves the implied distance in the
Cartesian subject/object dichotomy.
It is in the playing of play that meaning comes into being, falsifying any
claims to meaning by simply clothing
an object according to some atomistic
language theory. Finally, the to and
fro, dialogical relationship of the
hermeneutical circle challenges the
claims of a set foundation of knowledge or truth. The metaphor of theory
as an unchanging foundational edifice from which practice occurs is restructured into a system of question
and answer, with each modifying the
other to form a body of discourse
more concretely embodied in our everyday practices. Indeed, Gadamer's
hermeneutical circle articulates more
precisely the type of 'edifying' role
theory might play, not just because it
is a therapeutic alternative to systematic philosophy, but because it has
a closer affinity with the way we understand and obtain meaning in our
everyday operations.
Gadamer's metaphor of 'play' and
his articulation of the processes of the
hermeneutical circle challenge many
of the assumptions implicit in the
theoretical positions of both Venturi
and Eisenman. Both think of tradition
as something given and determinate,
a "dead weight of the past," which is
to be overthrown or celebrated. In

Eisenman's thinking there is a distorted consciousness of the changes to
the present and a self conscious rejection of tradition which takes him
perilously close to the Cartesian
'transparency of mind' and Hegelian
'spirit of the times' which his rhetoric
attempts to undermine. Venturi treats
history as an object and as if it were
onto logically independent of the
subject-a token alphabet of sign systems to clothe the architectural construction. In these overly self-conscious responses to history the notion
of history as a living tradition always
in a process of reconstitution and informing and shaping our interpretations and understanding is not
grasped.
Gadamer's recognition of the subject/ object dichotomy as a false construct and his alternative metaphor of
'play' in understanding the work of
art is particularly instructive when
considering architecture's mode of
reception. Whilst the very different
states of reception between the concentration and absorption of the work
of art and the more circumspect, distracted reception of architecture have
been well articulated in Benjamen's
quotation, the more temporally fluid,
to and fro, experientially based
metaphor of play illustrates the limitations of reducing architecture's
communicative potential to ocular
metaphors of a representational sign
system. In this context Eisenman's
work is closer to the contextually removed Kantian notions of a pure
aesthetic consciousness where the
work of art is separated from the
contingencies of daily life than
Gadamer's concept of play where the
subject, the work of art and the world
of the subject become one and the
same. Likewise Venturi's 'decorated
shed' which separates symbol from
function reduces the 'happening of
meaning' to a spectatorial event
without the temporal and experiential
to and fro movement of Gadamer's
'play.' Gadamer's inclusion of our effective history, our habits and practices and our participation and experience in a temporal relationship that
brings about "meaning through the
happening of understanding" illustrates how limited the spectatorial
ocular metaphors are as a way of un-
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derstanding the mode of reception
and acquiring of meaning in architecture.

grounding ensure an experiential dimension. And so while Derrida calls
to attention of the general problem of
the binary oppositions of logocentrism in Western thinking, his appliConclusion
cation in archi tecture seems distanced
In discussing the changing concep- and problematic, with only a formally
tions of reality resulting from post- driven reversal of the 10gocentricism'
structuralist thinking this paper has of order and hierarchy having ocfocused on Derrida's deconstruction, curred to date rather than any successthe neo-pragmatism of Rorty and the ful enactments of deconstruction.
Rorty's probing of the foundational
hermeneutics of Gadamer. Each of
claims
of epistemology by revealing
these thinkers have questioned the
the
dominant
position of ocular
notion of the 'transcendental signimetaphors
in
traditional
philosophy,
fied,' the 'pure concept' untinged by
on
the
other
hand,
is
particularly
relthe materiality of our everyday existto
architecture.
His
critique
of
evant
ence, and the methods, beliefs and
the
spectatorial,
mirroring
relationfoundational constructs that result
from the search for these notions of ship between subject and object in
truth. But in response to the questions traditional conceptions of knowledge
posed at the beginning of the discus- brings into question the nature of arsion-the issue of architecture finding chitecture's mode of reception. It has
a more inclusive order that took it been argued that the spectatorial,
beyond the extreme swings between ocular metaphors have been mainobjectivism and relativism and tained in the populism of Robert
bridged the gap between theory and Venturi and the post structuralism of
practice-the ideas of these three po- Peter Eisenman-evident in their
limiting of architecture to a sign
lemical thinkers vary greatly.
Derrida, by investigating the rela- which represents rather than an ontotionship between the language of logical and experientially grounded
philosophy and the philosophic 'thing.'
Rorty illustrates the link between
claims to Truth, Meaning and Being
illustrated the role played by hierar- ocular metaphors and the traditional
chically structured binary opposi- foundational claims of philosophy
tions in the Western metaphysical and introduces his conception of a
tradition. His enactments of philosophy "without mirrors,"39 a
deconstruction on the 'logocentrism' conversational, 'edifying' philosoof Western thinking have been phy. This too calls into question the
popularly embraced in architectural relationship between theory and
theory, butthe relationship to date has practice within architecture, as linbeen a hazardous one. More often guistic innovations colonise architecthan not they have been a simple tural theories and build a foundation
metaphoric transfer from the outside which practice represents. This procthat retained many of the exclusive ess more often than not closes off the
and repressive characteristics of the conversation, resisting a dialogue betradition they attempted to tween architecture and these critical
deconstruct, rather than any internal theories, denying any understanding
restructuring or displacing of the op- of their relationship to the specific
positions and dichotomies within ar- discipline of architecture by performchitecture. Moreover, the appropria- ing a simple, metaphOriC transfer-a
tion of Derrida's metaphors to some of 'mirroring' of curren t epistemological
the fundamental questions raised in theory.
Rorty's critique of the position of
this paper such as the nature of architecture's reception seem relativis- ocular metaphors in creating a fountic and dogmatic when transferred to dation anchoring traditional Western
architecture. In particular his conceptions of rationality has the po'freeplay,' which negates experience tential to raise several questions in
and presence and emphasises the architectural discourse-the domifreeplay of signs to decenter man nance of visual, spectatorial metaseems futile and unreal to architec- phors implicit in our conception of
ture, whose overwhelming physical architecture's mode of reception, and
form and social and pragmatic the acceptance of the false construct of
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the subject/object dichotomy in our
approaches to built form, historical
influences and the role of theory. But
while Rorty provides a sustained
critique of some of these accepted
preconceptions his relativistic finale-with edifying, conversational
philosophy merely being a therapeutic alternative to traditional systematic philosophy-iS limited in informing future directions and applications
of theoretical discourses.
Gadamer, however, through his
development of the metaphor of play
and the workings of the hermeneutical circle, develops the notion of
an edifying, dialogical relationship
between theory and practice, not as a
therapeutic alternative, but as a fundamental reality of how we operate
and communicate anyway when we
distance ourselves from the methodological self consciousness of
foundational theories into the realm
of everyday practice. Gadamer's
'play' moves from the spectatorial
subject/ object metaphor to a more
inclusive, to and fro, experiential and
historically located understanding of
communication and the happening of
meaning. Working from within the
ontological limits of our human
finitudc, then, Gadamer develops an
equally powerful critique of objectivism and notions of foundationalism
without falling prey to relativistic
conclusions evident in Rorty and
many of the French post-structuralists. And while this may lead to claims
of conservativism, denying the kinds
of changes outlined by Baudrillard in
the introduction, Gadamer's claim
that "we are in a state of constant
overstimulation of our historical consciousness"40 is equally valid as a response to the French post structuralists and their followers in architecture. Furthermore, Gadamer's hermeneutics is not as susceptible as
Derrida's deconstructive strategies
(reversal, displacement, trace) are to a
reductive, formally driven reconfiguration of the architectural object.
There can be no formal or aesthetic
mask thatmasqueradesasa representation of hermeneutics. Instead,
Gadamer's theories probe architecture's own assumptions about the
nature of communication and the acquiring of meaning, the relationship
between the individual and the historical tradition, and the relationship
53

between theory and practice-the
moment of application.
And so it is that "play is the clue to
ontological explanation." For while
all three thinkers discussed provide
powerful critiques of traditional philosophy's 'pure concepts' as foundations to our actions and everyday
practices, it is Gadamer that provides
some sense of a move beyond the extreme swings between objectivism
and relativism in architectural discourse and practice. For Gadamer's
hermeneutics is both grounded and
liberating, that is, grounded in the
ontological, temporal, experiential
reality and the very human finitude
around which architecture revolves
and yet liberating in its alternative
metaphors that go beyond the
reductive constructs of traditional rationality. The hermeneutic metaphor
of play does not attempt to close off
our desire for a meaningful and communicative architecture, it simply
opens the door for a more inclusive
understanding of the position of architecture in the context of our very
being-in-the-world.
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Space and Place
David Martin
Faculty of Architecture
University of Sydney

Heidegger's Modernity
or Heidegger, what we know
and our initially and ultimately
unchosen worldly existence
('throwness') can't be separated, but the essential connection between the two can be forgotten.
Moreover, this forgetfulness can be
institutionalized and embedded in
social practices and in formal and informal discourse. It can become a way
of being of a culture. In the West the
connection has progressively been
forgotten and in Western modernity
the institutionalization of forgetfulness has reached a terminal stage.
Since Descartes, the rationality of formalized inquiry has come to be construed exclusively asa mental activity
that relates data abstracted from temporally and spatially specific historic
or natural events to universal sets of
la ws at the expense of thoughtful consideration of the constituti ve in volvements in knowledge of the everyday
ongoing worldly activities-the particular time- and space-bound 'situation' -of the knower. Cartesian
dualisms-mind/body, subject/object-define the essence of modernity.
Theory and theoretically informed
practice are exclUSively spun out from
a single 'self-evident' schema: a desituated, dis-embodied, dis-Iocated,
contemplative subject relating to an
object-world through instrumentalized representations.

F

•••

The place/space dichotomy has been circulating In architectural conversations and
beyond since the early 80s. This paper
examines two treatments of it. The first is
Martln Heldegger's, the second is Anthony
Giddens' modification of Heidegger's.
Both read the problematics of place and
space in relation to conditions of modernity and as a vital Issue for modernity.
For Heldegger, 'homelessness' (placelessness) Is a consequence/cause of developments In the the life-world of Western
mOdernity. 'Homelessness' is an existential dlsconnectedness that is embedded so
deeply In the languages, practices and
material Infrastructures of modernity that
Its eradication is an Impossibility. He reads
modernity's fundamental commitment to
an abstract spatio-temporality as a fatal
decline from pre-moderni ty whose forms of
life were grounded in locale-specific
spatio-temporalities.
For Glddens, place, under conditions of
late modernity, has become a phantasmlc
symbolic token for circulation in the ab-

stract spatia-temporal systems that now
ground everyday ontological security. For
Giddens, modernity is an unpredictable
'juggernaut' that yields oppressions and
benefits. The ontological security lost
when place becomes phantasmlc Is supplied in new ways by the systems that
cause that loss. Glddens argues, In an Implicit critique of Heidegger, that we can
safely let go of our attachments to premodern conceptions of place. Indeed we
need to recognize It as aphantasm In order
effectively to cope with the historic m0ment.
It is claimed here that Giddens' cautious optimism Is derived In part from
Hans-Georg Gadamer's own modifications
of Heldegger's position. While Gadamer
does not deal explicitly with space and
place, he Is concerned with the conditions
appropriate to non-oppressive forms of human solidarity. These conditlons persist in
modernity, not as survivals of pre-modern
forms of life, but in alinguistically mediated
sensus communis.

Given the success of this schema
Heidegger can hardly deny that it is a
mode of being in the world but he can
and does deny its assumed
primordiality. In Being and Time he
wants to show that the deliberative
conscious knowing thematized by
Descartes presupposes a background
of practical preunderstandings.
Waking life is an almost unbroken
unfolding of concerns and practices
which do not require a detached
mindful self-supervision. Everyday
knowing is a rupture in our preconscious involvements, a rupture triggered by disturbances in our
equipmental milieu: rooms, furniture, gadgets, cars, streets and so on.
Theoretical contemplation is an institutionalized prolongation of this de-

tachment and an exploration of the
world disclosed by disturbance. But
the world disclosed to theory is not
that of our absorbed everyday involvement. Rather it is a represented
world constituted by dislocation and
detachment. Heidegger says our
equipmental milieu thus has two
ways of showing up for us: as transparent unrepresented ready-tohandness or availability to our
concernful and purposive involvements, and as the visible occurrent
present-to-handness of problematic
things in themselves 'out there'. The
second isderivativeofthe first butthis
derivativeness can be overlooked.
Institutionalized theory institutionalizes this oversight.
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Spatiality
In displacing the detached knowing
mind from centre stage Heidegger is
not attempting to install the body in its
place. Our absorbed involvements
cannot be reduced to biological reflexes or to bodily schemata imprinted neurological1y through repeated collisions with thingsl. Heidegger says that we are bodily not in
order to invert the Cartesian mindbody split but to get beyond it. In our
pretheoretical involvements our being is invested in constantly shifting
regions of concern that cannot be reduced either to 'mental' ideas or beliefs or to a biological program. Our
absorbed being-in-the-world thus has
a lived spatiality of places and regions
whose immeasurable dimensions'nearnesses' and 'farnesses'-are a
function of our immediate concerns as
these mesh with our equipmental
milieu. Neurological imprinting or
enculturated systems of ideas would
be hard put to it to explain the lived
spatialityof watching a TV, or reading
a book, or, to use Heidegger's example, making something in a workshop. Lived spatiality is not that of
equipment nor of a body nor of a
socialized mind but emerges through
a temporally unfolding nexus of involvements.
The spatiality of present-tohandness is of a different order. When
the TV plays up the spatiality of absorption vanishes and a different
spatiality emerges. We look at it as an
object detached from us and 'in' but
separate from its surrounds, andasan
object with discernable and representable properties. Heidegger says that it
is this order of spatiality-of us as
thinking subjects looking at things
dispersed in space-that is thematized and explored in depth by theoretical detachment. Theoretical detachment assumes the objectness of
things 'in' space and 'in' time, where
space and time are abstract, universal,
continuous, measurable containers of
events and objects.
Neither everyday knowing nor
theoretical knowing remain abstracted from the physical milieu. The
craftsperson in a workshop overcomes the problem of an inappropriate tool by fixing it or making a new
one. The TV maintenance worker consuIts manuals written by electronics
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experts and feeds this knowledge
back into the equipment. In both cases
the smoothing out of disturbance involves the embodiment in equipment
of 'ways of seeing'.2 The making of
equipment even more so.
But Heidegger sees a crucial difference between the situations of the
craftsperson and the TV worker. The
former is involved in a local practiceknowing-equipment cycle. Problematic disturbances in equipment in the
workshop disclose a present-to-hand
spatiality that retains an essential
connection to local concerns: things
are 'lost', 'out of reach', 'awkwardly
shaped for this job' and so on. These
interpretations are non -generalizable.
They only make sense in relation to
what is of immediate concern to the
craftsperson. Smoothing out disturbances feeds these locale-specific interpretations back into the world of
the workshop. The circuit plans of the
TV manual are grounded on a theoretical spatio-temporality that has
been torn free of locale-specificity.
They work as well in the Black Forest
as in Berlin. The TV worker is involved in a dis-Iocated practiceknOwing-equipment cycle, a cycle in
which equipment embodies the universal spatio-temporality of theoretical detachment.

Big Science
For Heidegger, the difference between the situations of the craftsperson and the industrial worker is an
index of the changes rung in in the
West's headlong plunge into modernity, changes which see the localespecific sufficiencies and securities of
pre-modern practices replaced by the
dislocated and dislocating practiceequipment systems of modem technology. These changes emerge as explicit themes in Heidegger's post-Being and Time writings. In 'The Age of
the World Picture' he writes that the
operations of institutionalized academic science manifest processes that
are the essence of modernity itself.
In science the spatio-temporality
of the present-to-hand shows up as
the 'ground plan [Grundriss] of nature' which Heidegger describes as a
'self-contained system of motion of
units of mass related spatiotemporally'. He gives us the following
snapshot of it.

Motion means change of place. No
motion or direction of motion is
superior to any other. Every place
is equal to every other. No point in
time has preference over any
other. Every force is defined according to-Le., is only-its consequences in motion, and that means
in magnitude of change of place in
the unity of time. 3
The ground plan operates as 'prior
stipulation', as a predictive way of
seeing that tends to self-reproduce
through cyclic linkages of mutual
dependence among thinking, practice
and equipment. The ground plan of
nature gets embodied in extended
networks of equipment which require
for their support a matrix of administrative, economic and distributive
practices, or 'ongoing activities'.
Thus, investment in machinery is at
once investment in a way of seeing
and in an institutionalized conduct of
life. Moreover the instrumentation, as
a way of seeing, can only reproduce
variants of the ground plan in ever
more useful and refined ways, variants which themselves get re-embodied in practico-instrumental networks. Thus the ground plan, its instrumentation, and its supportive
practical matrix of ongoing activities
are wrapped up ina self-perpetuating
system that has, Heidegger claims, an
unstoppable momentum. The cyclic
relay between knowing, equipment
and doing operates in modem science
asin the workshop but with the fateful
difference that it is grounded on a
universal spatio-temporality. Modem science breaks free of the limits of
locality. All it wants to do is more of
the same bu t on a bigger and bigger
scale.
For Heidegger, the eye-instrument-world framework of science is a
permutation of the subject-represention-object schema which grounds
all thinking and practice in modernity. Just as in science where the
instrumentally embodied ground
plan sets up a portion of the real for its
assimilation into the knowledgepractice-equipment economy of science so in culture at large the thinki ng-practice-equi pmen tal cycle
projects and assimilates the natural
and human worlds as constant, objective acceSSibility.
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Heidegger calls this constant accessibility 'standing reserve',4 by
which he means that under conditions
of modernity the design and construction or production of equipment
presupposes the co-ordination of a
multiplicity of practical equipmental
networks across time and across
space. One TV set, for example, is
embedded in manufacturing systems,
broadcast systems, maintenance systems, legislative systems, management systems, distribution systems,
research systems, labour systems and
financial systems. All are linked in
relations of mutual dependency
within a necessarily context-independent spatia-temporality. In 'The
Question Concerning Technology'
Heidegger provides the folloV\ring example.

All distances in time and space are
shrinking. Man ... now receives instant information, by radio, of
events which he formerly learned
about only years later, if at all. The
germination and growth of plants,
which remained hidden throughout the seasons, is now exhibited
publicly in a minute, on film. Distant sites of the most ancient cultures are shown on film as if they
stood this very moment amidst
today's street traffic. Moreover,
the film attests to what it shows by
presenting also the camera and its
operators at work. The peak of this
abolition of every pOSSibility of
remoteness is reached by television, which will soon pervade the
whole machinery of communication.6

The forester who in the wood
measures the felled timber and to
all appearances walks the same
forest path in the same way as did
his grandfather is today commanded by profit-making in the
lumber industry, whether he
knows it or not. He is made subordinate to the orderability of cellulose, which for its part is challenged forth by the need for paper,
which is then delivered to newspapers and illustrated magazines.
The latter, in their turn, set public
opinion to swallowing what is
printed, so that a set configuration
of opinion becomes available on
demand.s

Heidegger sees an uncontrollable
process of integration and domination whose avant garde is an
instrumentally embodied eye. On the
macroscopiC scale temporally and
spatially distant places are made
present and instantly accessible for
consumption via TV, radio and film as
culture, or as resources for industry,
or for incorporation as data into institutions of knowing. On the microscopic scale imaging technologies
peer into and colonize previously inaccessible sub-atomic and sub-cellular domains and open them up for
technological intervention. Heidegger warns that because the systems of
modernity have no in-built self-regulating mechanisms their development
tends towards a catastrophic global
envelopment and consumption.

Whether the forester or the reading
public know it or not a network of
systems has penetrated their lifeworld with the result that remoteness
of the forester to the reader and of the
reader to the forester has been replaced by a systematic exploitable coaccessibility. Both are loci of production and consumption in the same
space-time field. For Heidegger, this
technologically mediated integration
of the forester and urban public
opinion (and all points in between)
presupposes the spatio-temporality
of presenHa-handness. Moreover, as
in science, the techno-systems of production and consumption tend to reproduce and extend the spatio-temporality in which they are grounded.

No Exit
But who is he warning? For Heidegger subjects are not caught up in these
self-producing processes of modernity against their wills but are constituted by them. Modernity reproduces
itself through its subjects. For
Heidegger the essential medium of
concept formation is language but its
occasion is the cyclic relay between
absorbed practices and everyday detached knowing. In modernity both
medium and occasion have been infiltrated by variants of subjectivism.
Because our everyday physical milieux are increasingly designed to suit
the requirements of modem systems
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we encounter the world and Na ture as
constant actual or potential accessibility, even in what are apparently inconsequential events of knOwing.
Along with the public world, the
environing Nature is discovered
and is accessible to everyone. In
roads, streets, bridges, our concern
discovers Nature as having some
definite direction .... In a dock,
account is taken of some definite
constellation in the world system.
When we make use of the clockequipment, which is prOximally
and inconspicuously ready-tohand, the environing Nature is
ready-to-hand along with it?
That is, even our everyday ongoing
background practices-such as
checking the time-do not so much
connect us up to 'world systems' as
show that we are always already embedded in them. In late modernity
there is no longer any such thing as a
locale specific knowing-practiceequipment cycle from which a specifically regional and inherently limited
kind of knowing can be developed.
Our existential or lived spatialitythepretheoretical world tha tprovides
the occasion and site of concept formation-is suspended within and
preformed by the globally extended
spatiality of the present-at-hand.
Moreover, on Heidegger's analysis of modernity, the possibility of
discursive agreements upon which
resistance to the developments of
modernity could be based is foreclosed because the very grammar of
language is irradiated by subjectivism. That is, because we think, speak
and write or interpret ourselves, others and the world in categories supplied by discourses spun out from the
subject-object schema there can be no
discourse on modernity that is not
complicit with its developments.
Heidegger writes that only a god can
save us now.

•••
It is against this background that

Heidegger meditates on the distinction between Raum (place) and spatio
(space) in 'Building Dwelling Thinking'. In this essay Heidegger draws
our attention to the post-war housing
shortage but contends that 'the real
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plight of dwelling does not lie merely
in a lack of houses, ... is indeed older
than the world wars with their destruction, older also than the increase
of the earth's population and the
condition of the industrial workers.'8
For Heidegger, actual destitution is
symptomatic of a pervasive and deep
existential 'homelessness' that determines the forms of life of the entire
culture. The plight of dwelling in
modernity is the all but complete replacement of the locale-specific
sufficiencies and securities of premodem practices by the dislocated
and dislocating practice-equipment
systems of modem technology, that
is, of Raum by spatio. The forester is
on the way to homelessness by virtue
of the imperceptible infiltration of his
life world by the integrated systems
and spatio-temporality of modernity.
His path is not the path his grandfather trod even though it is the same
pathontically. Heis beingdis-Iocated.
The city dwellers who 'swallow' illustrated magazines are already
there. Homelessness is the rift implied
in the groundplan of nature
[Grundriss, riss=plan=rift]. Twentieth century homelessness was predestined for us when Descartes mistook the certain objective knowledge
for a palliative for ontological insecurity and so dislocated and
desituated knowing from worldly
doing.
The message of 'Building Dwelling Thinking' is not a practical one but
a thoughtful one. It is to be read as an
indication of our entanglement in the
systems of modernity and not as an
cryptic instruction manual on how to
get out of them. You cannot design or
not design for Raum. Even to contemplate such a thing is to begin to lift
Raum into the abstract representational systems of modernity. Nor can
we modems forage around among
premodern enclaves within modernity or traditional societies for helpful
hints on how to dwell authentically,
as some interpreters of Heidegger
have suggested 9• Nostalgia isn't an
option. There can be no
mere negating of the age. The
flight into tradition, out of a combination of humility and presumption, can bring about nothing
in itself other than self-deception
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and blindness in relation to the
historic moment. ID
Heidegger's account of the historic
moment thus appears to present us
with an untenable but inescapable
modernity in which even discursive
agreement on its nature is fatally
compromised. He uses certain premodem life practices such as those of
the closed workplaces of the workshop or the forester as exemplary
grounded forms of life but at the same
time suggests that the preservation
and/or recovery of these is impossible.
For the remainder of this paper I
want to briefly consider two developments of Heidegger's workHans-Georg Gadamer's and Anthony
Giddens'. Both take seriously his
analysis of modernity but both
modify his no exit conclusion.

Gadamer's Modernity
"little reason"

Nodding respectfully towards
Heidegger's picture of modernity,
Gadamer writes that,
it certainly looks at first as if we are
being overwhelmed in our economic and social system by a rationalization of all the relations of
life that follows an imminent
structural compulsion so that we
are always making new inventions, and we are always increasing the range of our technical activity without being able to see our
way out of this vicious circle. Farseeing people already consider
this a fatal path down which humanity is heading. But there are

other common experiences in this society atomized by the pursuit of profits.
In the light of these experiences everyone can become expressly aware of
the limits of manipulative capacities)l [my italics]

Modernity's vicious cycle is no less a
reality for Gadamer than it is for
Heidegger but for Gadamer there are
ways of coping with it which
Heidegger overlooks. We've noted
that for Heidegger common experiences can no longer be lifted up into
discursive interpretation in such a
way that we who experience them can
get the kind of collective grip on the

'fatal path' necessary to get off it. Language tells us we are object-resources
for other people, and that other people
are our objects and our practices and
equipmental milieu reinforce this.
Because there are no other words,
practices or milieux than the ones
we've got we are caught in processes
that precludes the development of a
salvational consciousness.
But for Gadamer there is always
the possibility of common agreement
on common experiences or problems
as the following examples indicate.
1 Gadamer writes of the 'shock
wave that went through the world
... when the possibilities of genetic
engineering entered the public
arena.' 12 Oearly, for him, the most
shocking of genetic engineering's
possibilities is the design and in
vitro manufacture of human beings, where 'design' means first an
ontic representation of human life
and second a manipulation at a
sub-cellular level and where the
resultant human being would be
ontically pre-programmed from
the word go. Heidegger would, no
doubt, have felt the same shock.
There can be no in vitro hermeneutic circles, no authentic
replicants anxious about their own
mortality. But Gadamer's point is
that the shock and the discursive
'wave that went around the world'
is itself evidence of a collective
ability to discursively represent
the problem and of a collective
ability to agree to set limits. Such
an agreement need make no reference to scientific data or to
founded objective knowledge.
Rather, it would be an instance of
practical wisdom.
2 In the second example Gadamer
considerably softens Heidegger's
claim that scientific representations only serve to keep us on the
'fatal path'. He is quite convinced
that we are living in an age where
life gets reduced to numbers and
fed into computers for the purposes of manipulation and anonymous planning, that is, that 'we
live in the age of cybernetics, of
self-regulative systems',13 But he
adds that 'In virtue of the scientific
enlightenment of our day we are
starting to learn that there are
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equilibrium conditions and equilibrium states that need to be maintained', a reference to 'the closed
work place of the earth' and its
'ecological crisis'.1 4 So, by a ruse of
history, a saving word-'maintain
equilibrium states!'-comes from
scientific discourse itself. Cybernetic representations of equilibrium states and self regulating
systems provide not only a compelling demonstration of the need
for ecological care but a useful
analytic tool for figuring out appropriate interventions where
systems have been pushed out of
balance.
The first example indicates the
possibility of collective agreement
without resort to a founded and
grounded knowledge, that is, without
resort to the science-dominated 15
knowledge systems of modernity.
The second indicates the possible use
of scientific representations against
the purportedly inexorable tendencies of the 'fatal path'. For Gadamer,
both pointto a interpretative free-play
in situations where individuals 'interface' with the institutions and
knowledge and image systems of
modernity. It is this realm of free play
that forms the basis of a resistant
solidarity.
For Gadamer, there is in every act
of appropriation-whether it be of a
book, a film, an oil painting, the other
half of a conversation, a TV program,
a computer print-out etc-an area of
indeterminacy, which, precisely because it is indeterminate, evades final
description and incorporation into a
system of knowing and planning. No
one can say with any finality what
happens in the crucial min ute, second
by second appropriations of tradition
that occurs in the reading of a book or
poem, or in a viewing of L.A. Law, or
in a conversation and this means that
conceptformation in the final instance
can and does sneak out from under
what Heidegger sees as a total manipulation of concept formation.
This realm of play is not, however,
the manipulable skill or capacity of a
subject. Rather it belongs to the natural language in which and through
which subjects become subjects. For
Gadamer socialization is primarily
linguistic: language acquisition is acquisition of preschematizations in

terms of which the world and our
selves are revealed. On his view modernity is characterized by attempts at
distantiation from the languageworld through the objectification of
language as manipulable systems of
univocal representation. Western
modernity sees the proliferation of
technical languages and their subjectobject preschematizations and their
descent into and organization of social practice. But technical languages
cannot, Gadamer argues, survive
without the natural languages from
which they derive and which live off
metaphorical slippage) 6 All speakers
of a language 'have' -in a way that is
not meant to imply subjective possession-this 'slippage' which allows
them to figure their situations in ways
unpredictable to a scientific logic.
Gadamer calls this 'the '1ittle reason"
of human beings.'17 While 1ittle reason' might not save the individual
speaker from the impositions of modernity it does sa ve the culture. In fact,
it is only by metaphOrical slippage
that the idea of 'equilibrium states'
can be thought to be a possibly useful
tool for coping wi th as yet unforeseen
situations. 'Equilibrium states' is an
element from a scientific vocabulary,
but its projection into the unknownits metaphorical projection-does not
follow the rigours of scientific reason
but the wiles of practical wisdom. For
Gadamer, a ruse of history occurs
when a metaphor slips and that is
happening all the time, as we speak
and listen.
Thus Gadamer writes that he
tried to overcome Heidegger's
perspective according to which we
do not get out of the language of
metaphysics18 because the grammar of our languages binds our
thought to it ... and I have shown
the way a communal language is
shaped in [the interchange of dialogue] beyond the explicit awareness of the individual speaker and
how a step by step unveiling of
being comes about in this way.19

•••
For Heidegger, human and nonhuman being is unveiled almost
without exception as the actual or
poten Hal accessibility of objects to one
or another of the systems of moder-
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nity. Human being is deprived of its
ontological security when it is so revealed. Homelessness is his name for
the ontological insecurity of modernity. For Gadamer homelessness is
the tendency of modernity but it is
ultimately an unrealizable tendency.
The unpredictable unveilings of being
by 'little reason'-collecti ve practical
wisdom and individual appropriations-precede and evade all predictive judgements, whether they be
those of the integrated systems of
modernity or Heidegger's.20 For
Gadamer, all the sites of interpretation, whatever their spatial and temporallocation, are potential homes for
interpreters (i.e., everybody).
Gadamer displaces place from its premodem settings and distributes it to
wherever language is spoken.

Giddens' Modernity
Following Heidegger's suggestions,
Giddens sees the shift from pre-modernity to modernity as a process of
space-time distantiation.21 The general context of pre-modernity was
characterized by the 'overriding importance of localized trusf. 22 Kinship
patterns stabilized social ties in localized space-time contexts and rarely
extended beyond those contexts.
Thus the local community as both a
physical and a social place provided
sufficient familiarity for the development of personal and collective stability. Moreover, traditional societies
saw the past as that which is repeated
in the present and the future. Time
was local and cyclic. By contrast the
general context of late modernity is
characterized by the investment of
trust relations in disembedded abstract systems which now stabilize
social relations across indefinite
spans of space-time. Socially and
spatially mobile personal relationships of friendship or sexual intimacy
replace socially and spatially embedded kinship patterns as a means of
stabilizing social ties. Finally, latemodernity relates to the past as that
which is overcome in the present in
order to get to a new future. Time is an
evolutionary line on which the past
gets left behind.23
Abstract systems-knowledge/
practice/ equipment networks-are
the centrepiece of Giddens' analysis.
For him, the peculiarly modem sepa59

ration of place from space is the precondition and result of the globalizing
development and progressive integration of abstract systems which effectively 'dis-place' the ontological
security which in pre-modern times
was derived from almost exclusively
local involvements and re-embed it in
relations of trust in and reliance on
people, things and processes that are
spatially and temporally absent. He
writes that while
many aspects of life in local contexts continue to have a familiarity
and ease to them, grounded in
day-to-day routines individuals
follow ... [this] sense of the familiar
... so important to a sense of ontological security ... is one often mediated by time-space distantiation.24
That is, even in some of our most basic
routines our familiarities with others
and the world are mediated, and so
displaced from local contexts, by abstract systems. Among these Giddens
includes
• money;
• formal, institutionalised modes
of reflection;
• media systems: telephones, TV,
print media, radio, film;
• cybernetic systems;
• surveillance systems;
• administrative and bureaucratic
systems;
• expert systems, or professional
systems of knowledge such as
architecture, law, medicine.
Quite clearly none of these systems is
independent of the others. Late modernity sees their progressi ve integration such that their coverage of social,
physical and theoretical space tends
towards universality. As a whole they
constitute a 'juggernaut' which like
Heidegger's vicious circle has no
'outside' and so allows no escape. All
presuppose and reproduce a
distantiated spatio-temporality with
the result that
place becomes increasingly
phantasmagoriC: that is to say, locales are thoroughly penetrated
by and shaped in terms of social
influences quite distant from
them. What structures the locale is
60

not simply that which is present on
the scene; the 'visible form' of the
locale conceals the distantiated relations which determine its nature. 25
But Giddens rejects Heidegger's
conclusion that the experience of
modernity is entirely negative. While
he agrees with Heidegger that our
unchosen throwness is a throwness
among abstract systems, he does not
think this is necessarily a cause for
regret. With Heidegger he urges that
we recognize the 'historic moment'
but unlike Heidegger he does not see
the historic moment of late modernity
as a descent from pre-modernity but
as a horizontal shift away from it.
Giddens' modernity entails the dangers predicted by Heidegger and
benefits and processes he did not
predict.
The reasons for Giddens' cautious
optimism are as follows.
1 Giddens accepts Heidegger's and
Gadamer's hermeneutical insight
into the involvements of theory in
its objects and its consequence that
there can be no theory-led (or
other) extrication from modernity
and its processes. He argues that a
'reflexive sociology' must acknowledge an inescapable complicity with what it represents as
theory. But Giddens' understanding of this constituting/ constituted involvement of theory in the
processes of modernity recalls
Gadamer's 'little reason' rather
than late Heidegger's view of modernity as the total manipulation
of concept formation. Where
Heidegger thinks new knowledge
keeps modernity on track Giddens
thinks 'new knowledge (concepts,
theories, findings) [of] the social
world ... alters its nature, spinning
it off in novel directions.'26 Like
Gadamer, Giddens sees a consequential realm of appropriative
play in theoretical interpretation-consequential precisely because theory doesn't float free of
the world but is always in it asa codeterminant in the shaping of the
material and social environment.
For Giddens, concept formation in
modernity is not independent of
the conditions of modernity but
nor is it enslaved by those conditions.

2 What applies to theoretical interpretation applies also to everyday
interpretation. The thorough embedding of individuals in the abstract systems of modernity does
not imply their domination by
them. Heidegger thinks individuals 'swallow' magazines and becomewhattheyingest, that media,
for example, construct their audiences. Gadamer and Giddens
think that they do construct their
audiences but not all the way
down. Appropriative play-or
'poaching' as Michel de Certeau
calls it27-operates when people
watch TV,28 spin out their pedestrian narratives in city streets,
cook, read, decipher computer
print outs, that is, wherever language is. Gadamer writes (with
Heidegger in mind) that it is a
'terrible intellectual hubris to
equate ... the ideological confusions of the present with life as it is
actually lived with its own forms
of solidarity' .29 It is just asmuch an
intellectual hubris----und a closely
related one-to see subjects as totally passive constructs.
3 The technical knowledge and instrument systems of modernity
themselves create positive opportunities unforeseen in pre- or early
modernity. John B Thompson
notes in his discussion of the
'mediazation of modem culture'
that while
the scheduling of particular programmes may determine the way
in which individuals organize the
temporal flow of their activities in
the course of an evening, a day or a
week the deployment of technical media can [beneficially] transform the life conditions of recipients... For it enables individuals to
experience events which take
place in locales that are spatially
and temporally remote, and this
experience may in turn inform or
stimulate forms of action or response on the part of recipients,
including forms of collective or
concerted action. The reception of
mediated events greatly expands
the range of possible experience to
which individuals are, in principle, exposed. 30
'H
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In short, shock waves that go around
the world go around it as electronic
impulses. For Heidegger such electronically mediated associations and
conversations would have been an
indicator of the final dissolution of
place. For Giddens and Gadarner it is
evidence of a sensus communis upon
which security, solidarity and collective agreement are based.
One might add here that the
mediatized dispersal of ideas and the
replacement of kinship patterns with
dis-placed or dis-placeable personal
ties was the occasion, if not for the
thought of feminism, then for the
dissemination of that thought and its
practice. For Giddens life politics and
emancipatory politics are at once responses to certain conditions of modernity and enabled by others.
It is important to note that in outlining these and other opportunities
within modernity Giddens is not attempting an apology for modernity.
Possibilities for ontological securityfor the development of trust relations
in and through the systems of modernity-are far from being evenly
distributed. Indeed, the well-being of
one locale is frequently achieved at
the cost of its deprivation in other
spatially and temporally distant ones.
But it is now a task for theory and not
for a Heideggerian meditation on the
possibilities/impossibilities of 'place'
to trace patterns of distribution of securities and insecurities and to develop alternatives and interventions.
A pursuit of pre-modern conceptions
of Raum would at best be indifferent
to this theoretical task and at worst an
inhibition of it.
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discussion of Heidegger in this paper relies heavily on Ihde's work and on Hubert

We are finally no longer living in the
machine age with its huge extended
arm, but we live in the age of cybernetics ...
Much of Heidegger's critique of modernity centres on the paradigm of the machine. Here Gadamer seems to be locating
and relativizing Heidegger's critique as
specific to that age which has now been
relaced by one for which cybernetics is the
paradigm.
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28 John B Thompson, Ideology and Modern
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The scientific tendencies of thought
underlyingourcivilizationhavein our
time pervad cd all aspects of social
praxis. Scientific market research, sci-

29 'Letter to Bernstein' in Richard
Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relafivism, Blackwell, Oxford, 1983, p.262.
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InconspicuouS
Architecture
Richard Coyne
Department of Architectural and
Design Science
University of Sydney

he profession of architecture is
currently the subject of heavy
and very public criticism.'
Criticism has focussed both on
the quality of the environments
that have been created by architects
and on the apparent defensiveness of
the profession in the face of public
opinion. The buildings so criticised'
are "Prankenstein monsters, devoid
of character, alien and largely unloved ... very few people are pleased
with the situation.'"
These and other criticisms can be
seen as indicative of a more general
malaise that is afflicting the professions. The competence of professional
practitioners, their accountability and
the relevance of the professions are all
being broughtinto question. The community appears not to be well served
by whatever it is that underlies professionalism. On the one hand the professional is understood as able to take
all matters into account and decide
and arbitrate independently of personal involvement, much as the scientist is often portrayed. In the case of
the architect there is also the overlay
of the professional as creative artist
whose judgements are to be taken as
authoritative by virtue of the professional's access to inner creative energies and sensitivity to the nature of
place and space. These two notions of
professionalism do not sit comfortably together, and individually they
each appear seriously flawed.
As centres for the promotion,
transferral and development of pro-

T
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fessional competence, uni versi ties are
similarly under challenge. It seems
they are not measuring up to their
self-appointed task as harbingers and
promoters of theory, and the builders
of knowledge bases from which practice can proceed. In the same way that
the professions have not delivered in
sorting out the world's problems,
blame can be levelled at the universities in not delivering what they
promised-the requisite theory. The
recent lowering of the prestige of universities gives an indication of this.
The malaise in architecture, to which
this paper is addressed, may therefore
be taken as typical of a more general
range of problems that has at its core
the false expectations of a misguided
epistemology.'
The architectural profession has set
itself up for the kind of criticism advanced against it. This has occurred in
several ways. Having promoted itself
as influential in matters pertaining to
the built environment the profession
is not now in a position to sidestep the
criticisms and blame developers, corporations, bureauocrats, politicians,
property consultants, engineers or
planners. Secondly, it is well known
that the architectural sciences (acoustics, lighting, energy etc) where they
have been successful have not compensated for the creation of generally
flawed environments. In fact it can be
argued that in many cases the architectural sciences have contributed
substantially to the creation of these
unsatisfactory environments. Third,

Heldegger's ontology points to the primacy
of human experience In our understanding
of the world. Our primary mode of being Is
the undifferentiated realm of the available.
Here there is no subject-object distinction.
Things are simply there, Inconspicuous
and available. Other understandings of the
world In terms of meaningful objects,
theories and sense data are derivative.
Much discontent about contemporary architecture can be attributed to the Isolation
of the design of buildings from the world of
the available-a legacy of the ontology of
Descartes. The view Is presented here that
the community Is best served by an architecture of the available ("inconspicuous"
architecture). This Is architecture In which
the idea of the decontextualised objec~ the
work of art or the fixed spectacle Is subservient to that of buildings as equipmen~
accommodation or part of a background. A
re-orientation from a Cartesian to a
Heldeggerian ontology has Important
consequences for the practice of architecture and for architectural education.
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it is apparent that the preoccupations sponse proposed here is to follow the
of architectural theorists, where they lead set within certain developments
are considered at all by the majority of in philosophy and seek to return to
building users, are regarded as con- experienc& asa basis for reconstructing
fusing and irrelevant. These preoccu- a view of the place of architecture in
pa tions do not seem to impinge on the the community.
The community response to archicreation or assessment of pleasant
environments for people. The histo- tecture, the vagaries of day-to-day arries of 20th century architecture are chitectural practice, and the myriad
Hegelian.s They are stories of grand events within the complex of relamovements and hero architects. The tionships between client, user, audebate on architecture is defined by thorities, consultants and architects
certain architects and theoreticians in constitu te experience. There is clearly a
terms that mean little to building us- serious mismatch between this expeers,' These terms also serve to confuse rience and what is supposed to be-the
and frustrate the ordinary practi- theories, the grand rhetoric and the
tioner who feels unable to participate expectations attached to notions of
in the forging of new paradigms.
profeSSionalism. There are several
A fourth way in which thearchitec- responses to this mismatch. It is postural profession has been a party to its sible to hanker continuously after an
own demise is the quest for eternal ideal-to assert that our experience
principles, the ability to generate ough t to accord with our theories. The
opinions founded on eternal verities. theories are normative, and tell us
There are the well-known aphorisms how the world ought to be. A second
that accompany the grand move- response is to sustain a cynicism that
ments ("less is more," "less is a bore," divorces theory from practice. This
etc), and there are the rules and gen- involves a kind of double dealing.
eralisations, usually about things that There is the public face of architecare either totally wrong or all right: tural practice and education and there
retaining old facades on new build- is the hidden realm in which practiings, mimicking the styles of neigh- tioners "muddle along" through the
bouring bUildings, providing an in- mire of day-to-day experience.
teresting skyline, using local materi- Thirdly, there is a return to the expeals. Less glorious than the parading of rience and a rethinking of the place of
eternal principals is the often labori- architecture in the light of that expeous task of working out each case in its rience. It is the latter approach that is
own context. By defining the debate in advocated and pursued here. In partheir own rarefied terms, architects as ticular, the philosophies of Martin
a group have effectively excluded Heidegger8 (particularly as recently
themselves from the concerns of the and lucidly explicated by Hubert
community and the arena of relevant Dreyfus9 ) and Hans-Georg GadamerlO
action-the specific case in the par- will be brought to service in invigorticular context.
ating the architectural debate.
These difficulties are well known
Echoing Hussed and Heidegger,
and have been brought to the atten- Dreyfus remarks that "we must begin
tion of the community by various with everyday involved phenomcommentators. However, there ap- ena."l1 A concern with theory and
pears to bea gravitational attraction to practice is replaced by experience and
certain conceptions of architecture reflection on that experience. This is a
tha t is difficult to resist. The thesis of recognition that scholarship does not
this article is that these conceptions of require the development of theories
architecture are the result of a par- against which we measure our expeticular and deep seated commitment. rience,12 So, heartfelt misgivings by
This commitment is to the scientific the community about the environontology Of Descartes. It will be mentscreated by architects have to be
shown that many of the difficulties considered as the result of legitimate
experienced within current architec- experiences, no matter how inadtural practice can be attributed to the equately they may be expressed in
Cartesian ontology. There is a way terms of the theories defined by the
out. The clue lies in the nature of the profession. Shared wants and desires
mismatch itself between the profes- expressed by a community in which
sional ideal and experience. The re- there is dialogue displaces the priGadamer, Action and Reason Conference 1991

macy of theory and carefully articulated explanations. The argument to
be presented here is that a return to
experience generates a philosophical
position that makes sense of architecture as an "ordinary," involving and
available enterprise.

The Rival Ontologies of
Descartes and Heidegger
One of the major contributions of the
current shift in philosophical thinking
(attributable to the slow permeation
of ideas put forward by Husserl l l,
pragmatists such as Deweyl4 and reformed positivists such as
Wittgenstein's) can be seen as a return
from the legacy of Descartes of esoteric theories removed from human
experience. The phenomenology of
Hussed advocated a return to the way
things appear. More recently, and
from a scientific background, Lakoff
and Johnson have provided a vivid
account of the primacy of experience,
particularly bodily-based experience,
in how we understand all aspects of
human thought, including language,
the claims of science to objectivity,
and the abstract constructs of logic
and mathematics'!' Accounts of the
primacy of experience in biological
science are also provided by
Maturana and Varela. 17
The experiential account must be
contrasted with the Cartesian view.
According to the Cartesian ontologyl'
we can intellectualise an understanding of the world and our place in it in
a hierarchical manner. Following the
Cartesian method we begin with the
simple, the incontrovertible, and
build up a complex picture. Of course
the picture may not have originally
been derived following this method,
but we use the method to reconstruct
the picture. The Cartesian ontology
begins with the notion that things
exist "out there" and we are observing
them. Objects exist as comprised of
energy and matter. These impinge on
the senses. Combinations of atoms
result in objects with properties and
behaviours. Then follow functions
and meanings. So the world and its
objects are understood in terms of
complex combinations of features.
According to Heidegger the Cartesian
ontology tells us that "substances become accessible in their 'attributes."/19
Every substance has some distinctive
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property from which its essence can
be "read off."
From this simple understanding
have arisen various ontological
themes. According to the prominent
cognitivist view the mind contains
symbolic representations of features. 20
For the materialist the story extends to
the constitution of the mind. Feelings,
emotions and consciousness become
epiphenomena of extremely large and
complex material systems. n It is considered that the Cartesian ontology
can be mapped onto computer programs. The atoms of existence become
information units in a data base. Programs and knowledge bases are the
means of making inferences to higher
level representations. Meanings are
derived by inference.
For many this ontology, and its
variants, are self evident, beyond
dispute and of little intellectual interest. The Cartesian ontology pervades
scientifically-oriented societies. It is
regarded as hardly worthy of study.
But on reflection this ontology can be
seen to be bedevilling in various
ways.22 As a simple example, the failures of information processing theory
and artificial intelligence to account
for the rich panoply of human experience provide evidence for the inadequacies of this ontology. The complex seems not to be derivable from
the simple. The whole does not
emerge from a consideration of the
parts. In spite of the elegance of the
reductive approach meanings seem to
evade the process. If it worked artificial intelligence would then have been
at least partly realised. AI research
has called the Cartesian cognitivist's
bluff.ltn
What of the success of science, the
greatest accomplishment arising from
the Cartesian ontology? Science can
be seen as a particularly fragile and
rarefied enterprise in that every attempt is made to suspend the involvement of experience and to turn it
into observation. l4 Even in science the
rules of the subject-object game are
under revision, and are possibly at
their limits, particularly in the realm
of quantum physics, and certainly in
the area of understanding human behaviour.
Rather than employ science and the
Cartesian ontology to provide a
framework for understanding experience, the question is turned around
It
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by Heidegger. Why it is that for our unconcerned about the contact beculture certain aspects of human ex- tween the soles of our fect and the
perience (particularly the pursuit of pa vement. In the same way the facade
science) persuade us that we are of the building in which we work may
dealing with an objective reality, im- makes no demands upon our attenmutable principles, the essential and tion as we engage in the day to day
irrefutable argument?2S For Heideg- task of entering the building. In so far
ger the quest for objective reality, as equipment is part of anything we
particularly according fundamental may understand it as part of the
status to the idea of the thinking sub- "background" to our daily activity.
ject attending to the world of objects, Our own experience of ourselves is
represents a kind of "falling."l' It is a Similarly tha t of simply "being-in-thelegitimate state to be in, but represents world."
a transition from the "primordial" to
The spatial terminology of "part"
the derivative.
and "in" can be misleading, and
In countering the Cartesian ontol- Heidegger is at pains to indicate the
ogy Heidegger posits an "exper- precise sense in which such terms are
ientialist"Zl account. Of course expe- used. The "in" of "being in" is not a
rience does not exist in a vacuum. spatial "in./f It is rather the "in" of inLiving and relating experience will volvement, or of being in 10ve.l4 The
always be a matter of consensus, dis- radical aspect of this ontology is that
cussion and persuasion. The reflec- for our day-to-day existence there is
tion feeds back into the experience. no distinction between the thinking
The test for a set of philosophical subject and the world of objects. The
propositions will always be: is this experience of our most primordial
how it appears? Philosophical state of being is one of undifpropositions will always be subject to ferentiated involvement. Clearly this
change in the light of new reflections.2IJ observation about human experience
It is poSSible to gain an initial un- is radically a t variance with Desca rte' s
derstanding of Heidegger's ontology ontology that begins with the thinkin terms of levels of experience.19 Ac- ing subject and the incontrovertible
cording to Heidegger our primary ex- primacy of the distinction between
perience of the world is subject and object. It is also at variance
undifferentiated. We are absorbed. As with Husserl's phenomenological
we engage in our activities things are philosophy which asserts the primacy
available. We are unaware: " ... we of intentional (goal-directed and puroften experience ourselves as active poseful) states within a subject.l5
Built upon the experience of the
yet are not aware of what we are trying to do."30 Our thoughts are not di- available and at the next level in the
rected to some end. There are no goals: ontology is the experience of the
" ... at times one is actually surprised meaningful. 36 Put more negatively
when the task is accomplished, as this is the realm of the unavailable,
when one's thoughts are interrupted that which we encounter in the event
by one's arrival at the office."l! How is of breakdown of the available. The
meaningful is there when we call atit that we are able to cope in this way?
Clearly, this coping is "shaped by a tention to something." We formulate
vast amount of previous dealings/'ll things that are the objects of intentions-when the head drops off the
past experience.
The well known example of this hammer, our feet hurt, the entrance
experience of the available is our use door will not open, or the light catches
of an item of equipment such as a the facade in an unexpected manner.
hammer.~~ The most primordial exAtthis level of experience the hammer
perience we have of a hammer is is a hammer. It has value, it is heavy,
through its "readiness-to-hand." beautifuC practical, cumbersome,
Readiness-to-hand is not grasped blunt and old. It is not a meaningless
theoretically or by looking at and atomic entity that must be "read off."
contemplating the hammer, but by The hammer is immediately. Its
unselfconsciously using it. In this ex- identity is tied up with its involveperience the hammer is undif- ment in an "interconnectedness of
ferentiated from ourselves and our equipment" as in the total equipment
world. Similarly, in the mundane ac- of the workshop. The idea of projectivity of walking to the office, we are tion comes in here. There are certain
Gadamer, Action and Reason Conference 1991

expectations about what a hammer is
and does. This is not a psychological
projection. According to Heidegger
we do not "throw a 'signification' over
some naked thing which is present-athand, we do not stick a value on it."lII
The hammer is understood in terms of
a totality of involvement. The identification of something as something is
an interpretive act, a theme taken up
and expanded at length by Gadamer.l9
According to Dreyfus this experience
of the meaningful involves the "subject with mental content on a
nonmental background."40
At the next level in Heidegger's
ontology we encounter the world of
detached theoretical understanding. 41
This is where we stand before something in a detached manner, engaging
in theoretical reflection. It is also the
realm of the object in science, the object of observation and experimentation. Objects are seen as isolated, and
as collections of properties. The context of these objects is artificial, the
realm of scientific rules and laws.
Things are recontextualised from the
everyday to a rarefied and deterministic realm-formal models and scientific theories. Objects are defined in
relation to specific purposes. In science and technology this is usually for
the purpose of subjugating them to a
particular kind of control. So the
hammer is seen in terms of properties
such as weight and size, our feet on
the pavement are seen in terms of
physiolOgical and pathological processes, and the building facade is seen
in terms of area, light reflectance,
colour, construction principles and
rules of composition and proportion.
The next level in Heidegger's ontology is that of bare facts, sense data,
the most rarefied and abstract understanding possible.42 This is the realm
of the self-sufficient subject engaged
in pure contemplation or perhaps
undirected curiosity. It is the most
illusive and fragile encounter with the
world. It requires appropriating
without purpose or prejudice the essential materialness of an object
world. The nearest one can come to
capturing such an encounter is the
CAD data base, but even here the encounter is purpose driven. It is this
final derivative and uncontextualised
level of being that is the basis of the
Cartesian (traditional) ontology to

which Heidegger directs his objections. Dreyfus makes this clear.
Such disinterested attention and
the isolated entities it reveals
gives rise to traditional ontology-a constantly renewed but
unsuccessful attempt to account
for everything in terms of some
type of ultimate substances on the
side of both subject and object.
Thus we get the phenomenon
mistakenly characterised by tradi tional philosophy of mind as an
isolated, self-contained subject
confronting an isolated, self contained, object ...41
These four levels ofthe available, the
meaningful, detached theoretical reflection and bare facts are the important
components of Heidegger's ontology
to which we wish to draw attention
here. The details are less important for
our purposes than the notion that this
philosophy involves us in a fundamental "reversal" of the understanding provided through the Cartesian
ontology.
Of course this ontology is prone to
serious misunderstandings. An extremely superficial reading of
Heidegger's ontology may tempt us
to see it as a commentary on human
psychology and perception. So in our
experience of the available we find that
as our attention is directed to one
thing we find that we cannot attend to
the other-perhaps a limitation on
our information processing capabilities. As we become familiar with our
environment we attend to it less consciously. According to this misreading certainty still rests in the notion of
a world out there, an objective reality.
We are primarily beings blessed with
consciousness and intelligence able to
engage in perceptions and actions.
One of the points of Heidegger's ontology is that availableness precedes
scientific explanations of human experience, to which psychological explanations belong." To avoid this psychological trap and for other reasons
Heidegger is at pains to meticulously
define terms and to create special
terms that do not carry with them the
overload of the Cartesian ontology.
Lest we think that the
Heideggerian ontology simply
presents an altema live way oflooking
at things that can be comfortably
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meshed with a Cartesian world view,
it is worth reflecting on the incommensurability of the styles of philosophical discourse provided by each. G
In beginning with the phenomenon,
and acknowledging our involvement
in the world as primary, we embark
on a new adventure of intellectual
discovery. When taken seriously
Heidegger's ontology changes the
rules of the intellectual game. It subjugates theory. It changes the framework within which many of the
questions that have engaged philosophers for the past four hundred years
have been raised. Both directly and
indirectly it also changes our perceptions of architecture and architectural
practice.

The Architecture of the Object
It is possible to identify how contemporary conceptions of architecture
and design have been informed by the
Cartesian ontology. The major effect
is indirect and rests on the entrenched
view of the primacy of the subjectobject divide. The great gulf between
subject and object has generated two
cultures. This can be traced to the
Enlightenment. The burgeoning of
science and objectivity, the notion of
the world of na ture out there able to be
known and understood, did not serve
primarily to rationalise the world but
to divide it.'" Science was allowed its
domain, but the rest of human experience left out of this endeavour
(emotions, feelings and the poetic)
was appropriated by the culture of the
Romantic. From this latter culture
arose the great tradition of the individual, the creative genius, and the
philosophical tradition of Kant and
Hegel and eventually Husserl with
his "science" of the subjective. In architecture the two cultures are commonly manifested as two schools of
thought, education and even practice.
There is architectural science, the
design methods movement, design
science and their progeny on the one
hand and the culture of the "art object" on the other. According to the
extreme scientific view architecture is
or can be a science, designing can be
understood in terms of logic, rules,
algorithms and computational models. The extreme Romantic view is that
designing is a private and subjective
enterprise. Each culture has engen65

dered particular styles of architectural education, research and even
practice. Both the rationalistic and the
Romantic are bolstered by the
Cartesian orientation-the primacy
of the divide between subject and
object. The Hegelian style of rhetoric
that predominates architectural criticism, debate and practice in some
quarters and alluded to above belongs
firmly within the Romantic tradition.
So too does the tradition that identifies the architect as creator and endorses the centrality of the architect in
shaping the environment-the history of architecture as the story of
great architects."
In dissolving the primacy of the
su bject-o bject distinction, the
Heideggerian ontology inevitably
leads to a breakdown of these two
cultures and their influence on the
debates on design and architecture.
Elsewhere we present the case for an
appraisal of these cultures in terms of
the metaphors they provide for understanding design, and the extent to
which they enable or disable design
activity and design discourse.(!
More immediately we can consider
the primacy given to the object in architecture engendered by the
Cartesian ontology. There is not a
single conception of the architectural
object from within the Cartesian ontology but many. Firstly there is the
scientific view. There is the notion of a
building as a system of services, circulation routes, structural elements,
fabric and functional units. The most
prominent and now generally discredited conception within this view
is of the building as an object of
function, devoid of meaning-by
several accounts the thrust of functionalism}9 Then there are the linguistic views of the building as text,
either as part of a structured system of
signs as in semiotics or as text understood grammatically. In the former
case buildings have static meanings
striking resonances with deeply embedded individual or collective psychological structures. For the grammarians a building is a syntactic object
embodying systems of grammatical
rules-rules of composition. In the
case of build ing as text it is sometimes
important to be given the code for
understanding the building. An example is Robert Venturi' s explana tion
of how the facade of his extension to
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the National Gallery in London is to
be "read." According to the architect
the facade presents a transition from
the formal to the informal as one's eye
moves across the facade from the old
building to the distant corner of the
new."" As a text, and attempting to
follow the techniques of Derridean
literary theorists, a building may offer
a "deconstructed reading."sl
Secondly, there are the overtly Romantic conceptions of the building.
There is the "essential building." This
is notthemateriallyessential building
of the functionalist but the spiritually
and poetically essential building, a
view popularised by NorbergShultz.51 The appropriation of the
genius loci requires a sensitivity to
place. Then there is the widely
prevalent view of the building as art
object, very often to be appreciated in
secondary form from the fixed viewpoint, isolated and framed, as in a
photograph. Then there is the building as spectacle-the building presented as though every encounter
with it is to be a first encounter, every
movement through it an experience
with the encounter stage managed
and directed by the architect. Central
to these conceptions is the building as
material object, from which all other
experiences are derived.
The building as "art object" appears to dominate architectural culture and architectural education. The
building as art object is evident as it is
singled out from its context for appreciation, where it is depicted pictorially, it is "framed," and where its
appreciation and evaluation are conducted as if the building exists in isolation. Gadamer indicates how this is
evident in the case of architecture
appreciated through the eyes of
modern tourism. The idea of buildings as art objects "turns travelling
into armchair browsing through picture books"53 or slide shows. The work
loses its place in the world in which it
belongs.
Both Gadamer and Dewey denounce the "aesthetic differentiation"
of art objects in opposition to the rest
of experience. According to Dewey,
such differentiation is based simply
on the acceptance of certain existing
social conditions.54 What we now
designate as art objects were once a
part of everyday life. In classical and
Medieval culture "the arts of the

drama, music, painting, and architecture thus exemplified had no particular connection with theatres, galleries,
museums. They were part of the significant life of an organized community."55
The isolation of the products of
design as objects of art poses severe
difficulties. It results in the elevation
of certain design products into a realm
of critical discourse that is thought to
be the preserve of the expert and the
connoisseur. In the case of building
design there is the danger that the
complaints of the users may be regarded as less interesting than the
concerns of the professional critics
who have a fluent grasp of stylistic
and historical issues. In the case of
buildings and industrial design, the
magazine culture that promotes the
idea of design artefacts as art objects
leads to an emphasis on formal and
pictorial qualities at the expense of
social context, use, life cycle and environmental considerations. In designing "art objects" the physical
product is all important, whereas the
products of design actually include
ways of life, values and means of human interaction. The sense in which
an artefact assumes an autonomy as
creating its own environment is easily
ignored when it is isolated as an art
object.
These arguments are generally
well understood. Both Dewey and
Gadamer take the argument a step
further however. The notion of the art
object tends to alienate aesthetic experience from every day experience.
According to Dewey, aesthetic experience can be described in terms of
"appreciative, perceiving and enjoying./lS(, It applies to both "production"
and "consumption./I Aesthetic experience "is the clarified and intensified
development of traits that belong to
every normally complete experience./l51 The aesthetic experience is as
evident in the tasks of dismantling a
carburetor, solving a mathematical
problem, titrating chemicals, or attending a sporting event as it is in
admiring Chartres cathedral or
painting in water colours. However,
the notion of the art object tends to
dictate the appropriate context in
which aesthetic experience is to be
discussed and against which it should
be measured. The appreciation of art
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becomes the archetype of aesthetic
experience.
Because of the sterility of the culture that attends the isolated art object, there therefore develops a secondary and supposedly lesser culture
of genuine but subversive aesthetic
enjoyment. This is the realm of the
popular. "The arts which today have
most vitality for the average person
are things he does not take to be the
arts: for instance, the movie, jazzed
music, the comic strip, and, too frequently, newspaper accounts of love
nests, murders, and exploits of bandits."5&The desire of both Dewey and
Gadamer is to restore art to the
mainstream of human experience.
What is required is an understanding
of buildings as part of the "flow of the
circumspective,"SIl the fabric of the
culture, architecture as part of the
environment. What is also required is
a subjugation of architectural individualism-the building standing
out, the fragmentation of the environment, the architectural statement.
The architecture of the object is the
architecture of the tourist. It is a
spectacle, readily appropriated at a
glance and through the view finder of
a camera.
A building is never primarily a
work of art. Its purpose, through
which it belongs in the context of
life, cannot be separated from itself
without its losing some of its reality. If it has become merely an object of the aesthetic consciousness,
then it has merely a shadowy reality and lives a distorted life only in
the form of an object of interest to
tourists, or the subject of a photograph.60

The Architecture of the Available
By way of contrast a Heideggerian
ontology of buildings begins with the
available. A building is part of a dayto-day encounter, part of the background of living. Our primordial experience is of availableness. For most
people for most of the time buildings
are simply there. They are equipment
rather than text. They do not denote
anything, or connote anything. They
are part of an equi pmental whole; part
of the background of living and
working. The idea of comfort is readily appropriated in the context of

available architecture. "Inconspicuous" or "available" architecture is that
with which we are comfortable.
Something with which we are comfortable is culturally and environmentally appropriate. The building
fits within a historical context. There is
not some detached criterion of comfort immune from our involvement
and the involvement of context. We
can be comfortable in a tent on a lake
side or in an air conditioned skyscraper.
How do we design for the available? This is dearly not a matter of
matching forms to needs. The complex web of what it is that contributes
to our comfort has developed together with the forms of buildings.
Comfort is largely a matter of expectations being met. What determines
our expectations? This is our collective experience as building users.
Designing for the available is a participatory enterprise. It requires an understanding of cultural practices, induding construction practices. Designing for the available requires an
understanding of design as
intersubjective and dialogical. In his
late and somewhat obscure essay
Building
Dwelling
Thinking"
Heidegger points to the primacy of
dwelling before building (as verbs). As
a metaphor for being-in-the-world,
"dwelling" most readily captures the
sense in which we are involved in the
available. Through this involvement
we are in a position to shape the environment.
Secondarily there is the building as
meaningful. This is the encounter
with buildings as having value, as
being pleasing, ugly, comfortable,
and defective. It is only from a background of availability and coping that
we are able to appropriate buildings
and their aspects as meaningful.
"Heidegger is clear that things are
always already understood, although
we only subsequently see them explicitlyas something."61
How this encounter is operative
requires an understanding of interpretation. According to Heidegger all
understanding begins from a background that is taken for granted, there
is some kind of specific perspective
from which the interpretation is to be
undertaken, and there is an expectation of what is to be found out. This
expectation is already decided either
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with finality or with reservations.
Gadamer's account of hermeneutics
comes in here."'
In coming to understand or appreciate a familiar building facade struck
by sunlight in a particular way, there
is not some blank object undergoing
interpretation, but a meshing of several concerns. There is the whole of
which the meaningful object is a part:
the composition of sun, sky and building; the sequence of encounters that
has led to this particular encounter;
the spatial orientation of the viewer;
the viewer's mood and state of health;
the viewer's current preoccupations;
the memories and evocations-in
other words the viewer's ever-shifting horizon, grounded in experience.
This is the "thing" of Heidegger's
Building Dwelling Thinking.'" The facade as a "thing" is a gathering of
concerns within a background of involving experience. This precedes its
isolation as an object divorced from
ourselves.
The third and derivative mode of
experience is of the facade as an object
of theoretical reflection. The context
for the theoretical consideration of the
facade is similarly grounded in a
background of experiences and practices, but in this case it is the rarefied
context of certain technical assumptions. These may be grammars, rules,
principles, systems, construction
principles that form part of the language with which we reflect on the
building and on the design process.
The fact that there are many ways of
formulating these assumptions indicates that it is not where designing
begins, but follows from the experience.
Is designing for the available the
only kind of designing? Is there room
for the untried? Is architecture to be
only conservative? There will always
be the great architectural experiments
and the bold visions. What
Heidegger's ontology tells us is that
these are not the stock-in-trade of architecture, and it is only against the
background of an available architecture that the new and the different
make sense to us. Not every building
needs to be a statement. The
Heideggerian ontology directs us to
what is most important.
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Conclusion
It is a commonplace to remark that

buildings should take account of their
context and that many problems with
our urban environments can beattributed to a failure in this regard. In
comparing the prevalent Cartesian
ontology with that of Heidegger it is a
relatively simple matterto see how, in
our current cultural climate, wegravitate towards buildings as decon·
textualised-the Heideggerian "faIling." Under the Cartesian ontology,
first and foremost the building exists
in itself. It is considered that this is
how we conceive of buildings. This
may involve notions of integrity. The
building must be true to itself. According to Louis Kahn the designer
should ask "What does the building
want to be?" There is an essential
building with a true character and a
true nature. The 1imiting aspect of
these metaphors is that context is seen
only as an additional consideration.
Only secondarily is the building seen
in relationship to other buildings, the
environment, cultural context, and
community opinion.
According to the Heideggerian
ontology it is the day-to-day experience of the available that is important
and sets the stage for other considerations. It is the building as part of an
equipmental whole. Primarily the
building is simply there as part of our
background, secondarily it exists as a
meaningful object, third asan object of
theoretical study and finally as sense
data. This points to the practice of
architecture as primarily an involving, worldly, atheoretical, reflective,
and participatory activity.
How can the cause for an "inconspicuous" and "available" architecture be promoted within architectural
education? Clearly the study of cultural and social contexts is an important step, as is the study of the phenomenon itself of the building as art
object, and the rival ontologies
through which practice operates. It is
important that the current phenomenon of the primacy of the building as
art object is brought to light as influencing our understanding of the architecture of other times and other
cultures. It is also important to avoid
projecting into those cultures our own
post-Enlightenment preoccupations.
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In the design studio the primacy of
available architecture can be promoted through several major emphases. In the dialogue and reflection that
surrounds the learning process there
should be an identification of various
modes of experience and their importance for the particular building
being designed. The experience of the
first time user or the tourist will be
different to that of the habitual user.
The familiarity inculcated within a
house will be different to that in a
museum. The appreciation of a
building will be different when it is
first opened than after ten years. This
points to an emphasis on a polysemic
architecture that fits within the wider
context of history.
In all this the burden should be
lifted from the designer as the professional who can work this single
miracle of invention. The creation of
available architecture by an individual is an impossibility. The means
is through a community architecture,
an architecture of participation. The
notions of ownership of a design by
the designer and the primacy of
design as individual expression work
against an architecture of the available.
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