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THINKING design
Towards an Architecture of Critical Indeterminacy and 
Temporal Affectivity

Abstract

The legacy of Platonic thought and education in the West has led to a narrowing 
of what we call “thinking.” In particular, this legacy has led to modes of thinking that 
overvalue linear logic, objective facts, and universal constants, overlooking those hu-
man capacities whose results are difficult to measure because they cannot be quantified. 
However, architecture is a discipline that necessarily depends upon understanding 
those experiences that are temporal, affective, ephemeral, relational, embedded, lived, 
and felt. Architectural thinking overcomes scientific rationalism only through the 
realization that architectural significance can be found also in the indeterminacy of 
poetic understanding, which “communicates” via analogical language—the language 
of temporal affectivity. 

This study aims to better understand creative thinking both generally and in the 
context of architecture, focusing on specific questions about the self-imposed limits 
that are typically placed upon what we call “thinking” and how to better stimulate 
the agilities of creative thought in architecture. In order to be congruent with the 
critique of a pervasive mathematical syntax, the methods and results of study strive 
to remain poetic in nature; in other words, this is a theoretical exercise whose insights 
are measured rhetorically through the correlation of various pieces of “circumstantial 
evidence” structured by an argument that succeeds or fails through its persuasive force 
alone. This evidence is built from anecdotes, examples and arguments, and structured 
through conversations with the thinking of philosophy and architecture; of particu-
lar importance in this study are philosophers Martin Heidegger, Gilles Delueze, and 
Gilbert Simondon, and the Finnish architect Reima Pietilä.

This is an argument for designing more supple, sensitive, and resilient modalities 
of thinking: thinking that is not solely aimed at creating better buildings, but also at 
carving out new areas of influence for architectural thinking in society. It is an argu-
ment that contends that simplistic absolutism in architectural movements and trends 
will only continue to promote fallacies about education, thinking, and the measures 
of architectural worth. It is an argument that believes architects must prioritize devel-
opment of those critical, non-instrumental skills that sometimes the profession even 
forgets that it needs. It is an argument that believes that this process begins through 
an intensive familiarization and attunement to the affective-poetic syntax of temporal 
encounter, becomes possible when “creators” are nimble, inclusive, optimistic, and 
expansive, and can be subsumed in the maelstrom of problem and prospect—the de-
sign process—and leads to a temporal-material-spatial language of architecture that 
is most purely and powerfully architecture. 
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1. Introduction
A Search for the Force of Thinking

We all still need an education in thinking.1 
Martin Heidegger

Heidegger claimed that “the question what is called thinking can never be an-
swered by proposing a definition of the concept thinking, and then diligently 
explaining what is contained in that definition.”2 In a series of lectures that are 
both puzzling and brilliant, he enquires into the concept of thinking not by 
providing definition, but by creating participation, coaxing his audience into 
thinking along with him.3 Of his approach to thinking he says, “we shall never 
learn what is called swimming…by reading a treatise on swimming. Only a 
leap into the river tells us what is called swimming.”4 With this statement, Hei-
degger raises five important points about thinking: first, different practices of 
thinking yield different types of knowledge (here, intellectual knowledge verses 
tacit understanding); second, true thinking is characterized by the uncertainty 
of leaps into the unknown;5 third, thinking is not something that comes from 
the individual, it is first and foremost in the world;6 fourth, genuine facility in 
thinking, like swimming, requires continual training and practice; and finally, 
thinking is its own reward.7 

Unfortunately, as Gilles Deleuze notes, “because everybody naturally 
thinks… everybody is supposed to know implicitly what it means to think.8 
Deleuze traces this attitude to Rene Descartes, who, in his effort to avoid all 
objective propositions, introduced a consequential presumption: “that everyone 
knows, independently of concepts, what is meant by self, thinking and being.”9 
For Descartes, thinking is a human attribute not an acquired skill. This legacy 
is consequential, because it leads humans to treat thinking as they do breath-
ing; something that occurs involuntarily, which allows them to do other things. 

In contrast to Descartes’ position, Deleuze states: “it cannot be regarded as 
a fact that thinking is the natural exercise of a faculty, and that this faculty is 
possessed of a good nature and a good will.”10 This point is especially true when 
the activity of thinking is limited to the reactive processing of external stimuli. 
For Deleuze, true thinking is not reactive, it is a higher-level process, which oc-
curs when there is “an extraordinary event in thought itself, for thought itself,” 
and “a power, the force of thinking, must throw it into a becoming-active;” when 
this occurs, thinking becomes “light, affirmative, dancing.”11 It is this force of 
thinking that I hope vitalize over the course of this work. 

This task is important, because over the course of Western metaphysics think-
ing has been tamed and domesticated, producing a vision of thinking that has 
been institutionalized in the Western educational system. One pervasive practice 
that comes from this legacy is the treatment of memorization as thinking. The 
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procedure establishing this habit, its spurious roots, and its detrimental effects 
were called out by Paul Feyerabend in 1975: 

Scientific “facts” are taught at a very early age and in 
the very same manner in which religious “facts” were 
taught only a century ago. There is no attempt to 
waken the critical abilities of the pupil so that he may 
be able to see things in perspective.12 

Inattentiveness to thinking as a critical interpretive practice not only deem-
phasizes the cultivation of judgment as the primary goal of learning to think, 
but also vilifies “failure” as a defect in thinking. As such, a system emerges that 
produces not thinkers but “answer seekers,” conflating learning and thinking 
with collecting and connecting facts in the service of “right” answers; yet, as 
Deleuze has said, “error acquires a sense only once the play of thought ceases to 
be speculative and becomes a kind of radio quiz.”13 The standardized tests and 
assessment metrics that the system demands14 make the “radio quiz” normative, 
and pacify the creative/speculative/critical force of thinking.

Despite unique pedagogies and curricula, architectural education too is con-
tinually challenged by the limited practices of thinking that are validated by the 
system. These challenges are nothing new; for example, in 1973 Reima Pietilä 
pointed out how the “thinking routine” that students learned in high school 
would be intuitively generalized in architecture.15 The intractability of this routine 
meant that students were “not free to think architecture.”16 So, although learning 
to design requires the development of new disciplinary sensibilities and skills—in 
particular, it calls into question both the “radio quiz,” because there is no single 
“right answer,” and linear logics, because the process is iterative and multi-direc-
tional—gathering, memorizing, and rationalizing remain the most pervasive and 
intransigent practices of “thought,” because they have been performed for so long. 

In fact, architectural thinking is highly susceptible to the limits described 
above, precisely because—from precedents to structural calculations—the design-
er must constantly process facts and data. As such, the architectural discipline can 
be a haven for linear logic; and as Pietilä suggests, this susceptibility allows familiar 
models of thinking to be easily overlaid on the tasks of architecture. Here, the 
“facts” of space planning, site response, structural design, environmental control 
systems, etc. encourage logical positivism and instrumental rationalization, often 
obstructing more holistic and innovative ways of thinking design by diverting 
attention away from the experiential, atmospheric, and affective properties of 
architecture, as well as from the thinking that might enliven them. 

Even so-called “design thinking,” which has been touted as a kind of think-
ing panacea (particularly in other disciplines such as business, management, 
and health), has not been radical enough, because it is still a thinking deeply 
influenced by its Platonic forebears, which presumes a universal—thinking as 
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common sense—with vestiges of classical mathematics (linear causality) under-
lying its structures. As such, scenarios that leverage design thinking often end 
up simply ornamenting the thinking of the tradition with empowerments such 
as “everyone is creative,” “affirmation promotes innovation,” and “collaborative 
production catalyzes creativity.”17 Yet, in such platitudes there is a failure to rec-
ognize that “when it comes to creating, conversation is always superfluous.”18 
Design thinking is a state of thinking at the surface, supposedly different in kind 
from thinking as answer-seeking, yet it is just another change of degree, relying 
on traditional views of subjectivity, classical axioms and dispositions, and the 
elevation of method above practice. In its typical guises, design thinking trains 
neither thinking or design. 

Architectural theory is perhaps the most explicit exhibition of architectural 
thinking. However, many architects have argued that architectural theory is ir-
relevant, Architecture, they would assert, should be about doing architecture, not 
theorizing it. In Mark Wigley’s estimation, one reason for such strong sentiments 
is that “architectural theory generally preempts an encounter with the object. It is 
concerned with veiling rather than exposing objects.”19 As such, theory has been 
known to not provide insight into the workings of architecture, architectural 
thinking, and design processes. 

Despite attempts in the latter half of the twentieth century to show theory’s 
relevance to architectural practice and get over a tendency toward distancing 
and detachment, K. Michael Hays recognized that the reputation of irrelevance 
persisted. In initiating the architectural journal Assemblage, Hays provided insight 
into the problem saying, “academic history and theory is thought to ennoble de-
sign culture, but not to intervene; it is seen as marginal to, and uncontaminated 
by, the gritty sociopolitical and practical concerns of society.”20 In response, his 
work with Assemblage sought to give theory relevance, by attempting to show 
how, “both architecture and scholarship are ineluctably in the world.”21 In other 
words, to bring focus on how thinking and making architecture could be used in 
complimentary ways to positively impact the world we live in. 

Under the aegis of such a notion of theory, I seek the force of an architectural 
thinking that is in the world. It is a force that I believe is activated by the ability to 
think: temporally, which means not pursuing the stability of absolutes, but estab-
lishing means of accounting for and accommodating the fluidity of the situation 
and architecture’s role within it; affectively, which means cultivating sensitivity 
towards the agency of things, the intensity of encounter, and the sensorial dimen-
sions of experience; indeterminately, which means cultivating comfort with the 
unresolved, the undecided, the middle—which is, as Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari say, “by no means an average; on the contrary, it is where things pick 
up speed.”22 However, achieving such thinking requires that we, as Heidegger has 
said, “radically unlearn what thinking has been traditionally.”23

These concepts of thinking are focal to this study, because I believe that facil-
ity with these skills and the phenomena they relate to form the basis of a radical 
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unlearning of what thinking has been. Theorizing a thinking that works by way 
of these concepts suggests that “making,” which is frequently treated as a means 
to a proof of concept, might be more useful if consistently regarded and engaged 
as a modality of thought. Such a view of making would also require accounting for 
how the tools we employ to aid our making (including technologies of thought) 
are simultaneously inextricable from, and influential upon, possible dispositions 
for thought and outcomes of thought. 

I begin this work by asking how past conceptions and practices of thought 
have shaped current relationships to thought and practices of thinking. Of par-
ticular concern is the origins and genealogy of representational thought, because 
its one-dimensional emphasis on the activities of consciousness and vision is a 
constant obstruction to other modalities of engagement and processing, which 
reach their apotheosis in calculative instrumentalism of the modern technological 
age. To challenge this representational legacy, I turn to several key thinkers who 
have provided conceptions of thinking, being, and understanding that contest 
the primacy and efficacy of our representational inheritance. These thinkers are: 
Martin Heidegger, Gilles Deleuze (with and without Felix Guattari), and Gilbert 
Simondon. I build my research framework around these thinkers, because they 
all share certain sympathies about what should be considered effective thinking; 
and yet, each provides a different perspective and approach for overcoming the 
representational legacy. By way of these thinkers and their innovations, I seek to 
overturn one of the critical fallacies of the representational legacy: the thinking-I as 
the locus of thought. This overturning is critical, because as Bernard Stiegler claims:

If it is true that the metaphysical side of philosophy 
culminates in the projection of a mathesis universalis 
that encourages a subject to establish itself “as the 
master and possessor of nature,” where the essence 
of reason ends up as calculation, then this turning of 
metaphysics forms an entrance to the technical age of 
philosophical thought, as a result of which technics in 
its modern guise brings subjectivity to its completion
as objectivity.24 

In architecture, the subjective authority of the thinking-I inclines creative 
thinking towards notions of authorship and control, whereas the objective “com-
pletion” of the thinking-I incarcerates the productive ambiguity of architectural 
thinking and the design process within the detached generalizations of science. 
In what follows, I hope to describe conditions for a “middle” way of thinking 
architecture, a way that recognizes and utilizes the temporal, affective, and indeter-
minate necessities of architecture and the a-subjective capacities of the individual 
to open new opportunities for architecture to interface more deeply and directly 
with contemporary environmental, economic and social challenges. 
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Research Questions and Theoretical Framework

My research is driven by a desire to better understand creative thinking both 
generally and in the context of architecture. Specifically, I am concerned with 
questions about how historical practices have impeded what is called “thinking.” 
In response, I inquire into strategies and dispositions that can sharpen critical 
judgement and animate the agilities of creative thought. In asking these questions, 
I think it also important to ask: how “making” can be understood and employed 
as a form of thinking, what role the unconscious (what Deleuze calls the active 
force)25 plays in creative/speculative thought and attuned judgement, and how 
tools and techniques influence thinking. 

These questions are aimed at application within the temporal, sensory, and 
linguistic workings of architecture as architecture; with architecture imagined to 
be the technical amalgamation of affect, insight, and opportunity. My initial 
position is that better architectural thinking (and better architecture) comes 
from a design process fortified by understandings of, and engagement with, 
architecture as a sensuous coherence—a coherence not found in mere images, 
explanations, meanings, or functions, but rather formed as a function of time 
animated through participation and experienced as event. The hypothesis is that 
an architectural thinking that can think in this way is a synthetic amalgama-
tion composed of the gestural, diagrammatic, analytic, intuitive, unintentional, 
accidental, embodied, performed, misunderstood, and opportunistic—and is 
refined by rigorous craft, tenacious experimentation, and a drive towards earnest 
resolutions and committed architectural determinations. 

This research is, in part, a critique of method, defined as the use of quanti-
fiable outcomes and normative standards to indicate rigor of research or prac-
tice.26 Although this definition still tends to color prevailing understandings of 
method, the door to broader conceptions of method was opened by a number 
of mid-20th century thinkers such as Husserl, Heidegger and Wittgenstein. Ad-
ditionally, Karl Popper made very direct attacks against method itself, arguing 
that falsifiability is much more important than verifiability to the reliability of 
scientific knowledge.27 And even more radically, Feyerabend claimed that one 
must not adhere to any method—not even falsifiability—asserting instead that 
the best way to achieve the thoroughness required to engage a problem properly 
is to be ruthlessly opportunistic in the ideologies from which one draws and the 
procedures one employs.28 

Hans Georg Gadamer opposed the systemicity of method, seeing the tech-
niques used by method to eliminate error—objectivity, quantification, isolation 
of facts, explicit definitions, categorization, abolition of variables, simple causal-
ity—as leading to procedures that exclude complexity and that which is ephemeral 
in our experience of the world. Gadamer believed the Enlightenment’s valuation 
of method tended to lessen the value of practice.29 



15

Practice became a target for suspicion during the Enlightenment because of the 
situatedness and contingency that formed its foundations; during the Enlighten-
ment this suspicion led to “raising ‘critical rationality’ to the status of an absolute 
measure of truth,” which in-turn made practice-based understanding seem like 
“theological obscurantism.”30 Yet, such blind-faith in method fostered a forget-
ting: temporal and situational events are only grasped with a parallel dynamism 
of understanding.31 

To counter the dominance of method, Gadamer argued for a revival of the 
pre-Enlightenment conception of “prejudice,” a term that implies neither good nor 
bad, but rather suggests that understandings arise because of individual, cultural, 
and historical particularities. In prejudice, Gadamer wants to emphasize that there 
is never an “unobstructed view of all the facts.”32 Here, Gadamer is also drawing 
upon several formulations of Heidegger’s concept of “facticity.”33 In short, preju-
dice is the acknowledgement of the necessity of provisional judgment—knowing 
these judgments should evolve—to encourage a kind of knowledge that gradually 
grows in precision because of its initial “errors.”34 Such knowledge is fundamentally 
dynamic, which makes it well suited to engage those phenomena as temporal, 
affective, and indeterminate. 

The critique of method has lead thinkers to experiment with new styles, tech-
niques, and foci that aim to subvert the limits of linear logic, definition, and 
explanation, and to diversify our models for the acquisition and conveyance of 
knowledge: Nietzsche wrote aphoristically; Deleuze and Guattari conceived of A 
Thousand Plateaus as a collection of intensities—a rhizome—that had no origin or 
“proper” sequence; Foucault provided historical accounts that focused not on ob-
jective information such as dates and figures, but on the reconstruction of epochal 
and institutional episteme; Rosalind Krauss said of her research on Modernism, 
that “there (is) something to be gained from exploring its logic as a topography 
rather than following the threads of it as a narrative.”35 Although, I follow none 
of these models directly, I am influenced both by what they critique and how they 
aim activate thought. That said, two particular ideas do stand out. 

First, my approach certainly draws from Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of writing 
to construct an unconscious; the so-called “map” (as opposed to a tracing), “fosters 
connections between fields…is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is 
detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant modification.”36

A second specific influence is Heidegger’s formulation of understanding that 
draws upon his experiences of walking the woods. This idea of thinking is tied to 
“dwelling,” which describes how meaning arises via accumulation in transcend-
ent time (even though information and events are encountered in serial time) 
and continually remains “on the way;” understanding is dynamic and always in 
a state of deferral as one projects into the future. Heidegger famously employed 
this hermeneutic practice to question/communicate the ontological status of art. 
This non-linear process initially appears tautological, yet it is this movement that 
is its force, as Heidegger notes:
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What the work of art is we can come to know only 
from the nature of art. Anyone can easily see that we 
are moving in a circle. Ordinary understanding de-
mands that this circle be avoided because it violates 
logic… we are compelled to follow the circle. This is 
neither a makeshift nor a defect. To enter upon this 
path is the strength of thought, to continue on it is 
the feast of thought, assuming that thinking is a craft. 
Not only is the main step from work to art a circle like 
the step from art to work, but every separate step 
that we attempt circles in this circle.37

Heidegger recognizes what is consequential here is the movement itself, which 
opens up a territory called art; the more he “walks” the more he discovers about 
art—its questions, qualities, and truths. 

Like his lecture course on the question of “what is called thinking,” Heidegger 
uses questioning to generate knowledge and stimulate further investigation.38 
“Answers,” for Heidegger, are always cumulative; which is to say, there is never 
synopsis, only involvement: in the lecture course, the answer to thinking is the 
act of thinking motivated by topics of thinking; in the “Origin of the Work of 
Art,” the definition of art is the path one walks called art. The goal is always to 
enrich one’s being-in-the-world by making the building of facticity a perpetual 
process. This process shapes knowing as something that is never certain, but is in 
a state of constant formation. 

Allow me to extend the metaphor one more step: in walking the forest that I 
frequent, I encounter large-category phenomena: glades, creeks, hills and dales, 
overgrown logging roads, clear cuts, over-story, new growth, all manner of flora 
and fauna, etc.. I also encounter subtle indices and traces: game trails, seasonal 
drainages, all manner of dens, nests, lairs, and signs like scat, tracks, rubbings, 
and calls, as well as “paths” that only open by attempting to walk them. The 
import of these encounters cannot be reduced to any combination of features; 
understanding and reality move together in time with sequence affording certain 
feelings and revelations, without being determining; through the force of move-
ment and encounter all the various bits are assimilated into a wholeness. To imbibe 
each/all repeatedly begins a comprehension of place, which is always necessarily 
partial, ephemeral, and in deferral. I can provide naïve definitions of what this 
place is, why it is significant, and what it means; but ultimately one must dwell 
in it to understand.

In what follows, I seek a similar conveyance of understanding. This place is 
made of large-category phenomenon, namely meta-topics that designate possible 
domains of thought, as well as subtle indices and traces in the form of quotations, 
references, and examples used as to provoke, unsettle, intensify, inspire, compli-
cate, substantiate, and stimulate thinking about thinking. Further, these indices 
and traces work in a fragmentary manner to form a biodiversity of voice and influ-
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ence, and aim to complicate the notion of author by shaping an interlaced ecology 
of thought. Author here is, as Simondon advocates, more conductor than creator. 
My hope is that these moves create a place that can be both “traced” objectively 
and “mapped” from within as a place of connections and interdependences, where 
key ideas, alignments, and concepts—some of which are not counted as related, 
compatible, or even relevant to the thinking of architecture—are traversed, jux-
taposed, and become vibrant via an intuition of meaning brought on through an 
exploration of the territory. 

In what follows, I elaborate on the importance of each of the key figures in 
this study.

Martin Heidegger

Heidegger’s work, particularly those writings collected together in the volume 
Poetry, Language, Thought,39 has had an influence in architecture for some time. 
However, I would argue that most architectural theorists have not gotten the 
most (or the best) from their readings of Heidegger. In an article from 2008, I 
outlined some of the impacts and missed opportunities of Heidegger’s work in 
the architectural discourse:

Much has already been said about Heidegger’s think-
ing in architecture. Christian Norberg-Schulz has re-
minded us as to the importance of place; Karsten Har-
ries has revealed the interrelation between dwelling 
and ethos; Kenneth Frampton, Marco Frascari, and 
Vittorio Gregotti have spoken about the processes 
of making; and Juhani Pallasmaa has directed us to 
the importance of our embodied perceptions. Many 
other writers, including Robert Mugerauer, Dalibor 
Vesely, Alberto Pérez-Gómez, and David Leatherbar-
row, have also drawn upon Heidegger in the pursuit 
of deeper understanding of our being and the built 
environment. However, among architectural writers, 
there has also been at times an overvaluation of the 
subject and a limited view of the dynamics of tempo-
rality in Heidegger’s work when applied to architec-
tural thinking. For example, concerning both context 
and place, there is a frequent implication of stasis, a 
view suggested by Kenneth Frampton’s comment 
that ‘‘… place is …in itself concrete and static.’’40 

Limiting architectural considerations of Heidegger to only those works where 
he seems to be speaking about building tends to enable such partial readings of 
his thought. For example, in his article ‘‘Heidegger’s Thinking on Architecture,’’ 
most of Christian Norberg-Schulz’s Heidegger references are drawn from only 
one source, Poetry, Language, Thought. Viewing a rich concept like ‘‘dwelling’’ 
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from such a limited frame makes it easy to miss that in this word, Heidegger has 
condensed much of his earlier thought. In his early work, rather than suggesting 
how we should live, Heidegger describes how we are as humans. His later work 
reconstitutes these explications in poetic guise. Reading dwelling only in terms 
of architecture loses much of its depth in nostalgia and pragmatism. Heidegger 
himself certainly contributes to this misunderstanding by citing such examples 
as the Black Forest farmhouse and the Greek temple. Though these are used in 
his text as a means for illustrating the concepts he presents, they tend to be easily 
taken as wistful reminiscences or prescriptions. In order to correct such miscon-
ceptions, Heidegger urges: 

If we do not want to close our eyes, we must save the 
phenomenon, despite, indeed even because of its 
‘miraculous’ character. If the phenomenon itself has 
the first say, its clarification requires that the previous 
guiding perspectives be retracted.41

Heidegger asks that we attend to exactly what is occurring much in the way 
Gregotti employs the notion of ‘‘precision.’’ So it is important to approach Hei-
degger with more precision than, say, Frascari does when he offhandedly com-
ments that ‘‘… Heidegger has pointed out, building and dwelling are the same 
…’’ as if both Heideggerian concepts were self-evident.42 Massimo Cacciari urges 
us to be wary of these superficial readings of Heidegger by minding the fact that 
dwelling is ‘‘… a fundamental condition of one’s own being.’’ 43 Similarly, Jeff 
Malpas explains that despite its architectural connotations, dwelling is more fun-
damentally a mindful mode of being that illuminates a given situation. Malpas 
tells us that ‘‘… dwelling reaches so far as to encompass the nature of human 
Being as such—to say ‘I am’ is to say that I dwell.’’44 Very little has been said in 
architecture about the ‘‘I am’’ of the makers themselves and how the immaterial 
structures of this ‘‘I am’’ unfold through our coping with the basic demands of 

being human.45

As this extended passage suggests, I am interested in drawing Heidegger’s early 
work through his later work to allow them to inform one another. This move 
reinforces my assertion that what is most relevant and fascinating in Heidegger’s 
thought is his on-going struggle to put forth a non-linear temporal view of exist-
ence, where humans would not think of themselves in terms of subjective agency, 
but rather in terms of an ungrounded openness, helping to facilitate the gathering 
of elements and flows into particular situations. For Heidegger, “being” is not a 
static classification of an object, or unchanging epochal understanding; it is one’s 
enmeshment within the continual affecting play of processes and events (Ereignis) 
that presses upon us and solicits our responses. Thinking indicates one’s participa-
tion in these processes. However, effective thinking for Heidegger is fundamentally 
different than the thinking of the philosophical tradition. His conception of this 
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new manner of thinking is characterized by “the becoming homely of a being 
unhomely,”46 which means seeing and accepting that one’s fundamental ground 
(being) is, in fact, a dynamic temporal ungroundedness. 

The whole of Heidegger’s thinking is focused on the fact that pure rational-
ism can never manage or direct the specific complexity of the world around us, 
and even if it could, this would be the worst possible end, because the nature 
of existence is centered upon the very unpredictability and contingency of life; 
thus one should be working to foster the complexity of being, rather than trying 
to tame it. In short, Heidegger is determined to show that representational and 
instrumental approaches (the history of Western Metaphysics) do not connect us 
to the thickness of the lived world; as a corrective, he endeavors to describe the 
forces that structure our lived worlds and the practices that can help one better 
engage them—it is up to individuals to take up these forces in specific terms. 

Here, one gets a hint of the depth of possibility that is available in Heidegger’s 
work for architecture. As an art that aims to circumscribe and support our hu-
man activities and temporal interactions, architecture benefits from specific and 
articulate descriptions of human existence. From these accumulated understand-
ings, it is possible to engender better practices of design—ones that are driven by 
architectural thinking in its most potent forms and modes of facilitation. 

However, to mine this potential, one first needs to engage Heidegger on his 
terms. Critically, the way Heidegger thinks about things is just as important as the 
things he is thinking about, and this fact is often lost in more selective readings 
of his work. Of particular interest is the way that Heidegger thinks about subjec-
tivity and time. Heidegger’s conception of time is the basis for his philosophy. I 
described his dynamic notion of time in a 2011 article:47

Heidegger urges that we not conceive of time as a 
series of “nows” that string together the past, present, 
and future. Instead, he posits that one’s involvements 
are always characterized by duration.48 In other 
words, we do not live in a series of present moments 
disappearing into the next; rather, we live across a 
time span that is constituted by an overlapping of 
the past and the future in the present moment. In a 
sense, there is no present, only the interplay of past 
and future.49 Of this condition, Heidegger has said 
that existence, “is what it was.”50 That is, one’s per-
sonal history attunes one to present situations and 
future possibilities in particular ways. In this man-
ner, the past is for Heidegger, as Charles Guignon 
says, “defined by a specific way ‘coming toward’ the 
future.”51 The past orients our perceptions, and is re-
vealed in its significance as we take up opportunities 
toward specific ends.52 
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This dynamic conception of time is important to architectural thinking, be-
cause it foregrounds the simultaneous multitude of processes and things that the 
designer must reckon with; when such simultaneity is foregrounded, it becomes 
possible to regard temporal relationships and processes as design parameters. A 
proper architectural end follows such reckoning. 

Heidegger’s temporality also necessitates a reconceiving of “history.” Michel 
Foucault calls this reconceiving, “effective history.” Foucault explains that “‘ef-
fective’ history differs from traditional history in being without constants.”53 In 
other words, this is a move away from the notion that history is merely a cavalcade 
of great events and great individuals (or buildings and designers in the context 
of architecture). However, this shift can only occur when visual imagination 
is augmented by thinking history, as Daniela Vallega-Neu puts it: “a sense of 
rhythm that is rather sensed and heard than seen.”54 Initially it would seem that 
a non-visual history would be of little value to architecture; however, this is true 
only if one treats architectural design a “series of pictures rather than an affective 
cultural language.”55 Which is to say that simple visual equations have historically 
been at the heart of the transformation of significant architecture—particularly 
the historic and the vernacular—into superficial applique. And ironically, in the 
context of Heidegger’s thinking, it was a fixation of architects on the visuals of a 
Black Forest Farmhouse, rather than its temporal rhythms, that led to many limited 
relationships with Heidegger’s thought in the first place. 

A less visual relation to the world generally is the real beauty of Heidegger’s 
“fourfold” (Das Geviert), an existential concept where the human does not stand 
at the central control of anything; in this poetic concept, humans become partici-
pants, catalysts or perhaps provocateurs—anything but rational animals, thinking 
substances, subjects, or the like. In this way, Heidegger’s conception of time opens 
a post-human (or transversalist, as Felix Guattari calls it) subjectivity. Such a view 
is useful to architecture because it shows the individual is really a product of the 
world and the relationships one develops within a specific collective. This under-
standing undergirds a modality of design thinking that proceeds neither from 
the perspective of “creative genius” nor “building scientist;” rather, the designer 
becomes a mediator of forces and rhythms, a catalyzer of collective energies, an 
editor of relationships, a player in a field of events, and an amplifier of affects.

In short, Heidegger is a critical part of this research framework, because bring-
ing the aspects of his thought outlined above into conversation with architectural 
design offer great opportunities to cultivate insights pertinent to the current chal-
lenges of sustainability (technological, cultural, economic), the shortcomings of 
many educational practices (standardized testing and memorization being treated 
as knowledge and other logical biases), and the basic challenge of creating affec-
tive human environments.
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Gilles Deleuze

Gilles Deleuze’s importance to the future of thinking was stated broadly and 
plainly in Michel Foucault’s well-known musing that one day this century will be 
known as Deleuzian.56 Deleuze is important to architecture and design thinking, 
in part, because throughout his career he sought to free thinking from its binary 
limitations. Like Heidegger, albeit with different points of emphasis, Deleuze 
lays out powerful provocations that expand definitions of thinking and allow the 
world to be seen with greater acuity. 

In architecture, Deleuzian thinking has been said to represent a “fundamental 
shift of interest in architectural theory;”57 one of the new frontiers opened by this 
shift is articulated by Sylvia Lavin, who claims, “the work of Gilles Deleuze has 
permitted the affective terrain of buildings to organize itself anew.”58 The return to 
the affective terrain of architecture afforded by Deleuze is a critical empowerment, 
because it adds theoretical depth to the understanding and implementation of the 
material and spatial effects that define architecture as architecture.

The impacts of this shift can be seen in the work of Peter Eisenman or Greg 
Lynn, for example. For both, the application of Deleuzean concepts has been 
useful and revelatory to understanding new possibilities for making and experienc-
ing architecture. Lynn’s ideas about pliancy and smoothness provide alternative 
means (to simple unity or collage) for addressing conditions of contradiction and 
multiplicity,59 while Eisenman’s pursuit of heterogeneous space opens up new 
sources of potency in the architectural encounter.60 

Such innovations are remarkable but also limited, as Jennifer Bloomer points 
out: such employments of Deleuze’s thought, which are merely interested in 
producing “something different,” is in itself a “profoundly nostalgic project.”61 
Unlocking even more substance from Deleuze’s thinking requires one who is will-
ing to be immersed in, and enveloped by, the unfamiliar; one who is willing to be 
“put in the clothes dryer” as one of my students put it, coming to insights slowly, 
meditatively, and repeatedly. Without such constancy, Deleuze’s texts become 
easy prey for mere formalist interpretation, as indeed Jennifer Bloomer notes:

 
The most outstanding examples [of using philosoph-
ical concepts metaphorically] concern the appro-
priation of the metaphors of Gilles Deleuze (with and 
without Felix Guattari)—smooth space, holey space, 
desiring machines, rhizomes, the fold—which he has 
used to tag complex and slippery theoretical appara-
tuses that work to undermine faith in the substantial-
ity of epistemological structures that authorize such 
conceptualization as that in which the “avant-garde” 
architects are engaged. This is demonstrative of how 
the avant-garde, which endeavors to be new and 
original, fails to escape the sticky traps of tradition 
and convention.62 
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In Deleuze, as in Heidegger, there is a cautionary tale about the visual: building 
an image of a Deleuzean concept misses the more sophisticated and interesting 
points of his thinking and forgets that much theory requires undertaking it as a 
means of training, rather than a harvesting of explicit ideas ripe for application 
in architecture. Therefore, it is advisable to remember Martine De Maeseneer’s 
advice on Deleuze’s thinking in architecture: “architecture doesn’t have to look 
fluid to be ‘open.’”63 

Instead of mining Deleuze for visual analogues and using Deleuzean con-
cepts in direct application, one would do better to attend to what Bloomer calls 
Deleuze’s “complex and slippery theoretical apparatuses,”64 and to recognize that 
one of the reasons that formal applications are limited is, as Adrian Parr notes, 
that “only architectural values are used.”65 

Kim Dovey points to a more indirect impact Deleuze’s thinking can have on 
architecture, stating: “assemblage thinking has a capacity to move architecture 
away from a focus on fixed form towards process and transformation.”66 In other 
words, move thinking away from the architectural object and onto the agents and 
forces that shape architectural situations. Parr suggests applying such expansive 
and nimble thinking very concretely to some of the vexing problems facing our 
world:

Design thinking and practice need to become less 
abstract and more affective: more open to being 
messed up by the struggles and tensions of poverty, 
homelessness, dispossession, pollution, disease, illit-
eracy, thirst, starvation, ecosystem collapse, climate 
change and species extinction.67

I agree with this sentiment, but I am also interested in another question 
Parr poses: “how might the practice of design thinking be part of the process of 
training architects to become more socially, environmentally and economically 
agile?”68 Which is to say, while practitioners like Lynn and Eisenman have been 
successful using Deleuzean principles to question Cartesian space, there is more 
work to be done to unseat the Cartesian subject, the “thinking-I.” Simone Brott 
has stated that a broader notion of agency requires a “renunciation of certain 
formal procedures that condition architecture for the subject.”69 Such an unrav-
elling of the thinking-I has the potential to bring together the particularities of 
disciplinary thought with the inclusiveness of interdisciplinary understanding via 
creative affirmation, and lead to, as Deleuze suggests, “discovering, inventing, 
new possibilities of life.”70 

Further, because Deleuze claims that “consciousness is essentially reactive,”71 
and “the state of mind dominated by reactive forces, by right, expresses stupidity 
and, more profoundly, that which it is a symptom of: a base way of thinking,”72 I am 
specifically interested in how to train the unconscious (active) force of thinking, 
in order to bring more “agility” to design thinking and foster more precise at-
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tunements to the social and physical environments.
One final note on Deleuze: Peter Eisenman has said that Deleuze and Guat-

tari’s notion of smooth space, “presents the possibility of overcoming or exceeding 
the grid.”73 Yet, the goal of overcoming the grid is decidedly anti-Deleuzian. The 
beauty of Deleuze (and in this case Felix Guattari) is seen in the statement, “there 
is no dualism…we invoke one dualism only to challenge another. We employ a 
dualism of models only in order to arrive at a process that challenges all models.”74 
In other words, to embrace the smooth as greater than the striated, or the rhi-
zome as better than the arborescent, is to miss Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy 
altogether. Thus, as I move forward with this study, although I will be leaning 
on atrophied aspects of thinking and practice, my intent is not to overthrow, 
say, reason, representation, or science; but rather, to make clear the importance 
of all those modes of thinking that have been treated as “lesser” since Plato. In 
this way, Deleuze presents an opportunity, not to dispense with thinking striated 
quantities, but to add the smoothness of qualities to thinking.

Gilbert Simondon

Gilbert Simondon was a French philosopher of the mid-twentieth century, 
whose thinking on individuation—the process of identity formation—was an 
important influence on Delueze’s work and thinking, and thus helps to deepen 
the dialogue with Deleuze. 

Additionally, Jean-Hugues Barthélémy finds a shared anti-anthropological 
thinking between Simondon and Heidegger that makes their work somewhat 
complimentary. Like Heidegger, Simondon assumes a foundational connection 
between the human and technical realms—and, in particular, he questions the 
humanistic position that asserts that machines increasingly diminish the worth 
of individual human beings. Barthélémy explains Simondon’s thinking as follows:

 
For Simondon, the word “anthropology” is not to be 
understood in any of its classical senses but desig-
nates, on the one hand, an essentialist thinking which 
cuts human being off from the living, and, and on the 
other, a thinking that reduces technology to its use 
by human being–to what Simondon refers to as the 
‘labor paradigm.’75 

Further, although there was a somewhat shared basis for the critique of tech-
nology, Heidegger left open only the possibility that we could reconcile humanity 
with the challenges of modern technology, yet could never project what that might 
mean or be particularly optimistic about what this might look like. Simondon, 
on the other hand, theorized ways forward with technology, venturing to under-
stand the technological object as a kind of biological entity with its own drives 
and tendencies. Using this understanding, he laid out concepts that encouraged 
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a more interactive view of technology and laid out families of technologies-based 
technological logics rather than the typical anthropomorphised categories of use. 
His thinking on the process of how a machine evolved in a quasi-biological way 
and the virtual coherence of machines is particularly enlightening. Simondon 
begins this argument by saying that “culture fails to take into account that in 
technical reality there is a human reality, and that, if it is fully to play its role, 
culture must come to terms with technical entities as part of its body of knowl-
edge and values”.76 For Simondon, technical reality is one that is “full of human 
striving and rich in natural forces.”77

Simondon is perhaps the thinker extraordinaire of virtual logics, undertaken 
by way of identifying and describing those refined coherences that underpin the 
working of machines. Simondon is useful in this discussion not only because his 
work deals with a kind of language of technical assembles, but also because his 
interest is not in simple rules of construction; instead, he is seeking an almost 
biological intelligence that fuels technical drives towards coherence, performance, 
refinement, and evolution. This he calls “concretization.” 

André Leroi-Gourhan’s notion of a “technical tendency” highlights the evo-
lutionary aspect of concretization. The technical tendency suggests that technical 
objects (like natural objects) possess a telos and, like biological entities, they tend 
towards certain ideal arrangements (e.g. all gastropods have twisting shells; all 
hatchets have handles, all arrows are balanced at a point 1/3 of their length).78 
Such technological telos motivates the process of concretization, leading parts 
and systems towards increasing degrees of integration, sophistication, and inter-
dependence. 

Inspired by these sorts of observations, Simondon proposed “mechanology” as 
a field of study, which would require “the competence of a specialist of technical 
individuals, who considers technics as a process of concretization.”79 Concretiza-
tion points to the way in which “machinic reason” emerges and can be discerned, 
which according to Deleuze is “entirely different from logical reasons or possi-
bilities.”80 In seeking machinic reason, Simondon saw mechanology becoming 
“a practice of doing technology as one does sociology or psychology.”81 What 
this means is that like sociology or psychology, mechanology could not operate 
with mathematical precision or seek answers via the scientific method; rather, 
mechanology would be a practice that required study, description, and analysis, 
focusing on the forces that act upon and emanate from the technical object as 
it moves towards refinement. The aim of mechanology would be the study of 
technical coherence and evolution in terms of technological logics.

The technological intelligence Simondon opens up might be thought of as 
machinic companion to the intelligence Heidegger finds in the Greek techne. For 
the Greeks, techne was a kind of embodied knowledge/skill determining of both 
art and craft. Heidegger finds a contemporary version of this concept in the intel-
ligence that is found in the skills exhibited by those who can be said to be expert 
with certain tools; however, like his views of technology more generally, Heidegger 
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finds it difficult to maintain any semblance of techne in a world of automation and 
machines. Simondon, on the other hand, finds a way into thinking automation 
and machines that maintains a relational intelligence. For example, in describing 
an “abstract technical object” becoming concrete, he opens up the possibility of 
a language of machinic logics. For Simondon, machines are not the destroyers of 
the craftsperson and techne, they are shapers of new kinds of knowledge—knowl-
edge previously inaccessible through the human hand-tool relationship. As such, 
Simondon believes that machines afford a new way of thinking and being, which 
requires a disposition that orients humans to the specific tendencies of machines 
and the understandings that arise when one becomes sympathetic to the workings 
of machinic logics and the milieu in which they operate.

Reima Pietilä

With echoes of Deleuze’s critique of reactive nature of consciousness, Finnish 
architect Reima Peitilä made clear the need for affective sensitivity in the context of 
architecture, saying that “the seizing of an idea is a process which one doesn’t seem 
to be able to influence consciously…consciousness is too coarse an instrument.”82 

Even though Pietilä was a central figure in Finnish architecture from the late 
1950s until his death in 1993, he gained his importance by being a bit of an 
outsider. At that time, Finnish architecture was almost universally rationalist in 
approach; given this climate, Pietilä’s stance was particularly remarkable—some 
even thought him to be a bit mad.83 Pietilä quite sensibly claimed, however, that 
“possible architecture is an architecture of more: a design approach implying 
more than trivial problem-solving methodics.”84 This “more” was an architecture 
of sensation. 

At first blush, it would seem as if Pietilä’s work aspired to a kind of conceptual 
expressionism, railing against a culture committed to an architecture of rational-
ism. To a degree this is true; it is easy to see how his work fought back against the 
constraints of the modern rationalist consensus. However, perhaps more interest-
ing than this aspect of Pietilä’s work is how it can be seen as a research project 
that probes the technical/affective interdependence of architectural materiality as 
a means of overcoming the limits of modernist functionalism more broadly. And 
predictably, rather than researching this topic in a way that would seem obvious 
to a rationalistic intelligentsia—attempting to critically analyze and systematize 
the effects of material on emotion and experience—he did the opposite. That is, 
Pietilä employed the a-rational methods of creative production to pursue an “un-
settled” architecture, using indeterminacy, randomness, and interdependence as 
the basis of an inquiry into the technical means of creating affective architectural 
experience.85 In this way, as Roger Connah claims, “a kind of different, awkward 
intelligence, always nagged at the edge of Pietilä’s architecture.”86

One of the important legacies of Pietilä today is that he demonstrated how 
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productive design thinking can be in the context of doing research, and how an 
architectural practice can produce architectural knowledge, with design itself 
becoming a form of research. In particular, Pietilä’s design approach to technical 
research is remarkable, in part, because it can be seen to be a precursor to the 
more recent moves by some architecture schools to offer “research by design” 
curricula, and offices like UN Studio and FOA, to show the potencies of design 
when approached as research. Pietilä’s non-analytic approach to the technical, 
freed potentials that with different methods would have remained undiscovered.87 

It might be best to say that it is not so much the ‘what’ as the ‘how’ that 
characterizes Pietilä’s work; and if there was a ‘what’ it would be to make himself 
a better architectural thinker, so that he might make more profound architecture. 
In other words, it is not the models that Pietilä uses that are the definitive aspect 
of his thought, but the very suppleness of his thinking ability and his attempts 
to provide the experience it afforded him to others though his work. And im-
portantly, having no significant architectural commissions for nearly a decade 
meant that Pietilä needed to find alternate ways to delve into these questions and 
materialize his understandings.88 One avenue was his exhibition work, another 
was teaching,89 the other was drawing itself. This point is notable because it shows 
that architecture cannot be reduced to buildings; Pietilä shows that buildings are 
but one avenue to seek architectural insight.
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2. The Force of Tradition

Thinking Before Plato: The Poetics of Phusis and Techne

Subjective consciousness is a late development of 
what begins as the barest of affectivity, the capacity 
of beings in some sense take into account their envi-
ronment… this affective capacity eventually evolved 
into sensation, then into gradations of conscious-
ness, and finally into human self-consciousness.90 
David Chalmers

Early Greek ontology understood a dynamic interplay between thinker and 
situation at the level of affectivity; attunement and action were inseparable and 
a-subjective. The phenomenon is indicated in the Greek verb aissô, as described 
by Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Dorance Kelly:

One interesting fact about the phenomenology cov-
ered by this verb is that the suddenness of an activity 
is readable equally well from the first and third per-
son points of view. One experiences one’s own arm 
suddenly shooting out from one’s shoulders in deliv-
ering the stunning punch (Il. 23.628) in just the same 
way that one experiences the fish darting up beneath 
the rippling black surface to eat (Il. 21.126). In both 
cases one experiences immediately the suddenness 
and directedness of the comportment without experi-
encing oneself as its source (my emphasis).91 

They go on to say that such encounters, in their suddenness, were felt force-
fully; however, with an impact that was not a point of distraction, but instead a 
point of focus: 

This (experience) is importantly different from being 
startled, since when one is startled one’s entire sense 
of the situation is destroyed – one finds oneself at 
least momentarily lost. In the (Greek) experience of 
the sudden, one notices immediately a shift from one 
situation to another, without ever losing hold of the 
world.92

For the ancient Greek, the human subject is not the source of intention and 
action; rather, calls to action come from the world; however, as Aristotle says in 
the Nicomachean Ethics, there is a difference between action (praxis) and making 
(poiesis).93 
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The Greek word for nature, phusis is a form of poiesis.94 Phusis does not mean 
nature in any typical sense, “phusis is being itself,”95 and thus designates an entan-
glement of humans with their environments defined by dynamism and becoming. 
Heidegger calls phusis a “self-blossoming emergence.”96 Importantly, phusis is not 
a collection of natural things like rocks and trees and flowers and birds; rather, 
phusis is a force, the very vitality of life itself and the understandings that come 
from being affected by it. To experience phusis is to be frightened by the fury of a 
storm, revel in the rising sun, be amazed by the growth of a child, feel the warmth 
of a hot-spring on one’s body, or to be filled with wonder as a swarm of starlings 
dance in unison across the sky. In short, phusis points to the many forces of life 
that propagate and perpetuate without human intervention, and the wonder hu-
mans experience when these forces are encountered. Although, it may sound trite 
to talk about the wonder of a flower blooming, an unexpected encounter with a 
deer in the forest, or waking up to a fresh snow, it is in fact one’s being affected by 
such moments that shows a trace of phusis still in the margins of our own modern 
way of being. In fact, such phenomena only become trite (or “romantic”) when 
one fails to treat them as valid modalities of understanding that are connected to 
the profundity of thinking and being through the unfamiliar communications 
of affectivity and sensation. 

Critically, it is these kinds of connections to our built environment that keep 
it vital as well: it is Christian Norberg-Schulz talking about “identification” with 
a place in Genuis Loci,97 it is Louis Kahn asking a brick what it wants to be, it is 
Aldo Rossi speaking of the literal potential energy of a building, and it is all those 
significant moments, both subtle and intense, that one encounters when dwelling 
in the architectural spaces of the world. In short, the kinds of connections and 
knowledge that comes via phusis are closely aligned with an architecture that is 
both affective and temporal.

Phusis is a making insofar as it is the force that shapes those things that are 
created and evolve via natural processes. It indicates, as Heidegger says, “the arising 
of something from out of itself.”98 In this phrase, Heidegger points to both the 
becoming of phusis, as well as the inherent telos (becoming something specific) 
associated with the term. Which is to say, the being of, say an oak, is defined by 
the process of growing, and the fact that an acorn will become only an oak (an 
acorn cannot become a redwood). Such purity of process leads Heidegger to call 
phusis “poiesis in the highest sense.”99 Heidegger goes on to point out another kind 
of making, techne, stating: “techne belongs … to poiesis.”100 Thus, in techne and 
phusis we are presented with two modes of “bringing-forth.”101 

The bringing-forth of techne designates art, craft, and technical know-how. 
Unlike phusis, techne “reveals whatever does not bring itself forth and does not 
yet lie here before us, whatever can look and turn out now one way and now 
another.”102 That is, the bringing-forth of techne occurs, as the oak becomes, say, 
a chair. As such, techne describes a human extension of the becoming of phusis; 
phusis points to material things in the world that find their own potential, whereas 
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techne indicates that there are material potentials that will never materialize without 
human cooperation and intervention. If phusis describes a pinecone finding its 
telos as a full-grown pine, and as such, is a becoming of the natural system itself, 
then techne describes the potential of that same pine to become the structure of a 
dwelling, a chair, a table, a boat, a plate, etc. and that these are potentials the pine 
will never be realized without a human finding said potential and using a specific 
knowledge to bring it forth. 

Importantly, techne does not—as our modern use of the word technology often 
does—refer to autonomous tools or practical procedures. Techne is a combination 
of one’s ability to see material potential and one’s skills to bring these potentials 
forth. Although techne referred to both art and craft, what Heidegger wants to 
highlight in the term is not the kinds of products produced, tools used, or tasks 
carried out, but rather the capacities, fundamental to both art and craft, that are 
implicated by the term.103 As such, techne describes a particular kind of sensitive 
and informed disposition towards materials and practices:

It never means a kind of practical performance. The 
word techne denotes rather a mode of knowing. To 
know means to have seen, in the widest sense of see-
ing, which means to apprehend what is present, as 
such.104 

Techne speaks of an ability to see the latent potential of the world and enact 
“decisions” drawn from this potential. Techne is a “knowledge”105 that is empow-
ered by factual information, expertise, and arises through sympathy in action:

If he is to become a true cabinetmaker, he makes 
himself answer and respond above all to the different 
kinds of wood and to the shapes slumbering within 
wood—to wood as it enters man’s dwelling with all 
the hidden riches of its nature. In fact this relatedness 
to wood is what maintains the whole craft.106

It is through the cultivation of such relatedness—a relatedness built-up through 
the thinking of making—that one is able to extend the self-motivated becoming 
of phusis to reveal that which cannot reveal itself. However, the revealing of techne 
has one important difference from the revealing of phusis—there is no telos. That 
is, an acorn can become an oak, but cannot ever become a pine, a puppy, or a 
pomegranate; however, there is no single end for the making of techne. This open 
potential is the power/poison that is fundamental to the functioning of technol-
ogy (discussed at length in Chapter 3). Further, making always simultaneously 
“conceals” other possible ends: once an oak tree is turned into a chair, a multitude 
of possible oak futures have been lost. In short, techne meant not merely knowing 
how, but a bringing-forth of what, why, and which one, which gave it (as a kind of 
knowledge) particular status in the ancient Greek world.
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Importantly, Heidegger points out, “from earliest times until Plato the word 
techne is linked with the word episteme.”107 This fact provides a critical clue about 
the reduction of thinking described in the introduction and the emergence of 
Modern instrumentalism, which, according to Bernard Stiegler, takes hold with 
the de-coupling of techne from episteme;108 this de-coupling begins with Plato’s 
discrediting of poiesis and its links to knowledge, pedagogy, and thinking. 

Plato and the War Against Poetic Thought109 

For Plato, reality is rational, scientific and logical, or 
it is nothing.110 
Eric Havelock

Eric Havelock argues that Plato’s real focus in The Republic is not politics, 
but rather pedagogy (paideia)—the proper education of the (new) Greek society. 
According to Havelock, Plato sees a fundamental deficiency with the pre-literate 
pedagogical model, which transmits knowledge and understanding via the poeisis 
of poetry. Plato views poeisis as a deficient knowledge, because it is imprecise and 
lacks the explicitness of abstract rationalism. Unfortunately, these “problems” 
are features of poeisis generally and poetic pedagogy specifically. Plato’s attack 
on poeisis means that poetically-oriented teachers and methods become suspect, 
because they do not promote measurable knowledge or the kind of knowledge 
that allows someone to become expert (Plato’s definition) in any specific area.111

Imitation—the practice of mimesis—was a particular target of Plato’s attack. 
Plato thought mimesis dangerous, because it encouraged a “non-thinking” copy-
ing of copies and “exhibits the characteristics of a rich and unpredictable flocks 
of experience.”112 These “rich unpredictable flocks” are synonymous with the 
“dangerous” multiplicity of poetry.113 Havelock explains:

A hero… behaves now well and now badly, thus fail-
ing to furnish any one pattern of goodness in the 
abstract. This epistemological contradiction in the 
content of the poem sets up a corresponding psy-
chological contradiction in the psyche of the listener, 
who identifies with the tale and so becomes now 
good, now bad, now angry and now calm.114

Although, it is precisely the self-canceling of the epic that paints a more accu-
rate picture of life—one rooted in contradictions, ambiguity, and contingency—
for Plato, such inconsistency meant that poetry could never help one discover 
absolute good (or any absolute for that matter). Thus, the poetic mind, according 
to Plato, is weak because it is always left open to factual error. Havelock states:
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Plato’s epistemological attack on poetry, as an erro-
neous report on physical fact and moral value, would 
be explained, because he is thereby attacking error as 
it exists in society generally.115

The attack on error in society more generally comes via Plato’s labeling of the 
poetic thinking as “opinion” (doxa). Overall, the label doxa is a codification of 
all modes of processing connected to the many, the material, the ambiguous—in 
short, the non-abstract.116 Here, as Plato promotes the elimination of error as the 
goal of effective thinking, we have the roots of knowledge as “radio quiz.”

But what is the poetic to the Homeric Greeks? Before the invention of writ-
ing, the poetic was:

The only possible verbal technology available to 
guarantee the preservation and fixity of transmission 
was that of the rhythmic word organised cunningly 
in verbal and metrical patterns, which were unique 
enough to retain their shape.117 

And in its aural form, poetry was both a work of art and a kind of tribal en-
cyclopedia—it was simultaneously epic story and instruction. The encyclopedic 
function served to illuminate nomos and ethos—the societal “laws” and personal 
customs that made Greek culture Greek culture. Havelock describes these terms: 

Ethos would cover a man’s proper feelings and reac-
tions to intimates and to enemies. Nomos would de-
scribe, as it does in Hesiod, the universal law of hard 
work or the prohibition instinctively observed by 
mankind against cannibalism.’118 

So, at these two interdependent levels, Homeric poetry lays out what it means 
to be Greek; or better, how certain behaviors make one Greek. Interestingly, “ethea” 
originally referred to the lair of an animal—making it an idea that directly linked 
behavior to situation and place; and the evolution of ethos to “ethics,” provides a 
good illustration of a more general trend of terminology moving from concrete 
to abstract under the influence of Platonism.119

Since the encyclopedic function worked not through the memorization of 
ideals, but by teaching one how to perform as a human being in the Greek 
world, it built familiarity with the expectations of Greek society and how one 
should appropriately engage in specific types of situations through the rehearsal 
of exemplars; it is “a state of total personal involvement and therefore of emotional 
identification with the substance of the poetized statement that you are required 
to retain.”120 For example: 
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To identify with the performance as an actor does 
with his lines was the only way it could be done. You 
threw yourself into the situation of Achilles, you iden-
tified with his grief or his anger. You yourself became 
Achilles and so did the reciter to whom you listened. 
Thirty years later you could automatically quote what 
Achilles had said or what the poet had said about 
him.121

Although memorization was central to poetic knowledge in an aural society, 
it is important to realize how memorization was used to structure identification 
as a form of thinking. Havelock states:

You learned by doing. But the doing, so far as it con-
cerns the preservation of important language, was 
of a special kind. What you ‘did’ were the thousand 
acts and thoughts, battles, speeches, journeys, lives, 
and deaths that you were reciting in rhythmic verse, 
or hearing, or repeating. The poetic performance if it 
were to mobilize all these psychic resources of mem-
orization had itself to be a continual re-enactment 
of the tribal folkways, laws and procedures, and the 
listener had to become engaged in this re-enactment 
to the point of total emotional involvement. In short, 
the artist identified with his story and the audience 
identified with the artist. This was the imperative de-
mand made upon both of them if the process was to 
work.122

Critically, “such enormous powers of poetic memorization could be purchased 
only at the cost of total loss of objectivity.”123 That is, this way of thinking is 
predicated on total immersion; a total loss of “self.” Which is why, in part, Plato 
wants the practice to end—it is a way of knowing that does not have a place for 
the rational intellect. As such, it is both easy to see what is compelling about the 
poetic, and simultaneously, what Plato correctly identifies as problematic: think-
ing poetically means identification is the only way of knowing. 

The uniqueness of poetic know-how ties back to the discussion of aissô, and 
the peculiar way knowledge and action are connected. Havelock compares the 
operation of poetic knowledge to bodily functions: 

The various motor reflexes, despite the complexity of 
their interaction, were so organised that they oper-
ated without any need on the part of the subject to 
think about them. This meant that like similar reflexes 
of the sexual or digestive apparatus they were highly 
sensual and were closely linked with the physical 
pleasures.124
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And because of this link to pleasure, “the pull between the pleasurable inclina-
tion to act in one way and the unpleasant duty to act in another way was relatively 
unknown.”125 In other words, the Homeric Greek, presumably moved about in 
the world in a much more decisive manner than modern humans, because deci-
sions were determined by motives more akin to impulses to eat or sleep than the 
reasoned choices demanded of the modern mind. 

The modern mind is initiated in Plato’s rejection of the poetic paideia. Poetic 
paideia had to be eliminated, because it literally prohibited objective knowledge; 
Havelock says of this limitation:

Less can it say ‘the angles of a triangle are equivalent 
to two right angles’. Kantian imperatives and math-
ematical relationships and analytic statements of any 
kind are inexpressible and also unthinkable. Equally 
an epistemology which can choose between the logi-
cally (and therefore eternally) true and the logically 
(and eternally) false is also impossible… all ‘knowl-
edge’ in an oral culture is temporally conditioned, 
which is another way of saying that in such a culture 
‘knowledge’ in our sense cannot exist.”126

Poetic understanding itself “constituted the chief obstacle to scientific rational-
ism, to the use of analysis, to the classification of experience, to its rearrangement 
in sequence of cause and effect.”127 Here the uniqueness of this way of being is 
clear; and it is also clear why Plato had to oppose it. Perhaps it is best to say poetic 
understanding represents not just a different or limited way of doing things, but 
a totally different mind. It is a mind that has no need for the types of abstract 
knowledge described above; it is an embodied mind that functions physically 
and rhythmically—period. It is because there is no need to stand outside oneself 
to evaluate activities that the poetic mind possessed no capacity for objective 
thought. 

For there to be an object there must also be a subject. Plato makes this sepa-
ration feasible through his invention of the psyche. The invention of the psyche 
made it “possible to identify the ‘subject’ in relation to that ‘object’ which the 
‘subject’ knows;”128 and Plato makes it possible for, “‘me thinking about Achilles’ 
rather than ‘me identifying with Achilles’.”129 The definitive power of this move 
is a total transformation of being, and as Platonism proceeds “identification” as 
thinking becomes increasingly unattainable. In fact, Plato’s creation of the psyche 
introduced not simply another way of thinking, instead he made the psyche to be 
thinking itself.130 Or as Havelock says, “a discovery of self could be only of the 
thinking self.”131 Here, thinking becomes that process that occurs only through 
the self-consciousness of a subject.

The inception of writing aided the objective push. Using the tool of writing: 
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(Plato) asks of men that … they should examine this 
experience and rearrange it, that they should think 
about what they say, instead of just saying it. And 
they should separate themselves from it instead of 
identifying with it; they themselves should become 
the ‘subject’ who stands apart from the ‘object’ and 
reconsiders it and analyses it and evaluates it, instead 
of just ‘imitating’ it.132

The rise of writing meant the role of the poetic as “a didactic instrument for 
transmitting the tradition”133 was no longer necessary.

On Plato’s mission to eliminate the imprecision of the poetic from the Greek 
education, Havelock asks rhetorically: “why is the challenge so crucial?” And con-
sequently answers, “surely because it marks an innovation. Such a pure morality 
has never before been envisaged.”134 And Havelock goes on to point out: “this is 
a great and a splendid argument, a major document in the history of European 
culture. It marks the introduction of the university system into the west.”135 At 
this moment, Plato is fundamentally changing what it means to think. However, 
it will not be a mere shift, it will become a total overturning of the previous world.

The Thinking of the Many (Homer) Becomes Thinking the One 
(Plato)

According to enlightened thinking, the multiplicity of 
mythical figures can be reduced to a single common 
denominator, the subject.136

Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno

Horkheimer and Adorno critiqued post-enlightenment scientific thinking—a 
thinking descended from Plato—by arguing that thinking loses its nuance as a 
direct result of “increasing distance from the object,” whereas what was commonly 
referred to as “magic” was really a thinking that pursued its ends “though mime-
sis.”137 Although not magical, strictly speaking, the Greek’s mimetic relation to 
the Homeric gods was critical to their understanding of the world; unfortunately, 
the Homeric gods are perhaps the first “objects” to be created by Plato’s revolu-
tion. The cultural repercussions that occur via this transformation are significant. 

The Greek gods are exemplars for the Homeric valuation of multiplicity. 
Havelock posits that, in the context of the epic poem, it is best to view the gods 
as metaphors for causality. That is, the invisible forces that we sometimes refer to 
as causes and effects. The role of the gods is to make these forces relatable and 
understandable through the verbal descriptions of, and identification with, the 
attributes and actions they embody and portray. Havelock notes the practical 
precision that is allowed under this worldview:
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As a kind of recurrent metaphor for constant con-
junction of causes and effects, polytheism can be 
seen to have a great descriptive advantage over 
monotheism. It can more vividly report the variety of 
the phenomenal experience, of seasons and weather, 
of war and catastrophe, of human psychology, of his-
torical situation, by referring a given phenomenon to 
the act or decision of some god whose activity can 
be limited to the given phenomena, without extend-
ing it to cover all other phenomena. The temptation 
to over-simplify the behavior of the external world, 
as also the inner workings of man’s own impulses, is 
thus avoided.138

In short, polytheism offers a means of attending to specific forces and events 
in their fundamental specificity and temporality. As such, Heidegger has referred 
to the Greek gods as the “attuning ones;”139 this comment points to the way the 
gods were understood to be a personification of the experience of being affected 
by, and responding to, the various shifting “moods” of differing situations. In this 
way, the gods too were pedagogical. For example, Athene constantly appears in 
The Odyssey as a sort of harmonic bridge: 

Telemachos stepped out of the ship, but Athene went 
first, and it was the gray-eyed goddess Athene who 
first spoke to him: ‘Telemachos, here is no more need 
at all of modesty; for this was why you sailed on the 
open sea, to find news of your father, what soil cov-
ers him, what fate he has met with. So come now, go 
straight up to Nestor, breaker of horses, for we know 
what intelligence is hidden inside him. You yourself 
must entreat him to speak the whole truth to you. He 
will not tell you any falsehood; he is too thoughtful.’ 
Then the thoughtful Telemachos said to her in an-
swer: ‘Mentor, how shall I go up to him, how close 
with him? I have no experience in close discourse. 
There is embarrassment for a young man who must 
question his elder. 

Then in turn the gray-eyed goddess Athene an-
swered him: ‘Telemachus, some of it you yourself will 
see in your own heart, and some the divinity will put 
in your mind. I do not think you could have been born 
and reared without the gods’ will.’ 

So spoke Pallas Athene, and she led the way swiftly, 
and the man followed behind her walking in the 
god’s footsteps.140
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Here Telemachus senses simultaneously his own discomfort brought on by 
the rupture of a foreign encounter and the reassurance (Athene) of a potential 
for coming into harmony with the situation.141

Further, polytheism points to one of the key differences between the Homeric 
and the Platonic mind. Unlike Homeric thinking, which is immersed in the depth 
of multiplicity, Platonic thinking is obsessed with revealing the one underlying 
the many. This focus plays out in Plato via the search for the “per se” —the thing 
itself. Not that bed, but the bed per se. Not that act of goodness, but the good per 
se. Ultimately, because Plato is interested in absolute forms, he ushers in a thinking 
that is preoccupied with timelessness, which takes the form of:

a conversion from the image-world of the epic to 
the abstract world of scientific description, and from 
the vocabulary and syntax of narrativised events in 
time towards the syntax and vocabulary of equations 
and laws and formulas and topics which are outside 
time.142

Not only does this focus on the absolute diminish attention to the specific 
temporal dynamics of the world, more importantly it is a focus that is made 
into normative pedagogy through a syntactical shift: from stories to mathemati-
cal equations. 

The syntax of the mathematical equation becomes the template for a rewir-
ing of human knowledge—a rewiring that prioritizes a calculus of understand-
ing—demanding that one apply abstract thinking broadly, even to situations that 
demand affective and/or narrative-based knowledge. In the history of thought, 
the linking of knowledge to the syntax of equations is decisive, because despite 
the influence of images and music, emotions and experience across history, the 
authority of the equation has made it difficult to regard any of these knowledges 
as equivalent to the “rigors” of math and science. Further, this syntactical shift 
also erodes capacities for non-linear thinking, an erosion made axiomatic by the 
limitations of classical mathematics: 

Classical mathematics concentrated on linear equa-
tions for a sound pragmatic reason: it could not solve 
anything else… So docile are linear equations, that 
classical mathematicians were willing to compromise 
their physics to get them… So ingrained became the 
linear habit that by the 1940s and 1950s many scien-
tists and engineers knew little else.143

Herein arises the privileging of “solvability” in problem formation, and thus 
the elevation of quantitative binary models as the preferred method for measur-
ing significance. 

And finally, the elevation of “being” over becoming (timelessness over dynamic 
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temporality) leads to the problem of vision. As Alexander Ferrari Di Pippo ex-
plains: “because the Being is identified exclusively with stable presence, the visible, 
thinking itself becomes understood as ocular.”144 This transformation forms the 
basis for thought characterized by recognition and recollection—representational 
thought. 

Representation: Eliminating the Force of Thought 
Recognition and Recollection145

Ironically, as Deleuze points out, Plato had recognized the real disturbance of 
thinking in The Republic.146 Deleuze states: 

This text distinguishes two kinds of things: those 
which do not disturb thought and (as Plato will later 
say) those which force us to think. The first are ob-
jects of recognition: thought and all its faculties may 
be fully employed therein, thought may busy itself 
thereby, but such employment and such activity 
have nothing to do with thinking.147

Deleuze believed that faith in thinking as a given faculty—one possessed by 
humans—fostered the harmful practice of treating “recognition” as thinking. He 
states:

The model of recognition is necessarily included in 
the image of thought, and whether one considers 
Plato’s Theaetetus, Descartes’ Meditations or Kant’s 
Critique of Pure Reason, this model remains sovereign 
and defines the orientation of the philosophical anal-
ysis of what it means to think. Such an orientation is a 
hindrance to philosophy.148

Recognition as thinking begins with Plato’s concept of anamnesis.149 Through 
this concept, Plato suggests that knowledge is something already within us to be 
recovered. Anamnesis thus prefigures the contemporary misstep of treating remem-
bering as thinking; and since one is always remembering and recalling as part 
of their daily lives, thinking comes to be seen—like breathing—as something 
we are used to doing among other things. The problem with this form is that 
thought ceases to be speculative, creative, or productive; according to Deleuze, 
“the form of recognition has never sanctioned anything but the recognizable 
and the recognized; form will never inspire anything but conformities.”150 This is 
the case, because recollective thinking can only reckon with those things direct 
and familiar, which reinforces some of the eliminative functions of the brain, as 
Henri Bergson explains: 
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Our mind has the irresistible tendency to consider 
the idea it most frequently uses to be the clearest… 
(and) instinctively selects in a given situation what-
ever is like something already known; it seeks this 
out, in order that it might apply its principle that ‘like 
produces like.’151 

Thinking as recollection prefigures our modern inheritance—representational 
thought, as Deleuze asserts plainly, “the postulate of recognition was… a first 
step towards a much more general postulate of representation.”152 According to 
Heidegger, the problem with representational thought is it “Inspects everything 
encountering it from out of itself and with reference to itself, inspects it with 
regard to whether and how it relates to what representation––as a bringing before 
oneself in order to make secure––requires for its own certainty.153

In other words, representational thought operates by processing information 
through self-reference; it generalizes new information so that is can be compared 
to what is already familiar. The problem here is like that of the discussion about 
thinking as recollection, representational thought neutralizes the specific intensi-
ties of life—difference—by transforming complex relationships into simple cor-
relates and causes; and it does this through stable visual equivalences—representa-
tion. Gottfried Leibnitz provides an insightful comment on the way representation 
works and how it glosses the peculiarities of perception:

The representation has a natural relation to that 
which is to be represented. If God should have the 
round shape of a body represented by the idea of a 
square, that would be an unsuitable representation: 
for there would be angles or projections in the repre-
sentation, while all would be even and smooth in the 
original. The representation often suppresses some-
thing in the objects when it is imperfect; but it can 
add nothing:
that would render it, not more than perfect, but false. 
Moreover, the suppression is never complete in our 
perceptions, and there is in the representation, con-
fused as it is, more than we see there. Thus there is 
reason for supposing that the ideas of heat, cold, col-
ours, etc., also only represent the small movements 
carried out in the organs, when one is conscious of 
these qualities, although the multiplicity and the 
diminutive character of these movements prevents 
their clear representation. Almost in the same way 
it happens that we do not distinguish the blue and 
the yellow which play their part in the representation 
as well as in the composition of the green, when the 
microscope shows that what appears to be green is 
composed of yellow and blue parts.154
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In this passage, Leibnitz is saying that anything less than perfect representa-
tion, which is not possible, misses something of what it is representing—repre-
sentational thought cannot effectively attend to nuance or specificity. Deleuze 
describes the rounding-off of representational thought by saying that “difference 
becomes an object of representation always in relation to a conceived identity, 
a judged analogy, an imagined opposition or a perceived similitude.”155 He goes 
on to point out that this is problematic because recognition is only an effect 
“produced by these presentations of difference.”156 In short, as the Platonic recol-
lective thinking (anamnesis) becomes the representational more generally, it holds 
onto the principle of recognition as the experience of having a thought, yet, misses 
the fact that thinking also means to be marked by the disturbances of difference 
and temporality. 

Heidegger believes that Descartes introduces the final blow in the pacification 
of thought, transforming it into a faculty to process and bring about resolution.157 
Evidence of this shift is found in his Meditations, as Descartes himself expresses 
distress in the face of the unknown. He famously states:

I will suppose then, that everything I see is spurious. 
I will believe that my memory tells me lies, and that 
none of the things that it reports ever happened. I 
have no senses. Body, shape, extension, movement 
and place are chimeras. So what remains true? Per-
haps just the one fact that nothing is certain.158 

Descartes responds to this “problem” with the development of the concept of 
cogito ego sum; and in discovering this this moment of resolve, Descartes becomes 
ecstatic. He states: 

At last I have discovered it—thought; this alone is in-
separable from me. I am, I exist—that is certain. But 
for how long? For as long as I am thinking. For it could 
be that were I totally to cease from thinking, I should 
totally cease to exist.159 

Here Descartes has actually said more than simply, “I think therefore I am;” 
instead, he has problematically posited, “I am because I think;” and I am only 
when I am aware of myself thinking. In this utterance, thinking has become self-
consciousness; and through a now indispensable subjectivity, Descartes transforms 
Plato’s psyche into an instrument used to quell the fear of uncertainty. 

The rise of representational thought is propelled via its very tangibility, a 
faculty one can point to and “understand,” or as Deleuze puts it: “thought is 
thereby filled with no more than an image of itself, one in which it recognizes 
itself the more it recognizes things: this is a finger, this is a table, good morning 
Theaetetus.”160 Deleuze sums up the workings of Descartes’ thinking-I and its 
impact on difference, saying:
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The ‘I think’ is the most general principle of represen-
tation—in other words, the source of these elements 
and of the unity of all these faculties: I conceive, I 
judge, I imagine, I remember and I perceive—as 
though these were the four branches of the Cogito. 
On precisely these branches, difference is crucified.161

In this way, representational thought becomes thinking by continually holding 
firm the objects of thought in consciousness, and levels-down the plethora of 
nuanced modalities that constitute vital thinking into a one-dimensional faculty. 
And, via the conception of the thinking-I, judgment, imagination, intuition, 
memory, making, sympathy, and perception are all mutated (or eliminated) as 
they come to fit with the principles of self-consciousness and recognition. 

Horkheimer and Adorno suggest this drive to both eliminate uncertainty and 
exert control was not unique to Descartes, but was an emergent property of the 
age, reaching its apotheosis in the Enlightenment: 

The Enlightenment detected a fear of the demons 
through whose effigies human beings had tried to 
influence nature in magic rituals. From now on mat-
ter was finally to be controlled without the illusion of 
immanent powers or hidden properties.162

In other words, Enlightenment reason sought to eliminate the unknown in 
order to eliminate fear; and as such, eliminate the need for all the a-rational prac-
tices that had been previously used to cope with uncertainty. With similar subtext, 
Descartes uses thinking to discover the “firm” ground of one’s self. In this move, 
the subject is, necessarily, fully-severed from the world and the representational 
model of thinking—with its reassurances against the “lies” of existence—come 
to be thinking proper. Thinking has not only lost its force but has become an 
instrument to eradicate the force of the world. 

Although some of the leveling aspects of representational thought have been 
identified and “corrected” by a number of modern thinkers, Deleuze believes 
that the representational model of thought is not one easily uprooted. He states: 

Even the dead God and the fractured I are no more 
than a passing bad moment, the speculative mo-
ment: they are resuscitated in a more integrated and 
certain form than ever, more sure of themselves, but 
with other, practical or moral, interests. Such is the 
world of representation in general.163

Instrumental thinking is evidence of representation’s’ resilience.
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Instrumental Thinking: The Technological Turn

If there is a need, in Simondon’s terms, for a new 
knowledge and a new competence, or in Gilles terms, 
for a new power, which, for Heidegger, is more pro-
foundly the need for a thinking radically other than 
that predominant since the beginning of the West, 
the reason resides in the specificity of modern tech-
nics, that is, of the modern technical system, charac-
terized precisely by the fact that it opens up a new 
epoch of technical systematicity.164 
 Bernard Stiegler

In a series of lectures given in 1949 in Bremen, Germany, Heidegger outlined 
the emergence of this “new epoch of technical systematicity,” what he saw as a 
new framework for representational thinking—characterized by an extreme bias 
towards instrumentalism—growing out of the Platonic philosophical tradition 
via Cartesian philosophy, the French Enlightenment, Newtonian science, and 
the Industrial Revolution.165 Or as Heidegger puts it, this thinking, “developed 
in the seventeenth century first and only in Europe. It long remained unknown 
in other continents, and it was altogether alien to former ages and histories.”166 

Although modern technological thinking is rooted in the representational 
thought of the Platonic tradition, it is unique. It is a specific mode of repre-
sentational thinking that is governed by technique, method, and calculation; 
technological thinking is the new-found power of treating everything as means—
means to be harvested, stored and used in some indeterminate future for some 
indeterminate purpose. Perhaps the clearest and most biting comment in this 
regard comes from Heidegger’s Discourse on Thinking where he says by way of this 
kind of thinking, “nature becomes a gigantic gasoline station, an energy source 
for modern technology and industry.”167

In addition to the environmental degradation this thinking encouraged, Hei-
degger was also deeply concerned by the generalizations and reductions instru-
mentalism perpetuated, tending to drain life of its vigor and limit the human abil-
ity to see the world in its plentitude. For example, in Being and Time he pointed 
out, “the botanist’s plants are not the flowers of the hedgerow; the ‘source’ which 
the geographer establishes for a river is not the springhead in the dale.”168 The 
scientific reductionism Heidegger was pointing to was a prime motivator of his 
technological critique, a critique not aimed at a certain class of objects (technol-
ogy); as Heidegger says, the technological problem “is nothing on the order of a 
machine.”169 Thus, his critique is really a warning that the technical manner of 
thinking becoming a state of being. Stiegler summarizes the concern by saying 
that “technicization through calculation drives Western knowledge down a path 
that leads to a forgetting of its origin, which is also a forgetting of its truth.”170 
Heidegger calls this phenomenon “Ge-stell.”
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Heidegger used this neologism, a term that loosely references a rack or a frame, 
to describe the problems that occur when a technological/scientific framework 
is overlaid upon the human/cultural/ecological aspects of life; when this occurs, 
human attention becomes less attuned to the relational multiplicity of situations, 
leading human action to become increasingly one-dimensional. 

Although Heidegger’s concern is not with technical objects, per se, it is sig-
nificant that the rise of modern technology dramatically shifts the human/tool 
relationship. Stiegler describes the transformation of the technological ensemble 
(following Gilbert Simondon): 

Hitherto, the human was a bearer of tools and was 
itself a technical individual. Today, machines are the 
tool bearers, and the human is no longer a technical 
individual; the human becomes either the machine’s 
servant or its assembler [assembliste]: the human’s 
relation to the technical object proves to have pro-
foundly changed.171

As such, the rise of the industrial machine contributes to Ge-stell by making 
the human/tool interdependency described by techne no longer foundational. 
The human/technical relationship is no longer what it was for millennia: as tool-
bearers, humans were part of a technological assemblage—technology was integral 
with being. With the advent of the modern technological milieu, a profound 
ontological change occurred, which has the potential to both support and sup-
press certain modes of seeing and thinking. 

This transformation leads to potential inversions of priorities: primitive cul-
tures used tools—out of necessity—to deepen the interplay between themselves 
and their world, whereas the supra-cultural phenomenon of technology uses 
machinic technological capacities—by way of instrumental thinking—to focus 
and develop the economies of the technical object to more efficiently affect the 
objects of its intent. 

The problem of Ge-stell then is twofold: there is the potential loss of the 
potency of techne—thinking as making; and there is a danger of cultures invol-
untarily being leveled into homogeneity as the power of making becomes increas-
ingly governed by singular economic concern. The latter is exacerbated the more 
humans treat the transformed technological milieu in a traditional manner—as 
something that is at worst impartial (i.e. under our control); recognition and 
understanding are key first steps, as Heidegger claims, “we are delivered over to 
it (technology) in the worst possible way when we regard it as something neutral; 
for this conception of it, to which today we particularly like to do homage, makes 
us utterly blind to the essence of technology.”172 

Treating technology as neutral allows “decisions” to be unknowingly influ-
enced by Ge-stell. For example, industrial food production is a complex system 
that enables certain ways of eating and make others difficult, leading people to 
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become unwittingly complicit in its biases. Seeing that the food network is not a 
neutral framework is the start of making conscious choices about food; these are 
choices that should be led by the values one places on things such as nutrition, 
production ethics, and the sources of one’s food, rather than the conveniences 
that are held up by efficiencies of the system. 

At an individual level, technological thinking causes one to treat everything as 
an obstacle, a challenge, something to be overcome. It encourages the reductive 
capacities of the human brain that Bergson described above to find the categorical 
sameness between things and situations, because this is the most efficient way of 
dealing with any problem or opportunity. Collectively, it operates on the idea that 
“maximum yield at the minimum expense”173 is the way of seeing the world;174 
and that explicit, explainable, expedient, empirical value is the measure of the 
highest worth. Heidegger uses the difference between a dam and a modern power 
station to illustrate this shift:

 
The hydroelectric plant is not built into the Rhine 
River as was the old wooden bridge that joined bank 
with bank for hundreds of years. Rather the river is 
dammed up into the powerplant. What the river is 
now, namely, a water power supplier, derives from 
out of the essence of the power station.
…
the revealing that holds sway throughout modern 
technology docs not unfold into a bringing-forth in 
the sense of poiesis. The revealing that rules in mod-
ern technology is a challenging.175

Although, one could argue that the bridge/power plant pair is a bit too easy of a 
comparison, a more related counter-example to the hydroelectric dam, a primitive 
dam, demonstrates the differences as well. The primitive dam would have been 
used for farming irrigation, it modified the landscape around it in unpredictable 
ways and did so for direct human ends (to put food on the table) and to promote 
general abundance in the landscape; further, the primitive dam was always part of, 
and subject to, the totality of the surrounding ecology, thus it could be simultane-
ously a source of water, a source of power, a habitat, and a pastoral respite. For 
Heidegger, the power plant is different in kind because of the way it dominates 
the surrounding environment; it is both self-perpetuating and self-determining, 
and its end goal of power accumulation has no direct complimentary purpose; it 
is only there to stockpile a commodity. Heidegger puts it this way: 

Unlocking, transforming, distributing, and switching 
are ways of revealing. But the revealing never simply 
comes to an end. Neither does it run off into the inde-
terminate. The revealing reveals to itself its own inter-
locking paths, through regulating their course. This 
regulating itself, is, for its part, everywhere secured.176
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In sum, the power plant unlocks the latent potential of the environment, 
but it does so in a self-referential/self-perpetuating manner that is singular; it 
can never unlock other complimentary potentialities of the locale. It reveals its 
surroundings, as dictated by external agendas, in their resource character alone. 

However, in thinking about the differences between the power plant and 
primitive dam, there is still a focus on the machine. To get to the heart of Ge-stell 
and the nature of the threat, one must turn their attention to the curious inclu-
sion of tourism in the same passage with the power station. In reflecting upon 
the question of whether the Rhine is still the Rhine—that is, the same place as 
before, only now with a power station—Heidegger says, “the Rhine is still a river 
in the landscape, is it not? Perhaps. But how? In no other way than as an object 
on call for inspection by a tour group ordered there by the vacation industry.”177 

The fascinating thing about this statement is that Heidegger is suggesting 
that there is a growing cultural inability to simply experience a river as a river. In 
short, what he is pointing to is not technology itself, nor the power plant, but 
rather the way that instrumental thinking reduces everything to mere properties 
and simple accomplishments. The river is no longer a place to be, it has become 
a destination to be seen (note the visual aspect of thinking here again). 

It is no coincidence that the rise of technological thinking parallels the rise of 
capitalism and industry, as the health of modern industrial capitalism depends 
upon efficiency, maximization of resources, and continual expansion. Unlike in a 
survival situation, where one might die if one cannot employ technology to help 
one catch a fish or secure a roof to a shelter, in the contemporary world one will 
not die if one cannot watch television or heat soup in a microwave, and yet the 
modern technological milieu imbues this order of “need” with same urgency as 
basic food and shelter, thus things like fashion, travel, and entertainment can be 
seen to take on a similar level of “necessity” as the economy becomes “enframed” 
by Ge-stell.

Further, as Ge-stell takes hold, technology begins to need humans as its resource. 
Heidegger touches upon this transformation, using an example of an airliner on 
the tarmac:

It (the airliner) is ordered to insure the possibility of 
transportation. For this it must be in its whole struc-
ture, and in every one of its constituent parts, on call 
for duty i.e., ready for takeoff.178 

Fundamentally, a plane is a resource that humans can use towards human 
ends; the airline industry, however, is a technological system that needs human 
fuel to insure its solvency—this drive has no end. 

The focus on the resource character of all objects and beings is a transforma-
tion “mainly of an economic order,” and is propelled by a process the historian of 
technology Betrand Gille called “permanent innovation,”179 This term highlights 
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the way modern technological systems tend not to innovate in the face of certain 
practical problems; rather, innovation is used to create problems with the “solu-
tions” to these “problems,” frequently becoming the products of the capitalist 
economy. And, like the example of the airplane, it is not the technological entity 
(plane, dam) itself that is problematic, rather it is the frameworks (the business 
of…) that are insidious and destructive.

Such peculiar valuation leads to oversights of the most egregious sort in diverse 
areas of society. For example, many published scientific articles are deliberately 
filled with falsities and incorrect information, because these-types of articles have 
become fuel for the instrumentalist academic system. The psychologist Brian 
Nosek has taken an interest in his discipline’s persistent errors, and claims this 
problem occurs because “there is no cost to getting things wrong. The cost is 
not getting them published.”180 Or in another article, the psychologist Dorothy 
Bishop argues that “the incentive structure created by journals, funders and higher 
education institutions ... emphasize the value of novel, groundbreaking research,” 
and thus encourage the “hacking” of results to make them appear more “signifi-
cant.”181 And finally, a 2015 study by sociologist Jacob G. Foster et al. revealed 
that “publication pressures on scientists lead to more traditional, more likely to 
be published papers, at the expense of scientific breakthroughs.”182 Under the 
modern technological way of being, scholarly pursuits become lines on a cur-
riculum vitae, landscapes become sites, homes become real estate, forests become 
lumber, cattle become beef, and everywhere efficiency, simplicity, and economics 
dominate perception and decision making. This is the fundamental nature of 
Ge-stell, it thrives because its single way of revealing is clear and concise, and can 
be outlined and automated. 

Critically, because technological thinking tends to focus on simple linear 
relationships, it decouples humans from processes of becoming (temporality). In 
this way, Ge-stell points to a world that can no longer be opened and expanded 
through the human/tool relation, becoming instead a world that can only build 
upon or modify itself in terms of itself. Heidegger puts it this way: “the impres-
sion comes to prevail that everything man encounters exists only insofar as is 
it his own construct.”183 There is a cruel irony when “progress” comes to mean 
“man everywhere and always encounters only himself,”184 seeking ways to create 
a world without contingency. Jean Baudrillard puts a fine point on the folly of 
the course of action: 

Blindly, we dream of defeating death and achieving 
immortality, whereas that is our most tragic destiny… 
we are currently, through the very progress of sci-
ence…working on the disinformation of the species 
by cancelling out differences.”185

This is why Heidegger says: “Ge-stell threatens man with the possibility that 



46

it could be denied to him to enter into a more original revealing and hence to 
experience the call of a more primal truth.”186 In short, the logic of Ge-stell op-
erates on the assumption that life can be made better through the elimination 
of complexity, which means controlling or eliminating those things that resist 
ordering and prediction. Yet, as Ulrich Beck has discussed at length, the systems 
of control that have arisen under this aegis actually set the stage for contingency 
on unprecedented scales—that of global catastrophe.187 For example, the power 
grid, or the networked world, where confidential information is equally near and 
far to everyone, are both systems of control that have the potential to create situ-
ations massively out of control. And importantly, the more Ge-stell is effective in 
becoming the single way of revealing, the more it eliminates revealing itself—if 
there is only one choice, then there is no choice—and thus the real power of 
thinking, questioning judgment, is destroyed.188

The Problematic Morality of Rationalism
 

Modern technology must employ exact physical 
science. Through its so doing, the deceptive illusion 
arises that modern technology is applied physical sci-
ence.189

 Martin Heidegger

Ge-stell insinuates itself by linking itself to science and hides behind the idea 
that it is merely science. This misdirection obscures the specific logics of technical 
objects: one can understand the principle of, say, a lever, and use a lever without 
knowing physics or understanding the mathematical calculations pertaining to the 
workings of a lever. When technology is conflated with applied physical science, 
the value of practical knowledge is down-graded. It is in this way that Ge-stell—as 
scientific rationalism—comes to be perceived as the highest manner of thinking. 

In contrast to this elevated position, Heidegger argued that scientific rational-
ism is actually the apotheosis of the nihilism of the Western metaphysical tradi-
tion, “which fulfills itself in the end as a will to will.”190 Heidegger’s contention 
is that science tends to strip away the existential meaning of things; and he is 
concerned that science is used to validate things not of the same order as science 
(or eliminate them from consideration: see for example discussion on JNL Durand 
below). Max Weber labeled this process “rationalization:”

One of the most important aspects of the process of 
“rationalization” of action is the substitution for the 
unthinking acceptance of ancient custom, of deliber-
ate adaptation to situations in terms of self-interest. 
To be sure, this process by no means exhausts the 
concept of rationalization of action. For in addition 
this can proceed in a variety of other directions; posi-
tively in that of a deliberate formulation of ultimate 
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values (Wertrationalisierung); or negatively, at the 
expense not only of custom, but of emotional val-
ues; and, finally, in favor of a morally skeptical type 
of rationality, at the expense of any belief in absolute 
values.191

In short, the process of rationalization describes the way that a degraded form 
of reason can become elevated to the level of a system, which invalidates all things 
“not rational,” such as belief, custom, and emotion.

Through the process of rationalization, Ge-stell has its strongest hold on our 
thinking as a moralizing position which suggests that a reductive search for cer-
tainty and efficiency is the right way to think; and, to not think in these terms 
makes one “irresponsible,” “unconcerned,” and “ignorant.” For instance, if one 
values education, then one must define learning outcomes and find ways to 
measure pedagogical effects through practices such as testing, assessment, and 
accreditation. Without such metrics, education is “unpredictable” and educators 
“irresponsible.” This line of reasoning relies on tautology–a moral position (the 
importance of education) is made substantive through scientific validation; and 
scientific validation is made moral by being linked to the moral position.

Unfortunately, the directness of the metrics and methods applied often under-
mine the very things they set out to quantify, measure, and predict; and phenom-
ena that cannot be measured by these metrics frequently become inconsequential 
and perhaps even illusory. In these ways, Ge-stell eliminates practices that foster 
implicit, embodied or situational understanding, and devalues “irrational” con-
cerns such as emotion, beauty, or spirituality. These practices make Ge-stell the 
final blinding of humanity to the limits of rationality.

In terms of how Ge-stell affects technology, Jeff Malpas puts it this way: 

Technology cannot grasp the possibility of its own 
failure or its own predilection to failure. Technology 
thus presents itself as a source of solutions rather 
than of problems, and technological development 
appears as a steady progression... yet technology 
hides its own failing character, in this regard, both 
viewing its failures as an indication of the need for 
greater technological perfection, of a more encom-
passing grasp of the elements that comprise the 
technological system, and also shifting the focus of 
the “problem space” in which it operates, so that tech-
nological success is always measured with respect to 
just those aspects in relation to which technology 
is successful, while neglecting or ignoring those as-
pects in relation to which it fails.192

This characteristic of Ge-stell makes any questioning of the legitimacy of tech-
nological thinking or any technological system appear at best irrational, and at 
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worst impossible. 
It is for these reasons that Heidegger concludes: “the threat to man does not 

come in the first instance from the potentially lethal machines and apparatus 
of technology. The actual threat has already affected man in his essence.”193 The 
essence Heidegger here refers to is that of “dwelling,” and means those who are 
capable of cultivating and constructing within a given contingent and fleeting 
existence; this cultivating and constructing operates akin to the interplay of phusis 
and techne discussed above. Unlike the human of technological instrumentalism, 
who is a sovereign subject and the cause of things, Heidegger’s dweller is a maker 
who is not a cause. The essence of the dweller is to participate, gather, initiate, 
respond, encourage, conduct, contribute, facilitate, see, understand, and to treat 
all things as ends. This essential disposition not only ensures that the goal of the 
dweller focuses on activating the richness of a given situation, but in so doing 
yields a corresponding richness of result—a richness that must be cultivated 
differently in different circumstances—that is achieved when technologies are 
enabling towards human/ecological/cultural ends. Ultimately, the two different 
modes of making/being Heidegger identify align with the difference Havelock 
describes between Platonic and Homeric ontologies: challenging operates via ab-
stract/mathematical syntax; poiesis operates via concrete/poetic syntax. 

The Effects of Instrumental Thinking in Architecture

A truth that reigns without checks and balances is a 
tyrant who must be overthrown, and any falsehood 
that can aid us in the overthrow of this tyrant is to 
be welcomed. It follows that seventeenth and eight-
eenth-century science indeed was an instrument of 
liberation and enlightenment. It does not follow that 
science is bound to remain such an instrument. There 
is nothing inherent in science or in any other ideolo-
gy that makes it essentially liberating. Ideologies can 
deteriorate and become stupid religions.194

Paul Feyerabend 

False reductions of architecture to science are empowered by the same confla-
tions of technology and science discussed above, and lead to a similar inattention 
to the logics of technique—the architectural discipline—which are not the same 
as the logics of science. Jeff Kipnis articulates an important defining feature of 
architecture by saying provocatively:

There is not one scientific bit of knowledge in all of 
architecture. The minute anybody knows anything 
scientific about architecture it stops being architec-
ture. For example, who was the first architect to use 
electricity in a building? Have you ever studied the 
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history of electricity in building? As soon as it becomes 
something repeatable it stops being architecture.195

In other words, although there is science in architecture—electricity, heat trans-
fer, physics—these topics are not specifically relevant to the discipline of architecture, 
because the architectural discipline and the design process are always concerned 
with what is not repeatable—the unique criteria of each design problem

Unfortunately, with so much science underlying the construction of buildings, 
it is a great temptation to reduce certain areas of architecture, or even architecture 
itself, to science. This temptation was made a normative part of architectural design 
in the seventeenth century French Academy.

The rise of Ge-stell in the seventeenth century, first and only in Europe, is coin-
cident with the emergence of the French Royal Academy of Architecture founded 
by Jean-Baptiste Colbert in 1671.196 Under the influence of instrumental thinking, 
architecture in the academy increasingly moved away from being an ambiguous, 
nuanced, and situated challenge (defined by mythos) towards a precise scientific 
practice (defined by logos). This process of transformation in architecture has been 
well documented by Alberto Pérez-Gómez in his 1983 book Architecture and the 
Crisis of Modern Science. In an argument that parallels Heidegger’s more general 
argument, Pérez-Gómez explains that the prevailing rationalism initiated by the sci-
entific revolution of Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, and Descartes created a hunger 
for universal principles and absolute laws. This hunger drove a desire for certainty 
in architecture, feeding the notion that—via rationalism—one might be able to 
theorize the way to build and create a systematic approach to design that employed 
rationalistic understanding almost exclusively. 

In this period, architecture, which up until then had been situated in (and 
subject to) tradition, location, and culture, was increasingly extracted from such 
formative conditions and pursued via a search for unqualified answers to the archi-
tectural “problem.”197 The development of this idea artificially inflated the value of 
the mathematical truths of descriptive geometry, and as a consequence “geometrical 
forms lost their cosmological reverberations.”198 In other words, the goal during 
this period became to make the design of good architecture clear, predictable, and 
replicable; and under the aegis of rationalism and the syntax of the mathematical 
equation, this meant objective and quantifiable. 

Two notable demonstrations of this thinking are found in Claude Perrault’s 
attempts in the seventeenth century to “rectify” the relative nature of proportions 
by using mathematical syntax to standardize Vitruvius’ classical orders, and J.N.L. 
Durand’s efforts in the nineteenth century to regularize the unpredictability of 
the design process. In Durand’s estimation, the design process should be a wholly 
transparent intellectual process, where one made a rational and efficient plan and 
then gave it whatever look one liked. In his Précis of the Lectures on Architecture 
of 1819 he employed the power of parallel projection to “simplify” the planning 
process itself, essentially “unburdening” the plan of its relationship to space, place, 
and material.199 



50

The aesthetic part of the procedure becomes especially dubious when one 
encounters Durand’s incredulity around inquiries into delight and beauty. For 
example, his response to Laugier’s treatise on the primitive hut is unequivocal in 
terms of what he believed the focus of architecture should be:

Is it reasonable to suppose that, left alone to defend 
himself from the inclement weather and from the fury 
of wild beasts, needing to provide himself with many 
advantages that he had always lacked, the builder of 
the shelter gave a moment’s thought to making it an 
object to delight his eye? Is it any more reasonable 
to suppose that men in society, with a host of new 
ideas and, consequently, a host of new needs to sat-
isfy, adopted decoration as the principal concern of 
architecture?200

For Durand, aesthetic design was a trifling affair, as beauty came from reasoned 
and necessary interventions, period. So strong was this belief in reason accounting 
for all that was good in architecture that he actually reduced the Vitruvian canon 
of commodity, firmness, and delight to simply “fitness and economy.”201 In so 
doing, Durand was essentially claiming that if architecture was made with quality 
materials, sited and detailed in such a way as to promote physiological health, had 
a rational arrangement and sizing its parts, and all this was done in the simplest, 
most economical, way possible, then it could not help but be filled with delight 
and beauty (give pleasure). Durand put it this way:

So far from denying that architecture can give pleas-
ure, we maintain that it cannot but give pleasure, 
where it is treated in accordance with its true princi-
ples. Has not nature associated pleasure with the sat-
isfaction of our needs, and are not our keenest pleas-
ures the satisfactions of our most pressing needs? 
Such an art as architecture, which immediately satis-
fies so many of our needs, which places us in a posi-
tion to satisfy all the others with ease, which defends 
us against the seasons, and which leads us to enjoy 
all the gifts of nature: an art, indeed, to which all the 
other arts owe their very existence: how could it fail to 
give us pleasure?202

Durand’s desire for objective architectural truth manifests as a drive to ob-
jectively construct and empirically measure architectural worth. The existential 
repercussions of this drive are quite destructive; as Heidegger explains: “when space 
is discovered non-circumspectively by just looking at it, the environmental regions 
get neutralized to pure dimensions. Places … get reduced to a multiplicity of posi-
tions for random things.”203 When treated objectively the places of architecture are 
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transformed into positions in space, and architectural thinking ceases to connect 
architecture to the lived world. Vittorio Gregotti questioned the disciplinary 
validity of endeavors like Durand’s, saying: 

The attention that is from time to time devoted to 
particular technical aspects has often, up to now, had 
more to do with ideology than with any meaningful 
contribution to the field of architecture.204

In short, if there is any science in architecture it is a human science, and thus 
we would do well to heed Heidegger’s advice: “all the sciences concerned with 
life, must necessarily be inexact just in order to remain rigorous.”205 It is not 
calculability or numerical exactness—the bending moment of the beam, the heat-
ing and cooling loads of the building, or the dimension of the floor plan—that 
makes architecture rigorous; rather, it is the precision of insight, plentitude of 
possibilities and development of meaningful places for the human imaginary; it 
is a rigor that emerges from the relentless inexactness of design thinking and the 
design process. Without this order of rigor, architecture becomes possessed by 
Descartes’ fear and becomes merely a method for pushing aside the contingency, 
uncertainty, and temporality of every architectural problem.

The Particular Problem of the Temporal for Architecture206

How can an entity with no discernable beginning or 
end be a place?207

Fumihiko Maki

On one level it is easy for architecture to embrace the temporal, in that the 
very act of moving through any built environment occurs as a function of time. 
However, the material construct of this temporal frame (i.e. the building) can pro-
mote distraction from other temporal aspects of architecture. Andrea Branzi, who 
emerged as part of the visionary firm Archizoom during the 1960’s architectural 
avant-garde, describes the advent of this friction between architecture and time:

Western architecture originated from the classical 
tradition, a tradition deeply rooted in the pagan myth 
of Kronos (Time), father of all the gods who ate his 
own children, continually destroying his progeny. To 
save architecture from this fatal destiny it was neces-
sary to define a space outside of time. Graeco-Roman 
architecture rested on this foundation, produced by 
the separation of time and space. The monument was 
the best testimony of history, but did not belong to 
history. Classical architecture did not, in fact, evolve; 
it repeated itself outside time... through its various 
styles, Western architecture still maintained its clas-
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sical statute of eternity, of a presence that challenges 
time, perforating seasons and history while remain-
ing intact.208

In this comment one finds a correlate to Plato’s “per se,” an architecture 
standing outside of time; architecture as such. Reinforcing this interpretation, 
Branzi points out that stylistic developments have traditionally been seen as in-
stances of an absolute—the form of architecture. The effect of this tradition has 
been to restrict time in architecture to its more planned and predictable aspects. 
Such predictability has its place in the process of design—making drawings that 
guide construction for example—but when it becomes pervasive and limiting, 
particularly in the context of larger urban systems, there arises the potential for 
serious conflict. For example, in 1934 Lewis Mumford pointed out how eco-
nomic limitations perpetuated an inflexible temporality in architecture:

A two-story building, with small foundations, may 
easily be torn down, if a different type of structure or 
the widening of a street to accommodate a new type 
of traffic pattern proves necessary. But a twenty-story 
building has a deeper foundation and a more elabo-
rate superstructure; it is served by a greater variety 
of expensive mechanical utilities, such as elevators: 
it is not easily removed: moreover the water mains 
and sewers and wired connections that serve such a 
building are all correspondingly large and expensive: 
one does not readily tear such a structure down; and 
above all, one does not tear it down when it is to be 
replaced by a smaller building or no building at all.209

Mumford’s point may have shifted as cultures have become more consumer-
ist (i.e. are more willing to dispose of things); however, what remains true is the 
degree to which factors external to architecture can drive architectural agendas. 

The way that time has affected architectural agendas can be generally grouped 
into three dominant strategies: 1.) devising technologically responsive architec-
ture. 2.) envisioning a more temporary architecture. 3.) continuing to seek a 
timeless architecture.

Beginning with the first approach, devising technologically responsive archi-
tecture, one sees a temporal approach centered on the notion of architecture as 
a technical apparatus. Early-on this view was more metaphorically employed, 
summed-up in Le Corbusier’s famous maxim, “a house is a machine for living 
in.”210 Eventually, the machine model becomes more literal in so-called smart 
buildings. Such situationally responsive architecture can be highly relevant and 
appropriate in particular applications, such as in the integration of programmed 
sun-shading to reduce building heat gain while maximizing natural light. How-
ever, such an approach is self-limiting, because of the capital investments required 
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to execute and maintain a complex, technologically intensive systems. Not to 
mention, following Ulrich Beck, the potential for catastrophic systems failure: 
“Risk society is a catastrophic society. In it the exceptional condition threatens 
to become the norm.” 211 

The second response to time, creating more intentionally temporary archi-
tecture, has generated a good deal of highly provocative material. Unfortunately, 
it tends to encounter a threshold condition as well; that is, many architectural 
problems simply demand more permanent solutions. Further, this approach can 
also be problematic for the very fact that it aligns too well with the upgrading, 
upselling, and disposability of consumer capitalism. So, for example, when in 
the 1960’s Archigram imagined cities made of parts that could be thrown away 
when they became outdated, as in their “Plug-In City,” they were certainly not 
privy to any of the impending issues of resource scarcity or waste disposal.212 

The third category of response to the temporal question, the timeless ap-
proach, while having merits in its critical examination of the virtues of historic 
architecture and habitation patterns, is often simultaneously evangelical and 
banal because of its retreat into essences and immutable truths. That is to say, 
the search for timelessness quickly deteriorates into seeking the way to build; and 
usually this does not end with principles alone, but moreover also prescribes a 
narrow view of aesthetics. For example, Rem Koolhaas has referred to a practice 
he calls “preemptive mediocrity,” which is an extension of invoking the time-
less and closely aligned to the sensibilities of preservation. The phenomenon is 
characterized by a pragmatically romantic desire to create places based on the 
stylistically familiar (e.g. a Georgian row house). So-called preemptive medi-
ocrity is particularly pervasive in the mainstream building sector and tends to 
lock huge areas of the built environment in an a-temporal vacuum.213 The ar-
chitectural “thinking” that often accompanies these projects is akin to what Jeff 
Kipnis calls “dental contextualism,” the rules of which follow the rules of fixing 
a missing tooth, “use the established use-type form; use adjacency to determine 
height; use adjacency to determine color; fill in any gaps.”214 Such an approach 
allows simple facts, properties, and correspondences to stand-in for architectural 
ideas—ideas that acknowledge that architecture is first and foremost an event. 

Events are not activated by properties; they are activated by capacities. Ma-
nuel DeLanda explains that, “while properties can be specified without refer-
ence to anything else, capacities-to-affect must always be thought in relation 
to capacities-to-be-affected.”215 Importantly, this difference between properties 
and capacities is not a simple categorical difference; rather, each of these states 
indicates a different state of being. DeLanda elaborates:

A kitchen knife may be either sharp or not, sharpness 
being an actual property of the knife. …There is, on 
the other hand, the capacity of the knife to cut things. 
This is a very different thing because unlike the prop-
erty of sharpness which is always actual the capacity 
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to cut may never be actual if the knife is never used…
This already points to a very different ontological sta-
tus between properties and capacities.” 216

He goes on to describe the virtual and contingent status of the capacity:

When the capacity does become actual it is not as a 
state, like the state of being sharp, but as an event, 
an event that is always double: to cut-to be cut. The 
reason for this is that the knife’s capacity to affect is 
contingent on the existence of other things, cuttable 
things, that have the capacity to be affected by it.” 217

He then concludes his discussion by pointing out the interdependency of 
properties and capacities:

The ontological relation between properties and 
capacities displays a complex symmetry. On one 
hand, capacities depend on properties: a knife must 
be sharp to be able to cut. On the other, the prop-
erties of a whole emerge from interactions between 
its component parts, interactions in which the parts 
must exercise their own capacities: without metallic 
atoms exercising their capacity to bond with one an-
other the knife’s sharpness would not exist.218 

In terms of architecture, properties are facts like this window, that door, a 
steel structure; capacities, on the other hand, determine how, why, and when such 
items are relevant. Relationships are structured by capacities. Further, properties, 
because they are always actual, are in effect timeless: the marble walls are white, 
the space is one hundred square feet. Capacities, on the other hand, are virtual, 
and thus are the way to think about the unpredictable temporality of encounter—
that a particular space has the capacity to enable a dinner party, or an afternoon 
playing with toys; the marble walls give the space the capacity to seem elegant or 
pretentious; refreshingly cool or bone-rattling cold.

One might say that capacities constitute the architectural questions of build-
ing; unfortunately, the fixity of properties often makes them dominate in thinking 
and discourse, because they are easier to think about given the way thinking is 
taught as fact finding and memorization. In architecture, this thinking forms the 
normative drives of the timeless search, particularly in affluent Western societies, 
which tend to over-amplify the ideals of formal and cultural cohesion—both of 
which deny time and change—and forget the specific and diverse temporality 
that all our historic exemplars were part of and constituted by.

Andrea Branzi critiques this normative position, stating: “contemporary ar-
chitecture still suffers from a delay in respect to the previous century’s culture, 
which derives from the fact that this culture attributes its fundamental urban 
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and civil role to a figurative function.”219 In other words, architecture and urban 
patterns of the past are still directly appropriated and applied—particularly in 
populist building sectors—and by treating buildings as ‘historic objects’ we treat 
the built environment as a mere collection of properties. This is problematic be-
cause of how much of the built environment is made of structures, both actual 
and virtual, figural and infrastructural, which allow certain capacities to come 
into contact with other capacities; of this condition Branzi claims:

Made up of services, information technologies, 
networks, product systems, environmental com-
ponential practices, microclimates, commercial in-
formation, and above all perceptive structures that 
produce systems of sensorial and intelligent tunnels 
that are contained within architecture, but cannot be 
represented by architecture’s figurative codes.220

In short, the figurative function of architecture is rooted in a thinking that 
prioritizes properties and visuals; as such, it impedes influence of the less-material 
factors and forces that shape an architectural place—those things transient, het-
erogeneous, and unplanned—and obstructs architecture’s capacities to affect the 
ever-changing subtleties of the human condition. 

This notion is perhaps most usefully framed in interactive perpetuity of the 
Greek temple, as described by Martin Heidegger in “The Origin of the Work 
of Art.” In this text, Heidegger highlights not simply the reliable solidity of the 
temple, but goes on to describe how the material presence of the temple can 
be seen to amplify and be amplified by the ever-changing light of the sky, the 
movement of the sea, the passing seasons, and the multitude of interactions of 
living beings in and around it. In other words, a critical part of the temple’s 
reason for being is the way it makes perceivable the ephemeral, the transient, 

Figure 1. Temple of Poseidon at Sounion. 
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and the temporal. In this example, Heidegger points to the fact that enduring is 
not a timeless condition but a deeply temporal state; a state that connects with, 
reveals, and activates events of varying durations.

Léger de main: The Sustainability Misdirect221 

Not long ago, architects would bemoan their power-
lessness by citing that they were involved with only 
5% of buildings constructed, while today, they would 
assume responsibility for the greenhouse effects of 
the remaining 95%. This can only be understood as 
an act of professional suicide or self-hatred, one that 
identifies itself as at once powerless and responsi-
ble.222

R.E. Somol

 
Of sustainability’s normative state, Arien Oosterman claims:

The sustainability consensus is dangerous since the 
concept has no political content and can be used for 
any cause. Carbon neutrality and zero emissions are 
like magic formulas, cover-ups for complicated ethi-
cal questions about the inequalities in our society.223 

I would add one point to Oosterman’s statement: the sustainability consensus 
is also dangerous, because the concept has little architectural content. Sustain-
ability catalyzes reductions of architecture to science, but also reduces science 
itself, limiting the thinking about energy to the first-law of thermodynamics.224 
For this reason Kiel Moe and Ravi Srinivasan claim:

To understand even the most rudimentary aspects 
of energy systems inherent to architecture requires 
an expanded, if not new, set of vocabulary and con-
cepts…currently the term energy is widely used in 
confusing, obfuscating and incomplete ways.225 

Without striving for greater precision and nuance in the thinking of energy 
systems, the unquestioned “correctness” of energy conservation as key principle 
of sustainability becomes a real danger. 

The léger de main of sustainability is that under the banner of sustainability, 
any action becomes appropriate, reasonable, and correct. Unlike an instrumen-
tal regime of pure resource acquisition and consumption, which would quickly 
prove self-limiting—one can only clear-cut so many forests or dig so many 
pit-mines before the ugliness of Ge-stell becomes hard to deny—sustainability 
is the ultimate disguise for Ge-stell, because its moral imperative creates a total 
imperviousness to questionability—as the distortions and incompleteness in 
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architectural energy-thinking show. Marketing knows the power of sustainable 
“goodness” all too well; corporations have been quick to adopt “green” images 
as a way of making their commodities appear to be in the service of the envi-
ronment, and thus morally just. The economic windfall of sustainability helps 
to perpetuate its imperviousness to questions. For example, critical inquiry into 
the efficacy of LEED has continued to be stifled by the economic constituen-
cies that benefit from LEED specifications. In this way, sustainability provides 
the ultimate moral imperative and by way of this imperative ushers back in the 
same totalizing strategies that proved problematic in both the French Royal 
Academy and International Modernism, becoming the ultimate growth medium 
for instrumental thought.

One might say that this form of sustainability gives architects what they have 
always wanted—a way to solve problems that are definite, measurable, and em-
pirically demonstrate the worth of architecture or, as Oosterman says ironically, 
“architects can save the world again!”226 However, the reality of the situation is 
there is a diminishment of architecture when architects see themselves as the 
heart of the sustainability problem. Kiel Moe questions the same statistics that 
Somol cited above to point to another aspect of this folly:

One must also keep in mind another statistic that 
should temper responses to these statistics: all archi-
tecture firms represent about 3 percent of the total 
construction economy in the United States…The 
other 97 percent comprises everything from road 
construction, bridges, and other infrastructure in ad-
dition to buildings not designed by architects. Con-
sequently, architects are directly in control of 3 per-
cent of the waste flow so often cited. While architects 
clearly need to provide leadership through example 
and affiliation, architects in conventional practice are 
not as immediately empowered to alter these indus-
try-wide statistics as the claims suggest. 227

In short, such misplaced responsibility contributes to an abdication of the 
disciplinary domain of architecture. Harkening back to Kipnis’ comments about 
science not being architecture, architectural expertise should, by definition, in-
clude many of the goals of sustainability; however, architecture cannot be defined 
or created through these goals—sustainability is typically anti-architectural. For 
example, a quote in Architecture Magazine from 2013 claimed that, “aesthetics 
will always be the pursuit for architects, but the net zero-energy building might 
be replacing the perfect corner detail as the most rewarding outcome.”228 In this 
comment, one has a perfect example of the instrumentalism of sustainability 
standing in for architecture. In trading the corner detail for the net-zero build-
ing, technological thinking erroneously ascribes architectural relevance to an 
engineering triumph. Net-zero is not an architectural idea.229
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Just to prove the point, in 2012 the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology (NIST) in the US unveiled “a new laboratory designed to demon-
strate that a typical-looking suburban home for a family of four can generate 
as much energy as it uses in a year.”230 This example tells us two things. First, 
that engineering will push net-zero forward with or without architecture; in this 
case—judging from the architectural banality of the house—it seems without. 
Second, both the engineers’ lack of need for architects and the lack of architec-
tural design in the built work, highlights why architects must clarify their role, 
or, better, their value in the building process. In other words, if sustainability 
pushes architects to abandon the pursuit of architectural ideas and architectural 
language, then architecture will get exactly what Durand wanted—the transfor-
mation of architecture into a science. 

In order to better grasp the negative repercussions of such an end, a return 
to Vitruvius’ three interdependent principles is helpful. Having net-zero be the 
goal is analogous to choosing a single Vitruvian principle as the architectural end; 
it is like saying if a building stands-up (firmness) then one has created architec-
ture. As absurd as this example may be, this is exactly what happens with the 
role of energy in architecture.231 Preston Scott Cohen has critiqued this general 
practice of external validation as “presentness,” and via this term he points out 
how architecture has suffered historically from being seduced by whatever is 
fashionable—most present—and how this fashionability causes architecture to 
lose faith in its own merits, values, and techniques. Cohen believes sustainability 
to be the present fashion taking architects away from architecture.232 

The NIST house demonstrates how, as Gilbert Simondon argued, the practice 
of incremental fixes and minor improvements impede meaningful technological 
advance, because they “blind us to the real imperfection of a technical object.”233 

Figure 2. National Institute of Standards and Technology Net Zero Energy Residential Test Facility.
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In other words, a focus on “minor improvement” keeps thinking in a simple 
linear relationship to the technological.234 As Simondon explains: 

Minor improvements conceal the true and essential 
system of each technical object beneath a pile of 
complex palliatives; they encourage a false aware-
ness of the continuity of progress in technical objects 
while, at the same time, diminishing the value of es-
sential transformations and lessening our sense of 
urgency about them.235 

Not only does this misconception of technical progress discourage macro-
relational-thinking, thinking—which might discover problems to be lying out-
side the object completely—it also easily conflates technical progress with the 
“false renovations” of capitalism. Further, it might be noted, this description—
an essential system concealed beneath a pile of complex palliatives, palliatives 
often inappropriately driven by economic motivations—is exactly the situation 
surrounding the sustainability misdirect discussed above. Escaping these traps 
begins with understanding the two different, distinct, motivators of technical 
evolution: the economic and the purely technical.

As suggested above, the economic path is problematic, because it tends to 
introduce “innovations” that appear to add technical refinement (e.g. power 
steering), but just introduce inefficiencies into the system or provide “fixes” that 
disguise underlying systemic problems (e.g. home energy management systems). 

In contrast to the economic motivations, pure technical progress occurs 
when obstacles are negotiated via technical means, for purely technological rea-
sons; the result is the most technical refined solution. Critically, this often occurs 
not in linear refinements but as leaps or mutations, which arise only through 

Figure 3. Variations on the tackle-block principle, 1905.
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the intense interplay between a technology and its context, facilitated through 
an understanding of the technical logics that prefigure scientific knowledge. Akin 
to Heidegger’s critique of the conflation of science and technology, this means 
that the logic of a technical object is not merely “the practical application of a 
theoretical law.”236 Again, as Simondon explains:

The windlass, the hoist, tackle-blocks and the hy-
draulic press are all technical objects in which such 
phenomena as friction, electrization, electrodynamic 
induction, and thermal and chemical exchanges can, 
in the majority of cases, be ignored without any pos-
sibility of the object’s being destroyed or if its func-
tioning improperly.237

Although Simondon acknowledges that without an understanding of science, 
“the industrial construction of a gas-run centrifuge pump or a thermal engine 
would have been impossible,”238 in fact it is only the industrial product that is 
dependent upon theoretical law—the artisanal product and scientific law are 
weakly correlated. Missing this fact generates confusion and leads to suboptimal 
human-techno relations. 
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3. The Force of Equipment

Thinking Tools

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, 
we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids 
of machine and organism. In short, we are cyborgs.239

Donna Haraway

Measuring can vary with the type of apparatus em-
ployed.240 
Martin Heidegger

Tools have long facilitated and mediated human interaction with the world. 
Bernard Stiegler has argued that tool-being began the moment human beings 
stood up. Citing the anthropological research of André Leroi-Gourhan, Stiegler 
says:

Erect posture determines a new system of relations 
between these two poles of the “anterior field”: the 
“freeing” of the hand during locomotion is also that 
of the face from its grasping functions. The hand will 
necessarily call for tools, movable organs; the tools of 
the hand will necessarily call for the language of the 
face.241 

Leroi-Gourhan’s research not only indicates an originary interdependency 
of humans and tools, but also points to a parallel evolution of tool facility and 
language acquisition. Leroi-Gourhan provocatively goes on to say that it was 
mobility, not intelligence, that was definitive in this moment of becoming: the 
brain did not cause this evolution, it was the beneficiary.242 This point suggests a 
special “intelligence” in the coupling of body-world via the tool, a coupling that 
aided human brain development. After studying Leroi-Gourhan’s work, Stiegler 
concludes flatly—to be human is to be technical.243 

Heidegger’s tool ontology delves precisely into this human-tool-world inter-
dependency. Particularly, he believes that tools that are “working” deepen one’s 
involvement with the world around them. In his analysis of how this deepening 
occurs, Heidegger describes the peculiar ontology of tools as “ready-to-hand,” 
which is to say that use-objects generally are not perceived consciously as inert 
substances and then put into intentional use; rather, use-objects are almost uni-
versally employed pre-cognitively—one doesn’t see a pen as a clump of metal 
and plastic first, it is regarded first and foremost as an instrument for writing, 
drawing, etc. 
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This perception occurs, because we are always situated in some specific re-
lational network—what Heidegger calls “world”—these networks deliver situa-
tions and objects to us in their role in the given context. Thus, a tool is already 
“familiar”—ready for use in a world; and, as humans take up certain tools they 
activate other aspects of this network (e.g. picking up a pen immediately activates 
a drawing surface). The manner in which tools afford particular engagement with 
the world creates orientation towards specific possibilities. For example, certain 
tools make constructing a house possible (one needs hammers, nails, saws, etc. 
to be able to build) and the world of house construction makes all these pieces 
of equipment meaningful; and by going to the construction site and picking 
up a hammer to drive a nail into a piece of wood one activates these nested re-
lationships and starts the process—especially seen in vernacular traditions—of 
unlocking the deeper possibilities of living in a particular location. Importantly, 
tools can never be regarded as fundamentally negative in this ontology, because 
they are basic to one’s “being-in-the-world.”

Heidegger often used primitive examples like the hammers, lecterns, and 
Black Forest farmhouses to demonstrate this foundational interplay of humans 
and their equipment. However, it is important to not view this use of primitive 
examples as a simple endorsement of primitive tools and contexts over other 
more modern tools and contexts. As Heidegger says:

Primitive phenomena are often less concealed and 
less complicated (and) can be positively helpful in 
bringing out the ontological structure of phenomena 
in a genuine way… everydayness does not coincide 
with primitiveness.244 

Figure 4. A primitive lake dwelling in Switzerland.
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In other words, the reason to use primitive phenomena is that the relative 
simplicity of the system allows the workings of the system to be made more 
explicit, thus making tool ontology more intelligible.245 

Tools used in everyday contexts, for Heidegger, show the human/technologi-
cal relationship at its best, because in this relationship human capacities extend 
and entwine more deeply with their worlds of involvement. And, like Heidegger 
says of the example of the hammer, “the less we just stare at the hammer-thing, 
and the more we seize hold of it and use it, the more primordial does our relation-
ship to it become.”246 The tool works because of its very invisibility or, put differ-
ently, the tool is more effective the more it withdraws from one’s consciousness, 
and allows one to focus on the task. In this way, the tool becomes an extension 
of one’s body (techne, according to Heidegger, describes a highly attuned and 
skilled manifestation of this connection).

In order to see this phenomenon at work, let us consider, as Heidegger 
suggests, a foundational relationship—between architect and pen. In this rela-
tionship, the pen is an activator of the design process because it is an outlet for 
the architect’s thinking; it provides the connection to the drawing surface as a 
medium for the exploration, elaboration, and expression. Further, as the pen 
couples architect and world, the pen itself becomes a locus of thought (design), 
introducing disturbances, suggestions and possible passages into the design by 
way of the drawing artifact. This coupling means that thought is not something 
coming solely from the architect, it is also materially catalyzed through the 
particular tools and instruments that are employed in the process of design. 
And, as suggested by Delanda above, it is not just pen and architect that are 
consequential, the pen—necessarily—implicates paper and its affordances in this 
relationship. In other words, paper has properties—e.g. flat, white, rectangular; 
however, these givens become significant as one unlocks the paper’s capacity to 
facilitate different activities such as drawing, writing, and paper airplane making. 

The pen/paper/architect becomes an assemblage in service of design. This 
assemblage works in both transcription and discovery—there is representation 
and thinking going on during the process. In the case of design, the affordances 
of paper make architectural ideas (thinking) visible, and thus, provide feedback 
(as a drawing or set of drawings), opening up an active dialogue between the 
architect and her thinking. Further, the material specificity of these tools, both 
in feel and the line quality, gives feedback and their specific characteristics aid 
or detract from certain lines of thought. That is, charcoal on newsprint provides 
different feedback than, say, ball-point on a cocktail napkin. In this way, tools, 
media, and humans have a symmetrical relationship because, as Delanda says, 
they all “involve both capacities to affect and be affected.”247 

The distancing between architect and making is intensified by the evolution 
of humans from tool-bearer to machine-operators. However, this evolution need 
not be a liability. Although Heidegger did not believe the relationship between 
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worker and machine to be fundamentally alienating as, say, Marx did, unfortu-
nately, he was only able to analyze the effects without offering a way forward. 
Simondon, on the other hand, does offer a way forward. 

Simondon begins from a position that machines are not taking over humans’ 
humanity; Stiegler puts his position as follows: “the machine does not replace 
the human: the latter supplements, up to the Industrial Revolution, the absence 
of machines.”248 Viewing technological evolution in this way means that the 
controlling narrative of the history of technology can no longer be the human 
as “master” of tools becoming the “slave” to machines. Rather, the rise of the 
machine is simply a phase shift in the human/technological assemblage; accord-
ingly, the points of interface become fundamentally different. To resist or protest 
this phase shift is to obstruct the emergent opportunities inherent in technologi-
cal evolution and, at best, miss world-improving potentials of this evolution; or 
at worst, be unconsciously undermined by a set of undefined technical logics. 

In order to progress in this new relationship, Simondon believed that human 
beings must shift their mentality from that of operator to “conductor.” In other 
words, the proper place of the human is to be standing among the machines, 
rather than over them. The implications of this idea are huge, particularly in 
architecture; because, throughout most of architectural history architects have 
existed as master-builders, or better “master-designers;” which is to say, the con-
trolling interest of the architect—as master of all—has dominated the technical 
relationship, with much of this relationship founded on the simple tool (the 
drawing instrument). 

Machinic Logics

In its beginning, the object had need of a more ef-
fective exterior regulatory environment, for example 
a laboratory or a workshop or, in certain cases, a fac-
tory. Little by little, as it develops in concretization, it 
becomes capable of doing without the artificial envi-
ronment, and this is so because its internal coherence 
increases and its functioning system becomes closed 
by becoming organized.249

Gilbert Simondon

Simondon took the next step by moving from the examination of simple tools 
to the study of machines; further, his “mechanology” sought not only to seek an 
understanding of the modern technical object, but also endeavored to understand 
how technical objects affect and are affected by their environments. One of his 
important discoveries was that the technical object “evolves by convergence and 
by adaption to itself; it is unified from within according to a principle of internal 
resonance (my emphasis).”250 In other words, technical objects gain refinement 
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in response to both external and internal forces, but eventually become increas-
ingly defined and responsive to their own crystallizing internal logics through a 
quasi-biological process called “concretization.” 

Simondon describes this through the difference between a 1910 engine and 
a 1956 engine. The 1910 engine is what Simondon calls an “abstract technical 
object” and the 1956 engine is what he calls a “concrete technical object.” Here 
abstract means that the specific parts and their particular connections in the 
1910 engine are just adequate to make the engine an engine; yet, they make up 
an engine that is neither efficient nor refined. Further, there remains a relative 
autonomy of the parts. In this way, the abstract technical object has the appear-
ance (albeit with less superfluousness) of the classic Rube Goldberg machine.251 

The 1956 engine is more concrete, because there arises an interdependence 
(and sometimes merging) of its various parts. Simondon puts it this way: “in 
the modern engine, each critical piece is so connected with the rest by recipro-
cal exchanges of energy that it cannot be other than it is.”252 He sums up the 
movement from abstract to concrete by saying that this evolution “tends towards 
a state at which the technical being becomes a system that is entirely coherent 
with itself and entirely unified.”253 This tendency towards unification feeds an 
interesting parallel external logic, that of the production-line. Simondon states: 
“it is not the production-line which produces standardization; rather it is intrinsic 
standardization which makes the production line possible.”254

Although the abstract object is more “simple from a logical point of view… 
(it) uses more material and requires more construction work.”255 Thus, the abstract 
technical object is both more technically complicated and less efficient than the 
concrete technical object. A humorous analogue for the abstract machine can be 
found in the popular puzzle video game by Rovio called “Bad Piggies.” In this 
game, one designs machines to perform particular operations by agglomerating 
an assortment of discreet parts. The resulting machines are both explicit in their 
potential and peculiar in their form—every part of the machine is identifiable as 
an autonomous part—as the tasks become more difficult the machines become 
progressively more complex and increasingly ridiculous.

Returning to Simondon’s argument, such awkwardness and inefficiency drive 
technological objects towards greater integration and coherence; their evolution 
is further motivated by an escape from the fragility associated with constructions 
based on agglomerated independent systems where the failure of one system can 
ruin the others. Simondon explains:

In an internal combustion engine, the business of 
cooling could be carried out by an entirely autono-
mous sub-system. If this sub-system fails to function, 
the engine can be ruined. If, on the other hand, cool-
ing is a unified effect of the working of the ensemble, 
the functioning of the engine and the cooling of it 
are inseparable.256 
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In the latter, there are no longer two independent systems working together; 
cooling has fused with the other workings of the engine and the engine moves 
from an agglomeration of parts towards a single unified entity.

Although the purely technical motivations of technical evolution tend to-
wards internal coherence, the ultimate refinement of the technical object is still 
influenced by its context. For example, the process of concretization—from a 
purely technical perspective—suggests that “an air-cooled engine is more con-
crete than an engine cooled by water;” 257 and yet, air-cooled engines in cars have 
all but gone away in favor of water-cooled engines.258

The popularity of the water-cooled engine illustrates the importance of situ-
ation to technical refinement. In fact, Simondon contends that the continued 
vision of technology as an artificial construct and the behaviors that follow, arise 
out of a misunderstanding of this basic aspect of technical logics. He claims that 
“the essential artificiality of an object resides in the fact that man has to intervene 
in order to keep the object in existence by protecting it from the natural world.”259 
In other words, a technical object remains an artificial construct only so long as 
the object is not allowed to be influenced by external forces. In fact, Simondon 
describes the ideal condition of the technical object as one that “incorporates 
part of the natural world which intervenes as a condition of its functioning and, 
thus, becomes part of the system of causes and effects. As it evolves, such an 
object loses its artificial character.”260 

Simondon observed that a technical object’s essence is “recognizable by the 
fact that it remains stable all through the course of evolution… (and) is ever 
capable of producing structures and functions by internal development and 
progressive saturation.”261 In other words, individual technical objects are con-
nected to families of technical objects through their foundational logics; and 
importantly, these foundational logics are not found in human uses, which Stiegler 
says are “misleading” because “the object is subject to an anthropological logic 
that remains absolutely foreign to it.”262 Instead the foundational logics are 
found in the mechanical workings of the technical object. Simondon explains:

Steam-engines, petro-engines, turbine-engines pow-
ered by springs or weights are all engines; yet, for all 
that, there is a more apt analogy between a spring-
engine and a bow or cross-bow than between the 
former and a steam-engine; a clock with weights has 
an engine analogous to a windlass, while an electric 
clock is analogous to a house-bell or buzzer.263 

And these basic families have the potential to evolve into increasing complex 
machines through the refinements of concretization: 

In this sense, the gas engine is the forefather of pet-
rol and diesel engines, the Crookes tube forefather 
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Figure 5. The Rube Goldberg Machine.

Figure 6. Rovio, Bad Piggies.

Figure 7. From Abstract to Concrete: Technical Evolution of the Car Engine.
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of the Coolidge tube, and the diode forefather of the 
triode as well as of other multiple-electrode tubes.264

Via these examples, Simondon suggests that the problems of technological 
thinking stem not from advanced technology supplanting primitive technology; 
instead, problems arise because insufficient attention has been devoted to un-
derstanding the way technical logics structure situations, including the cultural 
milieu within which they exist. Simondon claims that “such a modification of 
the philosophic view of technical objects heralds the possibility of making the 
technical being part of culture.”265 And, like the technical object’s relationship 
to the environment, Simondon thinks the technical object should not be seen as 
a mere response to societal demands but should be understood and approached 
as culturally defining. Or as Simondon says, “(technicality) can become a foun-
dation for culture.”266

Technical Systems

The transformations of the technical system regularly 
bring in their wake upheavals of the social system.267

Bertrand Gille

Simondon thought it unhelpful to use the hand-tool as the touchstone for the 
human/technological relationship, because this view obstructed an understanding 
of the constantly changing status of the technical object and eliminated perspec-
tives for understanding the greater technological ensemble.

Bertrand Gille’s notion of a “technical system” is a useful concept for contem-
plating technical ensembles. It frames a historically and culturally based interplay 
between technology and society. In the technical system, there is an evolution of 
certain technologies brought on through particular inventions, interdependen-
cies, and acquisitions; and technical systems only become proper technical systems 
when they achieve states of temporary equilibrium. These states of equilibrium 
are temporary because new technologies, when introduced into these systems, 
will eventually set in motion evolution towards a new system. When this occurs, 
the old system will become obsolete. Because influential new technologies create 
world-changing shifts, they also tend to elicit fear. For example, Fernand Braudel 
describes reactions to the introduction of the horse-drawn carriage: 

There were many protests in 1669 when a stagecoach 
covered the distance from Manchester to London in 
a day: it was the end of the noble art of horseman-
ship; it spelled ruination for saddle and spur manu-
facturers; it meant the disappearance of the Thames 
boatmen.268 
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Figure 8. Drawing instruments.
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Here arises the dilemma with new technologies, the tendency towards one 
of two types of response: uncritical technophile support or reactionary tradi-
tionalist resistance. Neither presents a disposition from which one might study 
the interplay between the gradual refinements of concretization and the shifting 
structures of cultural institutions. Creating this intermediate perspective drives 
Simondon’s research; with concretization as described above, let us now examine 
his theorization of the techno-cultural. 

According to Simondon, the cultural interplay between the technical object 
and associated milieu evolves through three phases: the element, the individual, 
and the ensemble. The element is a technical improvement that does not lead 
to any upset or anxiety in a culture; the individual marks a stage of evolution 
where the technological object becomes potentially adversarial; and the ensemble 
indicates a condition when the world and technical object have shifted into a 
new state of harmony—in the ensemble, the technical object becomes “stabilizer 
of the world.”269 

An example of this progressive transformation can be seen when, say, an 
engine (element) is introduced into a mining operation. At first, as a technical 
element, the engine is a positive supplement to the efforts of mining, replacing 
animal power and thus making lives better because of the efficiency gained. 
However, in the next step the engine is utilized to create a mining machine; here, 
it becomes a technical individual capable of supplanting workers, and as such, 
is transformed into a threat. Yet, when the whole industry (ensemble) adapts to 
this technologicalization, previously unknown opportunities begin to emerge, 
and humans find new roles amongst the machines within this ensemble.

Such shifts in technical systems have traditionally been characterized by 
gradual evolution, which afforded extended periods of familiarization and re-
peated opportunities for measured adjustments and cultural stabilization.270 
Braudel describes a typical instance of the complicated and drawn out process 
of adaptation: 

The scythe is a good example. Schnitter Tod, death 
armed with a scythe, became an obsessive image 
following the epidemics that decimated the West in 
the fourteenth century. But the scythe was used ex-
clusively to cut grass in meadows at that time. It was 
rarely the harvester’s implement. The ears of corn 
were cut at varying heights, with a sickle. The straw 
was left standing for the flocks to eat, while leaves 
and branches from the forest served as their litter. In 
spite of the enormous urban growth, in spite of Eu-
rope’s becoming a cereal-growing area … the use of 
the scythe to harvest grain did not become general 
before the beginning of the nineteenth century. Only 
then did the need for greater speed and a certain per-
missible degree of grain-wastage ensure the scythe’s 
widespread predominance.271
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In contrast, one of the difficulties with technological evolution after the 
industrial revolution is speed. The swift proliferation of new technical systems 
after the industrial revolution means that post-industrial revolution technical 
systems are characterized by decreasing periods of stabilization. Thus, the critical 
description of the danger of modern technology must include both systematic-
ity (as Heidegger described) and increased speed of upheaval; Stiegler explains 
that this combination brings a state of permanent innovation, which “results 
in a divorce, if not between culture and technics, at least between the rhythms 
of cultural evolution and the rhythms of technical evolution. Technics evolves 
more quickly than culture.”272

Simondon believes that productive thinking about this complex begins with a 
particular focus on the technical elements.273 The reason that he believes this focus 
is important is because attending to the transition from element to individual 
is the means to understand the “serrated evolution,” or “successive solidarity,” 
of technical evolution.274 Which is to say, it is in this phase before becoming a 
destabilizing individual that the element can be studied and tested, the process 
of concretization can be furthered, and prognostications and protocols for in-
corporation into a milieu can be developed to increase the chances of stabiliza-
tion.275 This field of study, what Simondon calls “organology,” would endeavor 
to build up understandings of technical elements as they move towards becoming 
technical individuals in hopes of bringing foresight, planning and creativity to 
bear on innovative re-envisioning of technical ensembles.

A horrific but instructive example of not interrogating and thus not under-
standing the technological affordances of an emergent technology or its impacts 
as it transforms from technical element to technical individual is found in Brit-
ish military doctrine leading up to (and through) World War One. A British 
military training manual stated:

It must be accepted as a principle that the rifle, effec-
tive as it is, cannot replace the effect produced by the 
speed of the horse, the magnetism of the charge, and 
the terror of cold steel.276 

This axiom led the army to treat rifles as “twentieth-century spears”277 and—
critically— the machine gun as just another weapon (rather than the world 
transforming technical individual it had become). This lack of foresight came to 
a grim climax at the Battle of the Somme, with 60,000 formation bound British 
troops “strolling exposed in neat lines… (carrying) rifles across their chests, in 
the drill-field posture known as port arms,” into the teeth of entrenched German 
automatic weapons.278 The lowest intellectual point of this example is the way 
a romantic view of tradition effectively silenced the realties that were unfolding 
before the world’s eyes, let alone the harbingers that appeared long before so 
many young men lost their lives on the fields of France.279 
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This example makes it clear why Simondon argues for organology: there is 
a need to institutionalize a discipline aimed at anticipating impacts and poten-
tials of emergent technologies; if evidence as obvious as the carnage created by 
sending human waves against automatic weapons fire can get glossed by mere 
beliefs, then the indirect causal chains of more subtle technologies will never 
have a chance within the cultural narratives they are born into without standard 
operating procedures that are akin to organology. An effective organology creates 
real opportunities to retool large-scale conceptions of a world as well as its more 
intimate day to day practices. A proper organology would provide a framework 
for rethinking traditions, doctrines, and conventions, and making normative the 
extensive overhauls that become necessary at intervals when these shifts occur. 
However, this call for adaptability should not swing to the other extreme and 
be used as a means to eschew the practices, principles, and values of a tradition; 
history, too, is part of the ensemble, and thus should be an agent used in the 
creative reshaping of an ensemble.

One of the dangers with not interrogating technologies with an eye towards 
the evolutionary impacts they will have going forward is that, like Ge-stell, their 
repercussions on thinking and making can unfold without being noticed, with 
only their after-effects announcing that something has changed—the difference 
in process remains invisible. Thus, there are no adjustments or corrections to the 
practice and the discipline suffers. Critical participation in technological ensem-
bles is the most basic step to making technologies, thinking technologies, which 
requires remembering, as Heidegger says, “the closer we come to the danger the 
more brightly do the ways of the saving power begin to shine.”280

Pharmakon

Any technics or technique – is a pharmakon.281 

Stupidity is the law of the pharmakon.282 
Bernard Stiegler

The pharmakon is the movement, the locus, and the 
play: (the production of ) difference. It is the differ-
ence of difference.283 
Jacques Derrida

Jacques Derrida takes the concept of the pharmakon from Plato, and describes 
his interpretation in “Plato’s Pharmacy,” where he says:

Socrates compares the written texts Phaedrus has 
brought along to a drug (pharmakon). This pharma-
kon, this “medicine,” this philter, which acts as both 
remedy and poison, already introduces itself into the 
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body of the discourse with all its ambivalence. This 
charm, this spellbinding virtue, this power of fascina-
tion, can be—alternately or simultaneously—benefi-
cent or maleficent.284 

Although Plato here is referring to the technology of writing specifically (e.g. 
writing is both good and bad for memory, good and bad at standing-in for an 
absent speaker), Derrida is using this example to point to the necessarily mixed 
character of the technological supplement more generally. Derrida’s thinking on 
this matter leads to two conclusions for Stiegler: 1.) as suggested above, there is 
never a point in history that humans are not supplemented, and 2.) the reason 
that being-supplemented is simultaneously powerful and fraught is because of 
the supplement’s ambiguous partial determinism. It is this partial determinism 
that constitutes the peculiar curative/poisonous ontology of the technological. 

Derrida describes the ontology of the tool, stating that “the supplement … 
is not a being (on). It is nevertheless not a simple nonbeing (mēon), either. Its 
slidings slip it out of the simple alternative presence/absence.”285 So, like Hei-
degger’s ready-to-hand, for Derrida a tool (the supplement) is neither an inert 
object nor is it a natural thing; it is this sliding between being and non-being 
that makes it an effective tool—this characteristic is exactly what allows the tool 
to become an extension of human action and thinking; and it also means that 
the tool can unintentionally dictate involvement on terms defined by the tool. 
“That is the danger.”286

In short, although the tool can appear to be an impartial device to aid one 
in executing a task more efficiently, all tools have inherent biases, which is why 
Heidegger said we are given over to technology in the worst way when we regard 
it as something neutral; a truth that gives rise to Abraham Maslow’s famous com-
ment: “I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat 
everything as if it were a nail.”287 

Awareness of the pharmakon becomes even more critical when humans cease 
being the “engines” and tools become mechanized; here the tools gain a degree of 
autonomy (unlike that of, say, a hammer or pencil) and this autonomy heightens 
the probability of tool-involvement that is dictated primarily by the affordances of 
the tool. Which is to say, the energy required to make a non-machinic tool work 
provides regular openings for feedback—there is a natural rhythm of absorp-
tion and reflection when one is swinging a hammer—conversely, machines-in-
action, offer little in the way of natural points of feedback. For example, this is 
the difference between rendering a drawing with colored pencil versus setting 
the computer to render a view—once the latter is set in motion there are no 
points for feedback or discovery within the process of making the rendering. 
Such autonomy is not necessarily negative but, as Derrida says, it is a heighten-
ing of the danger. 

Stiegler believes the recognition of this damaging potential of the supplement 
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is essential to positive human/technological relations, in part, because techni-
cal objects are repositories for what he calls our tertiary memory—our cultural 
history—which means that technical objects help establish specific orientations 
to the world and pass down particular conventions and practices.288 Tertiary 
memory could be compared to Gadamer’s notion of “prejudice,” discussed above; 
the difference being tertiary memory is a collective knowledge and the technical 
object is the locus of its “retention.” For example, the knowledge of how to build 
a Finnish smoke sauna is carried by the techniques, tools and materials used in 
their construction and is inscribed in these artifacts; further, as a receptacle for 
tertiary memory, this technical ensemble reveals much about climate, resources, 
the conditions around the emergence of practice itself, the persistence of the 
typology, cultural values, and historical lifestyles. The prevalence and importance 
of the smoke sauna is connected in very primordial ways to early Finnish life, 
which included the need for cleanliness; but also, as the only warm dry place 
with plenty of water, it was also used for smoking meat, drying malt, birthing, 
and more broadly as a kind of infirmary. Further, the sauna also held medical 
significance, as seen in the old Finnish saying “sauna on köyhän apteekki” [The 
sauna is the poor person’s apothecary], as well as a kind of spiritual significance, 
summed up in the aphorism “saunassa ollaan kuin kirkossa” [Be in a sauna as in 
the church].289

Thinking about these kinds of connections between the technical and the 
cultural, Derrida makes an important qualification about the status of technical 
objects: the pre-conscious solicitations of the ready-to-hand, become detrimental 
when the supplement “makes one stray from one’s general, natural, habitual paths 
and laws.”290 Simply, a technology becomes damaging the moment it erases the 
tertiary memory contained in an ensemble—if the advent of indoor plumbing 
allowed the sauna to disappear, or perhaps worse, to persist solely in recreational 
guise, the physical/existential benefits of the sauna would be lost. As it stands in 
Finland, the two have evolved together in relative harmony.291 

Poison 1.0: Building as Information

Buildings, though not wholly determined by the 
means of their production… are mightily influenced 
by them.292

Robin Evans

I worked for Peter Eisenman on the Biozentrum pro-
ject and one of my jobs was drafting—by hand—the 
base drawings that the computer was iterating at the 
same time. I remember vividly this song about John 
Henry, a railroad worker who could drive railroad 
ties and rails the fastest. When somebody comes 
with a machine to do that job, John Henry races the 
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machine, beats it, but dies at the end of the railroad 
line. I kept humming it to myself, because I also felt 
like I was racing the computer. When we spoke to 
Frank Gehry and the people who worked with him, 
we found out that the CATIA was working at about 
the same speed as the people drafting in the office. 
The LOM 3-D printer worked at the same speed as 
somebody building a model. Digital resources were 
aligned almost perfectly with drafting and model 
building. And that allowed for a whole process of 
shuttling back and forth that you just don’t see 
now.293

Greg Lynn

A world-changing disturbance to architecture’s technical ensemble began 
in 1984 with the arrival of the design computer via Auto Cad 1.0. Antoine 
Picone equates the revolutionary impact of the digital in architecture with the 
introduction of the perspective in the fifteenth century. I would argue the im-
pact is greater, if for no other reason than the addition of speed both in terms 
of continued evolution and in making architectural decisions. Predictably, ex-
treme dispositions have swirled around its emergence. Early on, some went all 
in, whereas others warned of the impending doom it promised to architecture 
and argued for the merits of drawing in its traditional forms. Now, it is not a 
question of “if;” but rather, questions of “how.” 

As a technical element become individual, the drawing instrument is archi-
tecture’s exemplar for technological stabilization. Like the technology of church 
bells, the shape of which has not evolved since about the twelfth century, the 
drawing instrument has not only been around for roughly 3000 years, but the 
basic operation of hand writing/drawing has remained essentially unchanged for 
most of that period, the origin being the stylus of ancient Mesopotamia. And 
even though design, per se, and the practices of drawing as associated with de-

Figure 9. Four examples of medieval styli.
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sign, have a shorter history—having been in existence only since the 1500’s—the 
consistency of this primary technology allowed the technical system of design 
to remain more or less stable for many centuries: 

Through the 1980s most practicing architects em-
ployed tools that shared a family resemblance with 
those that had been in use since the Renaissance. 
Whether the graphite used to make a sketch was 
held in a silver holder or sandwiched between pieces 
of wood, whether ink was delivered to the drawing 
surface via a stylus or the nib of a Rapidograph pen, 
the conceptual act of drawing was essentially the 
same.294

Drawing itself has a history within architecture that is not unlike the scythe. 
Alberto Pérez-Gómez explains:

Vitruvius understood drawing, at best, as a minor part 
of the practice of architecture… Renaissance archi-
tectural drawing was perceived as a symbolic inten-
tion to be fulfilled in the building… the architect, still 
primarily a builder, knew that the “distance” between 
idea and matter, between design and construction, 
would be reconciled through his own involvement 
in building… Only modern architects after Durand 
have assumed such a role of drawing as primary and 
unquestionable.295

This history provides one indication of why it is important to not romanticize 
drawing or pit it against the computer—drawing is, after all, just one technology 
among many associated with the design and construction of buildings. Further, 
drawing, too, has had disruptive and potentially revolutionary/dangerous effects: 
Picon mentions perspective in the 15th century; Pérez-Gómez cites descriptive 
geometry in the late 1700’s as another:

Descriptive geometry made building science possi-
ble. For the first time the architect was able to dic-
tate to a mason or carpenter a series of operations 
through working drawings or precise detail designs, 
without having to be involved in the “craft” of “build-
ing” itself.296 

Marco Frascari cites the detail drawing:

Building trades no longer inferred the construction 
of the detail from design drawings. The details were 
studied and resolved on the drawing boards. Drafts-
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manship was substituted for workmanship, and the 
development of “real details” was replaced by “virtual” 
procedures. From this point of view the detail was no 
longer part of the building. The detail was no longer 
seen as a joint; instead, it was seen as a production 
drawing.297 

Every technique introduces inherent biases and software is no different: 
AutoCad had designers focusing on surfaces, Sketchup on pushing and pulling, 
FormZ and Rhino on NURBS, Grasshopper on parametric operations, Revit 
on building information, and a number of powerful and accessible rendering 
programs on visual effects. Given that tools affect both thinking and building, 
understanding the particular strengths, weakness, and tendencies of techniques 
are essential to putting them to good use and dissipating its poisons. Here, I 
ask these questions of BIM specifically, beginning with digital modeling more 
generally. 

Through a simple extrusion of any basic floor plan, most software yields an 
instantaneous view of a building “design.” Although students sometimes present 
these designs as “designed,” such mis-representation is generally not subterfuge; 
in fact, what is more troubling is that often the “completeness” of the model 
itself tells these designers that the designing is “done.” The persuasive semblance 
of building leads many to believe they have designed a building, simply because 
the images that can be generated from these programs appear to be real or realiz-
able buildings; this situation is intensified, when the biases of a software override 
critical aspects of design thinking and fundamental techniques of architectural 
design, such as the tools of iteration, abstraction, and selective focus.

This problem has been perpetuated to some degree via programs like Sketch-
up, but has become more extreme in Building Information Modeling (BIM) 
software. In BIM, not only is there the ease of achieving the three-dimensional, 
but BIM also offers a simultaneous efficiency and comprehensiveness that is 
enticing, particularly those who are uncomfortable/resistant to the ambiguities 
inherent in more robust design practices. Reinforcing a general misconception 
of design development, BIM frames design as a roughly linear movement from 
nothing to construction, with the added promise of a design process of limited 
iterations, because design development is focused on the building up of data. 
Such a promise has led many a designer to do everything in BIM (as the software 
suggests one should). 

This promise is the pharmakon. Which is to say, the power of BIM—the ability 
to manage and process large amounts of building data—is also its poison. This 
poison has one of its greatest effects on critical thinking: the totalizing environ-
ment that structures the software circumscribes a particular focus for architectural 
inquiry—building information—and directs attention always to the whole build-
ing, often leading to a “touch everything, design nothing” result. These features 
make BIM inappropriate for conceptual or schematic design (or even design 
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development); unless one is producing construction documents, BIM is asking 
the wrong questions and thus placing the designer’s attention in the wrong places. 
For those learning architectural design, BIM is especially poisonous, because, as 
Robert Somol put it: “There’s a difference between building and architecture. 
The fact that it’s called Building Information Modeling suggests exactly what that 
reduction is about: there’s no architecture.”298

The difference between BIM and other software that provide the semblance 
of building is that in BIM the “building design” gains instantaneous legitimacy, 
because any initial move leads immediately to calls for more building informa-
tion. BIM is self-confirming in this way, telling the designer at every step of the 
engagement, “Yes, you are making a building. Keep going!” Here, the computer 
edges towards autonomy (parametric modeling software has this tendency as 
well), with “designs” being generated simply by attending to the endless menus 
of questions pertaining to the details of construction. Here the designer becomes 
a machine-operator. And within this onslaught of information, there arises little 
impetus to reflect on priorities, ideas, or relationships—questions that would 
naturally arise when choosing a particular elevation to draw, when deciding on a 
specific section cut, when determining a certain perspective view or detail to be 
paradigmatic for the design. 

The irony of BIM is that its totalizing environment actually encourages 
atomistic thinking: picking out components, attending to minutia, essentially 
spending time cataloguing the way a building will be built prior to determining 
whether one is working on something worth building in the first place. 

Extending this irony, even though the workings of BIM encourage a focus 
on minutia, BIM simultaneously discourages designing these minutia. Instead, 

Figure 10. Building information modeling software, 2016.



79

it encourages the notion that specifying is designing. For example, it used to be 
that when a student did not have time to design, say, a railing or stair, that these 
particular details would either be very sketchy or simply not exist. However, 
a few years ago, students started presenting work that showed apparently de-
tailed buildings, replete with stairs, railings, furniture, etc. Yet, upon a second 
glance, it was clear that these projects were glaringly deficient in their design 
development. It turns out that these deficiencies were largely the result of stu-
dents working in Revit and substituting the selecting of pre-determined BIM 
components for design. That is, the availability of predefined BIM elements was 
leading to designs that appeared complete, but lacked a coherent or compelling 
architectural language. Further, the issue was not just that students were select-
ing these assemblies as time-saving devices; when questioned, many of these 
students admitted that it never even occurred to them that they might “design” 
a stair, a railing, a desk, etc. In this way, BIM tells one both what and what not 
to think about, as well as how to think about it. The imposed linearity of such 
operations is not all that different from the instrumentalism Durand argued for 
in the nineteenth century.299 

Perhaps most importantly, BIM software inhibits diagrammatic thinking, and 
thus suggests there “no need” to think parti, the material language of assemblage, 
or conceptual goals. Anthony Vidler describes this inhibition as a result of an 
undermining of the generative engine of the diagram—the abstract machine. He 
states: “the question raised by the new digital diagrams is whether they are in fact 
abstract at all.”300 Herein arises a general forgetfulness (or unawareness) amongst 
students about the use, value, and modalities of the diagram itself (including 
sketching). For example, in a third-year studio final review, I was discussing with 
a group of students the need to iterate through a number of formal-spatial ar-
rangements in order to arrive at plan coherence via parti resolution. One of the 
students made a comment that crystalized what the word “iterate,” meant to him: 
make multiple BIM models. He then explained that because of time limitations 
such iterations would be impossible. In this case, it seemed that no design tools 
or methods other than BIM had any real impact on this student’s design process.

In short, BIM, over and over, presents the appearance of design and the illusion 
of professionalism, via the architectural simulacra it produces. Edward Tufte has 
discussed this phenomenon in his commentaries on PowerPoint’s “auto-content,” 
where just enough “finish” is communicated to legitimate ideas of marginal worth 
(or sometimes, undermine ideas of immense value).301 BIM-biases discourage the 
development of critical judgment about the elemental part-to-whole relation-
ships of architecture. Even before BIM, failings in this critical skill were both 
common and required years of experience to master. 

For instance, Reima Pietilä described a student who was working with him 
on the Finnish Embassy in New Delhi, India, who had the opposite problem 
of the BIM-bias but with a similar result of a non-cohesive design. This student 
needed a specific rationale for each detail he was working on, which led to de-
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tails that were “too pregnant,” and thus “fought against the overall shape of the 
building.”302 Pietilä described what is at stake when the real intricacy necessary 
to quality architecture is not understood or persistently engaged: 

Today I spent much of the whole time going around 
the office, talking, trying to get them to do things 
properly. Of course, it is not easy to draw elevations 
because the New Delhi building is not easy. But I 
had to explain many times—maybe for two or three 
days—how it’s necessary to make a set of linear par-
allels, with their own galaxy, on the plan and section 
so that the profile is correct and realistic. Somehow 
they found it too difficult to work out how it should 
be, so they had become a little lazy; and they were 
guessing and making an approximation. Then I real-
ized how much architecture is losing because of this 
laziness, and the tendency to simplify things that can 
only exist in complexity. That really is a great loss to 
architecture—and to human experience.303 

The danger of this “tendency to simplify things that can only exist in complexity” 
is institutionalized in the operations of BIM. However, it is not only BIM that 
one must take ownership of to keep the necessary complexity of architecture alive. 
The pharmacological nature of technologies means that tools can help us make 
things that seem profound merely because the tool has imbued the made-thing 
with advanced technique: a child using Sketch-up might appear to be able to do 
architecture; yet, this is the tool providing the appearance of design, which is why 
Ilmari Lahdelma has warned that “computers can never replace the concentrated 
imagination as a design tool.”304

Poison 2.0: Visual Effects

(Terrorists have hijacked our imagination. In despera-
tion, the government turns to Hollywood directors for 
ideas to stop them. The following interview is with the 
blockbuster filmmaker, Michael Bay.)

General: Mr. Bay, can you think of any ideas to outwit 
these terrorists?
Mr. Bay: I believe I can.
(General and aides all pick up pencils and get ready to 
write)
Mr. Bay: We start by making a big CG building and 
then we have a meteor go groshhhh! And it’s all like 
crawwwwwww! And motorcycles burst into flames 
while they jump over these helicopters, right…
General: No. No! We need ideas how to stop the ter-
rorists.
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Mr. Bay: An 18-wheeler spins out of control and it’s all 
like braaaaaaash! And this huge tanker full of dyna-
mite is like braaaaaaa! braaaaa! Bchhhhhhgsh!
General (interrupting angrily): Those aren’t ideas! 
Those are special effects!
(pause)
Mr. Bay (confused): I don’t understand the difference...
General: I know you don’t. Get him out of here!
  
South Park, “Imaginationland”305

Though less hilarious, it is possible to see a similar confusion between idea 
and mere visual effect in architectural design, in the form of the now-ubiquitous 
photorealistic rendering. Despite the lack of substance inherent to both the 
blockbuster film and “blockbuster render,” both are popular, in part, for the 
very same reasons they are banal—they are easy to digest. Here we find another 
example of the persistent deferral to vision as the measure of architectural qual-
ity. One of the reasons this deferral is problematic is, as Picon explains, “even 
the most convincing techniques of representation do not correspond fully to the 
experience of the built reality.”306 A useful explanation of what this means is found 
in industrial design education, where Jonathan Ive observed another example 
of the digital pharmakon of digital-visual facility becoming falsely aligned with 
design aptitude and material awareness. Or, as Ive said, students are getting very 
good at using software to “make a dreadful design look really palatable.”307 The 
implication is that there is generation of designers that are not understanding 
the difference between good design and attractive visuals. 

Alexander Ferrari Di Pippo has suggested that Plato’s treatment of being as 
equivalent to the visible was the beginning of an ocular notion of thinking, which 
has affected thinking ever since.308 The architectural bias towards the ocular no-
tion of thinking is strong, as Mario Carpo claims:

It might be said that architecture never adequately 
thought through the problem of vision because it 
remained within the concept of the subject and the 
four walls. Architecture, unlike any other discipline, 
concretised vision.309 

Carpo goes on:

When I use the term ‘vision’ I mean that particular 
characteristic of sight which attaches seeing to think-
ing, the eye to the mind. In architecture, vision refers 
to a particular category of perception linked to mo-
nocular perspectival vision. The monocular vision of 
the subject in architecture allows for all projections 
of space to be resolved on a single planimetric sur-
face.310
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This bias was accelerated with the “importation and absorption of perspective 
by architectural space in the fifteenth century.”311 Carpo believes that “as long 
as architecture refuses to take up the problem of vision, it will remain within a 
Renaissance or Classical view of its discourse.”312 

For Carpo, taking up the problem of vision means a de-centering of the 
subject, moving away from architecture as something one “looks at” towards 
an architecture that “looks back.”313 He explains how this notion might change 
one’s view of architecture: 

Suppose for a moment that architecture could be 
conceptualised as a Mobius strip, with an unbroken 
continuity between interior and exterior. What would 
this mean for vision? … Unlike the space of classical 
vision, the idea of folded space denies framing in fa-
vour of a temporal modulation. The fold no longer 
privileges planimetric projection; instead there is a 
variable curvature. Deleuze’s idea of folding is more 
radical than origami, because it contains no narrative, 
linear sequence; rather, in terms of traditional vision 
it contains a quality of the unseen.314 

The necessity of this “unseen” corresponds with Heidegger’s criticism of 
representational thinking, especially the metaphors of light—enlightenment, 
illumination, reflection—that have emerged over time to become synonymous 
with effective thinking. Critiquing the light metaphors, he pointed to a neces-
sary “shadow” in thought. Heidegger states:

Thinking goes and stands in a light that, to all ap-
pearances, it itself has ignited. Yet at the same time 
thinking thereby enters a shadow that, by virtue of 
the capacities loaned to each time, it can never catch 
sight of.315

He goes on to explain how rationality not only fails to acknowledge this 
shadow, but treats the “shadow” as a kind of defect merely awaiting the illumi-
nation of reason; “wherever the shadow is seen, it is only understood as the limit 
of brightness. But the shadow is more and other than a limit.”316 

In architectural thinking, this “shadow” can be found in the “inherent para-
dox of architectural drawings,” which is, as Picon says, “the more specific the 
physical effect intended, the more abstract the representation.”317 This abstrac-
tion is necessary because it brings one into contact with the virtual tissue—the 
temporal relationships—that animate a given artifact or problem.

Conversely, one of the issues with photorealism in architecture is, as Lah-
delma observed, “the images … are too ‘right.’”318 Unfortunately, the “too right” 
is generally what is demanded. For example, an article from 2015 criticized a 
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Henning Larsen drawing, saying: “while that image is not necessarily ‘bad’ you 
can clearly see that realistic details came in second to creating an artistic rendering 
(my emphasis).”319 In order to not think a lack of realism as a negative trait, one 
must understand what Gregotti calls the important “tension” between a drawing 
and a building, or Evans’ point that the value in architectural representation is 
in its difference from reality, or Auguste Perret’s suggestion that a detail is not 
merely a detail.320 Neil Denari highlights the significance of these ideas in his 
assessment of the success of Zaha Hadid’s Vitra Fire Station: 

When you looked at all of the stuff (drawings) it was 
basically hyper-colored and you didn’t know what it 
was made of. And here she gets the project in Ger-
many and very smartly makes this: well we’re going 
to build it in concrete, because that’s what they do 
here… and there’s not going to be any color on it, be-
cause let’s just make it fucking sober… sorry for that 
(laughter from the audience)…321

According to Denari, photorealistic renderings are seen by many architects 
to “represent a capitulation to the uneducated, they represent the deaths of 
mystery.”322 In response, some just do “realism” for clients—separate from their 

Figure 11. Architectural Rendering, Savannah River Landing, Savannah, GA, 2008.
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own design process. Denari, on the other hand, actually exploits the gap between 
building and drawing via photorealism. However, this works only because his 
photorealism is one with an ideology.

Denari, a student of contemporary art photography, draws upon photograph-
ic techniques from various artists to bring indeterminacy to his photorealistic 
renderings.323 In drawing inspiration from these sources, Denari understands 
that it is not the realism of the photorealism that is decisive; rather, it is the skill-
ful manipulation of the medium’s conventions that stimulate effective thinking 
and communication. Here the potential of a “drawing” technology is used to go 
beyond mere representation to facilitate thinking. Denari achieves thinking in 
his work through the indeterminacy of the art-based technique, and because he 
is “super concrete.” Denari rigorously works out architectural ideas by “draw-
ing the last thing in every drawing.” In this way, the drawings are “incredibly 
thought through.”324 Interestingly, Denari uses the power of the digital to keep 
the tension between representation and building, and thus avoids the poison of 
rendering used to merely create attractive visual effects. 

Kipnis has called the conflation of quality design with attractive visuals, “the 
garden principle.” The garden principle is not only false in its equivocation, but 
also obstructs other techniques that might better connect designers’ thinking to 
the events that are facilitated through architecture. Kipnis explains: 

There is no canonic representation of activity in the 
building other than the adjacency and circulation 
diagrams; none whatsoever exists for the more com-
plex issue of event structure. The only class of draw-
ing that attempts to undertake such a representation 
is collage, a prevalent but far from canonic technique. 
And is it an accident that the media best suited to 
represent activity, such as film and video, still have 
found no intrinsic role in architectural design tech-
nique or criticism? When they are employed at all, 
they are used to create serialized perspectives that 
depict buildings according to the garden principal 
values perfectly embodied in still photography.325 

An inability to think architecture as tied up with everything in and around it, 
and only understandable partially and contingently at any given moment, has been 
consistently reinforced by the visual priority in thinking. Kipnis goes on to say: 

It may be argued that perspective is an exception; 
not only do perspectives often show people, but they 
represent a person’s viewpoint. But the garden princi-
pal saturates the perspective. People in perspectives 
serve as accents to the primary assets of architecture, 
its form, detailing, or space, adding a sense of scale 
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or a wash of use. More importantly, the single person 
viewpoint of the perspective is the very essence of 
connoisseurship.326 

Adding people and things to an architectural scene does not beget an archi-
tecture that is a locus of activity and event; event thinking is excluded by ocular 
thinking. Heidegger described why this occurs: 

When we look at the familiar jug or some other thing, 
the apple on the plate, the pipe on the wicker chair, 
and thereby only note what is optically given, then 
this shows these objects present themselves to us 
ever only in a particular aspect. The particular aspect 
depends on the vantage point from which we look 
upon the objects. This vantage point is a way of our 
representing.327

Heidegger goes on to say that the result of this thinking is that the object 
“appears to be an X, around which a collection of aspects can take shape and 
must take shape in order to completely capture it.”328 In other words, this think-
ing—akin to scientific rationalism—equates the building up of facts, features, 
and effects around one’s own vantage point with the effective communication of 
lived experience. Or as Heidegger says of understanding the full richness of a jug:

We suddenly lost sight of it—at the moment, in fact, 
when the illusion intruded itself that science could 
reveal to us the reality of the jug. We represented 
the effective feature of the vessel, that which does its 
holding, the void, as a hollow filled with air.329 

Through these factual amalgamations of representational thinking, beings 
degrade into objects, meaning that they no longer “hint at the world from out of 
which they are what they are.”330 The sophisticated temporal interplay of thing 
and world is short-circuited when we allow things to become objects.

Architectural thinking that is strictly visual tends to fail the human imaginary, 
because the “thingly” character of the building is subverted; the visual stands in 
for the temporal, the building–thing becomes an object. Heidegger, again using 
the example of a simple jug, states:

The jug differs from an object. An independent, self-
supporting thing may become an object if we place 
it before us, whether in immediate perception or by 
bringing it to mind in a recollective re-presentation. 
However, the thingly character of the thing does not 
consist in its being a represented object, nor can it 
be defined in any way in terms of the objectness, the 
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over-againstness, of the object. The jug remains a ves-
sel whether we represent it in our minds or not. As a 
vessel, the jug stands on its own as self-supporting.331

The jug-thing is “something we can never learn—let alone think properly—by 
looking at the outward appearance, the idea.”332 Instead, the so-called “thinging of 
the thing” is only apprehended in Ereignis—the temporal gathering of events. In 
such gathering, things become enmeshed in their world, reveal their connections 
to a surfeit of influences and impacts through a “simple oneness” of the fourfold. 
The plentitude of this manner of engagement/thinking is exhaustively described 
by Heidegger in the essay “The Thing.”333 The extended selection below is a mere 
fragment of this text, but the loquaciousness of the selection offers a useful il-
lustration of how to think things (in contrast to the reductive presentations of 
representational thought): 

The jug’s jug-character consists in the poured gift of 
the pouring out…
The outpouring gives water, it gives wine to drink.
The spring stays on in the water of the gift. In the 
spring the rock dwells, and in the rock dwells the dark 
slumber of the earth, which receives the rain and dew 
of the sky. In the water of the spring dwells the mar-
riage of sky and earth. It stays in the wine given by the 
fruit of the vine, the fruit in which the earth’s nourish-
ment and the sky’s sun are betrothed to one another. 
In the gift of water, in the gift of wine, sky and earth 
dwell. But the gift of the outpouring is what makes the 
jug a jug. In the jugness of the jug, sky and earth dwell.
The gift of the pouring out is drink for mortals. It 
quenches their thirst. It refreshes their leisure. It enliv-
ens their conviviality. But the jug’s gift is at times also 
given for consecration. If the pouring is for consecra-
tion, then it does not still a thirst. It stills and elevates 
the celebration of the feast. The gift of the pouring now 
is neither given in an inn nor is the poured gift a drink 
for mortals. The outpouring is the libation poured out 
for the immortal gods. The gift of the outpouring as 
libation is the authentic gift. In giving the consecrated 
libation, the pouring jug occurs as the giving gift.
In the gift of the outpouring earth and sky, divinities 
and mortals dwell together all at once. These four, at 
one because of what they themselves are, belong to-
gether. Preceding everything that is present, they are 
enfolded into a single fourfold.334

So much thought (plus a lot more) dedicated to a simple jug; it is an exercise 
that expresses quite exhaustively, but hardly comprehensively, the multitude of 
influences and effects found in our interactions with most simple things. This 
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“thinging” of the thing is not something that can be grasped directly or simply; 
it requires understanding that arises through repeated engagement of a thought 
process that listens to both the thing and its world as they persist over a period 
of time, and communication that creates an invitation for imagination. 

As an alternative to simple visual thinking in architecture, Reima Pietilä 
used the term “image quality” to refer to a fundamental ambiguity in his design 
process. Pietilä claimed that “image quality is needed to link the conceptual ma-
terial to the necessary processes (of design), in order to obtain all the existing 
plurality of possibilities for consideration.”335 This quality was created through 
the making of design artifacts and was empowered by the specific suitability of 
design media for the types of material/spatial/assemblage rehearsals he was trying 
to think, leaving enough ambiguity so as to evoke the greater assemblage they 
were part of. This all occurred by way of a design process that was not optical 
but performative: architectural insight driven by praxis and poiesis, which were 
used to create resonances between intent and content, possibility and technique, 
affect and idea, past and future, form and place, abstract language and building 
assemblies, undecidability and communication. Mario Carpo has suggested:

A possible way of returning architecture to the realm 
of affect may not be through the idea of the individu-
al or the expressive, or through any kind of standardi-
sation or repetition of a norm but, in fact, through an 
idea of singularity.336

 
I would argue that image quality for Pietilä was exactly this—a singular-

ity; which is to say, his process (and its products) existed in the difficult space 
between the personal and the generic, between art and science; and it took the 
form of the sketch.

Pietilä revealed his investments in the sketch via a description of an Alvar 
Aalto drawing for the Vuoksenniska Church:

I can see the mutual interaction of outline and space 
in the Vuoksenniska primary sketch. Curiously I can 
see more than in the built work! But what is that 
more? Is it not an alternative design that might have 
developed if the selection of details had taken an-
other course? There exists alternatives in this herme-
neutic method. Perhaps here we have the crux of the 
Gestalt operation; there is no one path existing for 
the primary sketch to the final concretion of form.337 

Interestingly, Pietila went so far as to say that “an architect doesn’t create, 
he sketches.”338 And as suggested in his comments about the Aalto drawing, he 
believed that “the good sketch is a multi-interpretive idea; it can give suitable 
impulses for feasible alternatives.”339 Pietilä described his own process of pursu-
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ing these impulses as adding “‘order-components’…to a chaotic agglomeration 
of forms and spaces.”340 For Pietilä, architecture was never order and hierarchy 
in advance of its affective force. The role of the sketch was to activate this force, 
which also requires learning to read their affective potential. Or as Pietilä said: 
“though the sketch is beyond the limited categories of logic and such consequent 
thinking, the sketch itself is not irrelevant or irrational…”341 and because of this 
curious ontology “…we must then train ourselves to learn to read them, patiently, 
allowing much time.”342 Building this ability requires overcoming the false con-
flation of directness of communication with effectiveness of communication.

Figure 12. Reima Pietilä, Särestöniemi Museum drawing, 1978.
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Antidote A: Overcoming the Fallacy of Directness

While strong media as architecture was about affect, 
strong media today in terms of commercial television 
and journalism, is basically concerned with effect: 
how quickly, compactly and distinctly can the mes-
sage get across? 343

Mario Carpo 

This project (David Chipperfield’s River and Rowing 
Museum) has the effects that, I think, are the most 
despicable in all of architecture; that is, you get it, you 
get it right away, you get it quickly, and boy you just 
get it, and get it, and get it, and get it.’344

Jeffrey Kipnis 

As a temporal medium, film often employs tactics of indirectness to com-
municate the relative indeterminacy of event, place and feeling. Deleuze’s filmic 
concept of the “any-space-whatever” exemplifies the kind of representation 
Kipnis is asking for as discussed in the previous section; the any-space-whatever 
describes environmental events that are neither generic nor idiosyncratic; these 
are temporal states of specificity, both aggregated and integrated, always becom-
ing new specificities. Deleuze states:

Any-space-whatever is not an abstract universal, in 
all times, in all places. It is a perfectly singular space, 
which has merely lost its homogeneity, that is, the 
principle of its metric relations or the connection of 
its own parts, so that the linkages can be made in an 
infinite number of ways. It is a space of virtual con-
junction, grasped as pure locus of the possible.345 

In film, the any-space-whatever can be found in the complex, peculiar, rich 
and indefinite environments that “place” an event or series of events; they are 
the framework of the film’s world. However, these are not simple settings: the 
specificity of the any-space-whatever includes the actors—human and other-
wise—plus all the other temporal and non-material phenomena that continually 
coalesce and fracture in any given moment. Although most films are inevitably 
made of some semblance of any-spaces-whatevers, some exemplify the concept 
more effectively than others. 

For example, in Ozu’s film Tokyo Story the scenes are set in such a way that 
the actors often seem inextricable from the contexts they inhabit.346 As such, the 
architecture becomes indispensable, but in a sense secondary. Mind you, archi-
tecture is not actually secondary, because the characters are embedded within 
it—they are who they are, in part, because of the context they exist within. 
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However, the architecture is secondary in the sense that it is not upstage, it does 
not lead, and it cannot carry the story on its own. In short, any-space-whatever 
points to the way all of the elements—actors included—interact to form a tem-
porally complex whole that could be referred to as architecture, place, family, 
culture, event; however, one may not be invoked without invoking the others. 
In this way, it is reminiscent of the “ringing mirror-play” of Heidegger’s fourfold 
(discussed in Chapter 5).347 

Since the architecture can only be understood thought the ensemble that 
makes up the any-space-whatever, the intelligibility of the architectural character 
emerges in an interesting way. Ozu plays with the specifically-generic character of 
a traditional Japanese house throughout, obliquely communicating its tellingly 
melancholic delicacy and non-hierarchical spatial arrangements. Further, Ozu’s 
use of low-angle shots conveys a feel for the unique relationship one has to the 
floor in a Japanese house. And this all occurs by way of the narrative itself; in this 
way, that is, the architectural environment is revealed subtly but with surprising 
specificity through the accumulated moments of the unfolding story. Ultimately, 
although not his intent, Ozu communicates a very precise portrait of a Japanese 
home; and he does so exactly because the home is never explicitly the subject. 
Here, the idea that dwelling is not a building but a process of living structured 
by specific built environments is evident; the filmic any-space-whatever allows 
one to think architecture in terms of the entangled multiplicities that shape the 
richness of the places we inhabit.

In analyzing another filmic concept of communication, Slavoj Žižek, takes up 
Elfriede Jelinek’s claim that all language “should be tortured to tell the truth,”348 
and describes how two filmic techniques—cutting and stretching—communicate 
precisely because they do not overtly state their meaning. On cutting, he says: 

First, there was Eisenstein’s “montage of attractions,” 
the mother of all torturers: a violent cutting of contin-
uous shots into fragments that are then reunited in 

Figure 13. Tokyo Story: Yasujirō Ozu, 1953.
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a thoroughly artificial way, the no less violent reduc-
tion of the whole body or scene to close-ups of “par-
tial objects” floating around in cinematic space, cut 
off from the organic whole to which they belong.349 

Montage is a powerful technique for communication generally because, as 
Edward Tufte has said, “multiples amplify, intensify and reinforce the meaning of 
images… relying on parallelism, well-crafted multiples provide high-resolution 
views of complex material.”350 Montage is potent exactly because it is incomplete. 
In architecture, montage is a process of working that has been long used in the 
multiples of plan, section, elevation, and detail. 

Figure 14. Analytique: “The Roman antiquities … Vista of the second-largest share of the Theatre of 
Marcellus,” Giovanni Battista Piranesi, 1757.
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However, the mere application of cutting and stretching does not necessarily 
yield effective communication. For example, Evans has shown how the cutting of 
parallel projection and the stretching of perspective have both been problematic 
historically, leading, respectively, to designs of convenience, and the overemphasis 
of the visual and subjective aspects of the architectural endeavor.351 Thus, what is 
most instructive in the torture metaphor is the importance of rigor of technique. 

Rigor in cutting reveals virtual consistencies. In architecture such rigor dis-
covers something BIM does not allow—the paradigm detail. The paradigm de-
tail is a technique used quite directly in the Beaux-arts analytique drawings. The 
analytique drawing “works” by being simultaneously vague and specific. That is, 
the analytique indicates a definite but ephemeral whole, one that is implied in the 
relationships of the specific fragmentary parts as designed and depicted. In the 
analytique, “concepts” are coincident with architectural ideas, techniques—de-
tailing—and the “plane of immanence” is the familial relation between the parts. 
Or as Frascari says, an analytique is “composed in different scales in an attempt 
to single out the dialogue among the parts in the making of the building.”352 It 
never refers, literally or abstractly, to something other; it is the revelation of the 
internal consistency of an architectural language. In this way, the analytique is 
an excellent example of the Deleuzean diagram; specifically, how the concept/
diagram and the architecture are coincident (discussed at length in Chapter 6).

This power of cutting is also found more generally in the practice of focusing 
design energies on, say, one facade, one room, one material construction—opera-
tions discouraged by the totality of the digital model—as a means of working out 
an overall architectonic language. In both of these instances, the goal, like the 
literary device of the synecdoche, is to suggest a whole by way of the fragment. 
Tufte refers to this strategy more generally as a “visual confection,” which is a 
technique that makes, “reading and seeing and thinking identical.”353 

Žižek goes on to discuss the effective torture of “stretching”:

Then there is Tarkovsky, Eisenstein’s great enemy, 
who replaced the frantic Eisensteinian montage with 
its opposite: a stretching-out of time, the cinematic 
equivalent of the “rack”… Tarkovsky proposed that 
if a take is lengthened, boredom naturally sets in for 
the audience. But if the take is extended even further, 
something else arises: curiosity.354 

Žižek explains Tarkovsky’s method: “Tarkovsky is essentially proposing giv-
ing the audience time to inhabit the world that the take is showing us, not to 
watch it, but to look at it, to explore it.”355 Rigorous stretching in architectural 
representation, like the stretching used in a Tarkovsky scene, builds aptitudes for 
slowness and attention, and activates one’s capacities for discernment, feeling, 
and complexity. In architecture, a parallel to the Tarkovskian stretch is a well-
crafted section drawing, one used to reveal the specific architectural character of 
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the parts in relation to the way people inhabit the space. In such a representation, 
the more time a viewer spends looking, rehearsing, and sympathizing the more 
complex and nuanced (real) the relations between peoples and spaces become, 
the more they come to inhabit the place themselves. 

This interdependence of boredom and curiosity points to why the directness 
of architectural photorealism can lack invitation—one merely looks, identifies, 
and moves on. In contrast, Tarkovsky demonstrates how indeterminacy via dura-
tion creates a bridge, inviting one to shift from looking to feeling. This technique 
allows Tarkovsky to communicate significances that only surface if attention is 
heightened. Taiwanese director Tsai Ming-liang takes this technique to the next 
level in order challenge his audience to reconnect to their humanity. Speaking of 
a scene in Vive l’Amour, where he asks the audience to watch the main character 
crying on screen for nine minutes, he says: 

My films talk about how modern people in their 
quest for material things reject real emotions in favor 
of one-night stands. I think human beings are still full 
of tenderness. They aren’t stones. But they need to be 
reminded that they are becoming stones. Crying is a 
way for people to rediscover their tenderness.356 

In the world of short-attention spans, such a scene would appear to be 
doomed; yet it is a remarkably affective nine minutes and is another example 
of why directness of impact is not always the most impactful communication.

Antidote B: Digital Agents

I sometimes believe that we all live in the iPhone 
5 phase while architecture is still in the Walkman 
phase.357

Ben Van Berkel

Vouchsafing the modalities of thought that foster the affective language of 
architecture is a fundamental challenge for future practice; this task requires 
creating opportunities that elevate architectural thinking by way of the technical 
influences. However, elevation is only possible if there are ongoing, open-mind-
ed, interrogations of emergent technologies, interrogations that aim to discern 
the basic affordances and technical logics that underpin the technical apparatus 
used in the making of architecture to understand both inherent biases and latent 
opportunities. For example, the technical logics of the computer were born with 
the rise of data processing. This is an important realization, because it means the 
capacities of the computer have historically been more receptive to, and moti-
vated by, the thinking of data processing (mathematical syntax) than the thinking 
of making (poeisis).358 As I mentioned in discussing the limits of BIM, this means 
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that the computer’s capacities for data storage and its data processing-oriented 
logics tend to elicit the same data-inclined logics from architectural thinking. 
Hence, citing the 50 pre-digital construction drawings needed for the over 
400,000 square foot Salk Institute, Kiel Moe points to a self-fulfilling prophesy 
in the digital age of architecture—a requirement for information proliferation.359 
In addition to the management issues that follow from such proliferation, this 
need for information creates distance between architect and architecture. As an 
example, former Autodesk executive Phil Bernstein cites an eighteenth century 
drawing of the compound window curve and describes how it is the instructions 
for the stonemason; he goes on to explain how today similar instructions today 
would consist of about 300 shop drawings.360 

Even with advanced computing power, the data-processing biases of the 
computer continually aim to control information and control the design process 
by way of information, rather than developing more productive ways to capi-
talize on it. Bernstein advocates using the information explosion to re-envision 
architectural practice, beginning with a closer coupling of building information 
modeling, parametric modeling, and simulation. In this new world of practice, 
fees would be based on predictions and performance, with architects being paid, 
in part, based on how well their buildings deliver certain predicted outcomes;361 
Chris Luebkeman, on the other hand, offers provocative counsel in the suggestion 
that much of architecture should be automated, believing that selective automa-
tion would allow the architectural focus to return architecture.362

Mentioning automation tends to strike fear in the heart of those affected, par-
ticularly around the concern of job-loss. However, a 2016 article in The Atlantic 
entitled “The Automation Paradox” discussed how the history of automation, 
going back to the industrial revolution has not been one of job elimination, but 
rather, job redefinition.363 This is due, in part, to the effects of automation, which 
“reduces the cost of a product or service, and lower prices tend to attract more 
customers.” 364 The author uses the profession of law as an example of how this 
growth occurs, describing how “automation software made it cheaper and faster 
to trawl through legal documents, so law firms searched more documents and 
judges allowed more, and more-expansive, discovery requests.365 

Architecture has experienced some small positive influences of automation. 
For example, Gregg Lynn expressed his appreciation for the emergence of the 
modeling software FormZ while he was working for Peter Eisenman, because it 
automated the tremendous amounts of work (what would have been drafting) 
that were required in the making of Eisenman’s “iterative topological transfor-
mations of volumes.”366 This efficiency can be said of the computer’s emergence 
generally. However, more important than boosting efficiency and fostering new 
office modalities, is automation’s potential to aid disciplinary focus. Understand-
ing what this might mean starts with correcting the general misunderstanding 
that the machine’s apogee occurs when humans are no longer needed. Simondon 
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put it this way: “idolators of the machine generally assume that the degree of 
perfection of a machine is directly proportional to the degree of automatism.”367 
In a contemporary example of this misconception, Jen Carlile of Google Flux 
makes this disturbing statement about their new software for the building in-
dustry: “if you can connect your structural API [application program interface] 
to your fabrication machine, you no longer have to have humans involved.”368 
Or Tom Preston-Werner, co-founder of Github, says flatly that there will only 
be two types of jobs in the future: coding computers and being told what to do 
by computers.369 

In contrast to such idolaters, Simondon believed automatism to be “a fairly 
low degree of technical perfection.”370 Instead, he claimed that technical per-
fection has to do with a machine’s “margin of indetermination.”371 That is, a 
machine’s sophistication increases the more they can be affected by other actors 
within the system—this is where the role of human as conductor begins. Simon-
don’s theory raises important questions about the role and nature of software 
in design, and what automation with a “margin of indeterminacy” would look 
like in architecture.

Google X’s Genie was the one of the first moves in this direction. And one 
of the driving forces of this move was financial:

The Google X team estimated that Genie could save 
30-50% in prevailing construction costs and shorten 
the time from the start of planning to market by 30-
60%. The Genie team estimated that the platform 
had the potential of generating $120 billion a year for 
Google, and so Flux was born. 372

Flux is the second generation of Genie and is perhaps the next step towards 
automating a multitude of the automatable tasks associated with building design 
and planning. For example:

The software “designs” all of the bathrooms, fire stairs, 
ducts. Because all of the rules are encoded within the 
building seed, you can make changes to the building. 
When you do that, the building regrows. 373

Another tool Flux built helps with organizing data, 
making it more actionable and more universally ac-
cessible. Think of it as a feasibility study algorithm 
that, once you identify a site or sites, instantaneously 
assesses entitlements, massing, building program, 
building performance, leasable area and overall pro-
ject budget. 374

In a presentation about Flux, Carlile highlighted some other examples of 
tasks that might be automated:
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Here we’re looking at the facade system, the build-
ing knows it needs external shades on the outside of 
the building to block the afternoon sun and reduce 
the internal heat gain… It knows which connections 
are moment connections, it knows how to design the 
HVAC. It goes all the way down to the hot and cold-
water pipes, the air ducts, elevators and stairs. 375

Such an evolution of design software could be useful in a number of ways, 
particularly in basic code compliance and implementation of certain best prac-
tices. However, a successful evolution demands hanging on to Simondon’s key 
point: the real value of this software is not found in the full automation of build-
ing design, as Carlile suggests,376 because, while the practice of building requires 
the adherence to many rules and facts, the discipline of architecture has very little 
to do with the rules and facts that a software like Flux automates. 

Instead, the rules of the discipline must be, as Gregotti says, “capable of cul-
tivating and disseminating the profession’s traditions, of dealing with the new 
problems and territories of the project as a discipline, and also of assuming the 
moral and civic responsibilities implied in the act of building.”377 Thus, the op-
portunity here is to use automation as a means of focusing architectural design 
on all the questions that are bound up with critical choice and those things spe-
cific to the discipline of architecture—those things that exceed the facts of the 
profession. The potential of this tool employed architecturally is that it could 
allow architectural ideas, affective material assemblies, human inhabitation, the 
cultivation of particular places, and so on, to become the focus of architecture.

Picone believes achieving something like this requires a reinvention of “the 
primitive heart of the digital condition.”378 In the context of this discussion, 
I take this to mean fundamentally re-envisioning and reworking the digital 
medium (and our relationships to it) so that digital tools increasingly become 
modeled on the logics of architectural design instead of the paradigms of data 
processing or the drives of commerce. Although the automation of certain rules 
and fact-based tasks would be a powerful reinvention of the “primitive heart of 
the digital condition” and could be an important step towards returning focus 
to the issues and opportunities inherent to the discipline of architecture and 
making the materialization of these as architecture more economically feasible, 
this task requires some consideration of the relationship between human and 
machine, the working processes of the architect, and the possibilities for innova-
tion to further architectural thinking—a process that is not without precedent. 
Greg Lynn recalls:

When I think back to the number of times that people 
from Rhino, Microstation, Autocad, come through my 
office and spent days here, used to consult for us for 
free on projects, they would look how we were mis-
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using certain tools to get what we wanted, and that 
is how we became Grasshopper and all kind of spe-
cific tools in the software that were really designed 
for a handful of architects that were interested in 
them. There was a time that we were using tools that 
were not custom-designed for us, but in the 90s and 
00s I would say if there was ever something that we 
wanted, it was pretty easy to get the software com-
panies to build it for us. They were actually asking 
us what they could build for us more than we were 
able to give them ideas of what we wanted. In this 
sense, it is a two-way process of needs and possibili-
ties. Norman Foster, Lars Spuybroek (Water Pavilion, 
Interactive Media Project), myself, are examples of ar-
chitects whose projects generated a variety of new 
digital tools which today are just taken for granted as 
everyday possibilities.379

Such cooperative innovation should be regarded as fundamental to the devel-
opment of new tools. For example, although one of the strengths of a software like 
Flux is that the way it affects thinking is almost the inverse of BIM thinking—in 
Flux, the systems populate and adapt to the design instead of the reverse—it still 
has its potential poisons, poisons that might be minimized through the kind 
of close dialogue Lynn describes between tool designers and architects—this is 
how the margins of indeterminacy are implemented. However, making this shift 
effective depends not only upon implementing margins of indeterminacy, but, 
Stiegler believes, attending to the following question as well:

To what degree can and even must these digital rela-
tional technologies also give birth to new attentional 
forms that pursue in a different manner the process 
of psychic and collective individuation underway 
since the beginning of grammatisation; new forms 
that make this network society arrive at a new stage 
in the individuation of this plural unity of the logos 
where the attentional forms we recognise as our cul-
ture abound?380

In short, we must be ready to both seek and recognize that a sustained vitality 
of thought requires enmeshment with our tools and cultural mores; effectively 
participating in “network society” and its “digital relational technologies” asks for 
intellectual agility and a habitual malleability, both of which are given substance 
through the focused pursuit of precision in thought, effective communication, 
an ability to be affected by the significance of situations, and an exploratory at-
titude towards emergent technologies with an eye towards architecture and the 
practices therein.
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Figure 15. Kilden Performing Arts Center, Kristiansand, Norway, ALA Architects, 2012.
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The beginnings of new practices informed by the digital can be seen formally 
in projects like ALA Architects’ Kristansand Concert Hall, Office dA’s Banq, or 
Diller Scofidio Renfro’s Broad Museum. However, perhaps the best example of 
a practice that has comprehensively transformed both itself and the potential 
for architectural practice more broadly—by way of the digital enriched by other 
contemporary cultural opportunities—is New York-based SHoP Architects. 
Early on they realized—in part, through their Dunescape project—both the 
need to tighten the connection between designer and design and the potential 
for architecture to generate revenue—their 5,000 dollar fee for Dunescape cre-
ated a million dollar windfall for PS 1 (the museum in New York it was installed 
in). This project became a catalyst for the firm, generating questions about new 

Figure 16. SHoP Architects, the Porter House, New York, 2003.
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models of practice that empower architects more directly in both financial and 
aesthetic terms.381 This was the beginning of their innovations aimed at advancing 
the relationship between business and architecture, being more pioneering with 
digital technologies, taking on aspects of fabrication and construction within 
their office, and rethinking the ways that design gets communicated. 

Other innovations and insights into the future of practice can be seen in 
SHoP Architects’ work. In the Dunescape project they made 1:1 drawings that 
were used as templates, graphically showing how to assemble the designated 
1x2-inch members to create the installation. In the Porter House project they 
overcame exorbitant costs for a zinc cladding system (proposed by the contractor) 
by sourcing and producing the zinc panels themselves via digital fabrication and 
then devising a simple set of instructions laser-cut into each panel simplifying 
the communication of its construction. In the camera obscura project, digital 
fabrication was employed to pre-make all the parts of the project, and as a result 
transformed their working drawing set into something more akin to an IKEA 
furniture assembly manual, which was again laser-cut into the pieces themselves. 
SHoP partner Gregg Pasquarelli claims the workers did not need any hammers 
or measuring tape, and that they simply grabbed the parts and followed a simple 
set of instructions that showed where to place each piece and how to connect it. 
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4. The Force of Intellect

The Basest of Thoughts

We doubt whether, when mathematicians engage in 
polemic, they criticize one another for being mistak-
en in the result of their calculation. Rather, they criti-
cize one another for having produced an insignificant 
theorem or a problem devoid of sense.382

Gilles Deleuze

A low point of thinking is found in the term Bêtise. Bêtise is a term Deleuze 
employs that means “nonsensical sentences, remarks without interest or impor-
tance, banalities mistaken for profundities, ordinary ‘points’ confused with sin-
gular points, badly posed or distorted problems.”383 Bêtise occurs when “people 
mistake a photograph for a work of art, a plagiarism for an audacity, a parody for 
a laugh, or worse yet, a miserable stroke of inspiration for a creation.”384 In this 
way, bêtise is tied to the factual fallacies of “method” and lies at the core of the 
ineffective use of language, poor design development, and deficient architectural 
thinking. Critical to understanding bêtise is understanding how it is different 
than “error or a tissue of errors.”385 

The idea that effective thinking determines facts and avoids error is a legacy 
of the Enlightenment, which viewed “anything which does not conform to the 
standard of calculability and utility… with suspicion.”386 Gadamer was critical 
of this standard, saying that thinking becomes trivial if “restricted to a technique 
for avoiding misunderstandings.”387 As a correction, he urges “more recognition 
of the fact that this is the realm hermeneutics shares with rhetoric: the realm of 
arguments that are convincing (which is not the same as logically compelling).”388 

Architectural thought without hermeneutic sensibilities is quickly infiltrated 
by bêtise, and is characterized by a lack of insight: “French usage of the word 
bêtise implies not an error, not a bad judgment, but rather an inability to judge, 
a flaw in judgment, a defect of judgment.”389 Bêtise, understood as an inability 
to assess and evaluate, connects the problems associated with it directly to Sarah 
Whiting’s urging that architectural education should be primarily focused on 
teaching students “judgment.”390 And, if one forgets the rhetorical dimension 
of judgment then, according to Gadamer, “the only thing that gives a judgment 
dignity is its having a basis, a methodological justification (and not the fact that 
it may actually be correct).”391 In this way, the mere presence of methodology is 
frequently allowed to legitimize a result, which is why understanding that there 
is a difference between facts and insights becomes important. For example, 
architects will often present “features” and rationale for those features as the 
idea of their design—such information is not incorrect; it simply has no vision. 
Such presentations demonstrate an overall lack of perception, discernment, and 
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definition of the design problem itself.
The trouble with thinking understood as the pursuit and presentation of facts 

is that, in Deleuze’s words, “there are imbecile thoughts, imbecile discourses, 
that are made up entirely of truths; but these truths are base, they are those of 
a base, heavy and leaden soul.”392 This is the problem with functionalism: every 
move can be explained in terms of a simple causal bond, but architectural ex-
perience is an unstable phenomenon whose worth is only determined by the 
compound relationships formed by a variety of spatial accommodations, mate-
rial solicitations, and technical performances linked through the various moods 
and moments of a design. Focusing primarily on the arithmetic of “this equals 
that” misses this complexity entirely and thus forms the basis of bad concepts, 
bad rhetoric, and bad architecture—to merely string together a series of truths 
about a project avoids the real questions of architecture.

In terms of architectural education, mis-sizing a beam, poorly detailing a 
building envelope, or choosing an underperforming flooring material are far 
less troubling “errors” than a design proposal that lacks insight and inspira-
tion—especially when this banality occurs because the consequential issues 
and conditions of the design problem have not been understood, or worse, not 
even sought. 

Here, one is reminded of Gadamer’s comment: “a building is not a work of 
art if it stands just anywhere, as a blot on the landscape, but only if it represents 
the solution of an ‘architectural problem.’”393 An error when responding to a 
properly defined architectural problem represents a gap in one’s knowledge, 
which can be filled in with experience; not being able to judge what constitutes 
an architecture problem or a significant architectural response is much more 
concerning. This is bêtise.

Establishing the Groundless Ground of Thought

 What is a telling ground for something is not any-
thing I decide.394

 Ludwig Wittgenstein

Simondon observed that one of the oversights of research aimed at under-
standing inventive imagination is that it tends to forget the dynamic background 
on which imagination depends (focusing instead on forms and operations). 
He compared the dynamic interdependence of thought to the workings of a 
technical object: “Mental systems influence each other during invention in the 
same way as different dynamisms of a technical object influence each other in 
material functioning.”395 He also believed that the inventive imagination (like 
the technical object) to be simultaneously influenced by an associated milieu, 
working on an “in-between level of systems.”396 As Simondon states: “Without 
a background of thought, there can be no thinking being but only an uncon-
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nected series of discontinuous representations.”397

Overcoming bêtise begins by recognizing that bêtise is, in Deleuze’s words, “a 
structure of thought as such.” 398 That is to say, it is not a product of thought; it 
is not a “stupid” idea; rather, it is a flawed, or lacking, background for thought. 
Defusing the baseness of bêtise requires identifying the specifics of this structure: 
“stupidity (bêtise) is neither the ground nor the individual, but rather this rela-
tion in which individuation brings the ground to the surface without being able 
to give it form.”399 Bêtise does not emerge because of an individual trait, or flaw 
in the world; instead, it begins when the conditions of thought have been poorly 
established.400 This point is critical, because, as Heidegger says,” “what is thought 
cannot be detached from the way in which it is thought. The what is itself defined 
by the how and, reciprocally, the how by the what.”401 In short, if one’s thinking 
is structured poorly, then what one thinks cannot help being stupid and base. 

Establishing fertile conditions for thought is aided by understanding that 
insight is linked to persuasion, which depends upon on knowing what is at 
stake—understanding the situation. Thus, as Deleuze states, “unlike the a-tem-
poral concept of error, baseness (bêtise) is inseparable from time, that is from this 
rapture of the present, from this present condition in which it is incarnated and 
in which it moves.”402 Temporal understanding is initiated by seeing and plying 
upon the groundlessness of this ground.403 

A groundless ground is the interdependency of individual and situation. This 
interplay creates a ground that is actually an abyss or an abyss that is a ground 
(Heidegger’s abgrund), because in this relationship understanding can always 
only be provisional. Deleuze puts the condition as follows:

The ground has a ‘twist’, this is because it relates what 
it grounds to that which is truly groundless. At this 
point, it must be said, there is no longer recognition. 
To ground is to metamorphose.404 

Rather than being a fixed foundation a ground arises through the dynamic 
process of grounding. Remembering Bruno Latour’s comment that “herme-
neutics is not a privilege of humans, but, so to speak, a property of the world 
itself,”405 one might say the ground is established only by moving within it. Ac-
cepting that grounds are groundless means that one proceeds most effectively 
by: 1.) not contriving falsely “grounded” grounds; grounds that are established 
as a shield against contingency, 2.) establishing practices that allow foundations 
to be built as one proceeds. Thus begins a hermeneutic practice, and a commit-
ment to meaning arising through interpretation.

Gregotti has emphasised interpretation as central to an effective design pro-
cess. Instead of aiming to transpose one fact into another fact:

The essence of interpretation lies in the processes of 
contamination between languages, their metaphori-
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cal transmigration, and the weakening of specificity; 
this makes architecture into an event, or rather the 
building up of an eventuality.”406 

Conversely, the use of systematic structures to insure reliability and verifi-
ability obstructs interpretive abilities, because these structures presuppose con-
tamination and transmigration to be detrimental to results, and thus aim to filter 
such influences out of a process. What one needs is not to be insulated from 
contamination. Instead, one needs to be able to navigate the sometimes messy 
and contradictory space of contamination; a space that is often thematised in 
architectural theory.

The Use of Theory407

God made paper for drawing architecture on. Every-
thing else—at least to me—is a misuse of paper.408

Alvar Aalto

Bêtise can be found in all aspects of architecture, but is particularly discern-
able in attempts to intellectualize architecture. It is seen in concept formation, 
project definition, and, as Aalto suggests, anytime one uses paper for writing 
about architecture (instead of making it). Although Aalto’s sentiment is a bit 
melodramatic, it can be said that various forms of bêtise have led to some general 
misgivings about theory and its worth to architecture. In Assemblage, No. 30, 
K. Michael Hays observed:

“Good” theory is often difficult to distinguish from 
sloppy speculation. Writers of theory often presume 
that their readers possess background knowledge 
that few in fact have. And theory seems to draw its 
life from too many, and too many suspect, outside 
fields that have little relation to professional architec-
tural practice.409

In this statement, Hays makes clear that writers of “good” theory must be 
rigorous in both their research and their writing so as to avoid the eclecticism, 
obscurity, and irrelevance that alienate an audience. Whether the employment of 
too many outside fields is a problem per se is debatable;410 nevertheless, authors 
who do not demonstrate how their particular framing of architectural thought 
contributes to a greater architectural discourse certainly lose a potential audience 
and possibly further undermine theory’s relevance. 

A fundamental problem reinforcing all the worst stereotypes about theory 
are the authors who are not clear, complete, or precise in articulating their ba-
sic argument. For example, despite two separate clarification clauses (“in other 
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words,” and “for example”), the following passage from Peter Eisenman seems 
to slip further and further into obscurity as it proceeds:

Our understanding of the critical previously rested 
upon Immanuel Kant’s conviction that the critical 
represented the possibility of knowledge within 
knowledge. In other words, the critical traditionally 
meant a possibility lying within any discourse. In ar-
chitecture, for example, this might mean the possibil-
ity of being within being.411 

Writing of this sort reinforces the notion that theory is merely the conjuring 
of an architectural intelligentsia, unconcerned with the “real” issues of making or 
teaching architecture or even of actually communicating with anyone. This type 
of shadowy theory sometimes withholds information, sometimes covers for a 
lack of understanding, and sometimes is just bad writing. However, one must be 
careful not to equate the complex with the “bad.” What at first blush may seem 
convoluted might simply be a difficult subject that requires more attention and 
thinking from the reader. A good example of this is Mark Wigley’s article from 
1989 in Assemblage 8 called “The Translation of Architecture, the Production of 
Babel.”412 This well written, but difficult, article provides a thoughtful explana-
tion and discussion of deconstructive theory‘s relation to, and influence upon, 
architecture. The demanding content of the article depends on a reader who is 
patient, careful, and thorough. 

There is also a need to become familiar with the connections between differ-
ent styles of writing and modes of thought. For example, a student in a theory 
course was complimenting the writing of Jane Bennett for being so clear, saying 
that it was not at all like reading Deleuze, which to him “felt like being in a 
clothes dryer.” However, this compliment misses the fact that the two thinkers’ 
writings work on different levels; in fact, I would argue that in order to under-
stand Deleuze, one needs to feel like they have been in a clothes dryer. Similar 
comments of comparison between Christian Norberg-Schulz and Heidegger are 
common as well (i.e. Norberg-Schulz is a clearer version of Heidegger). Clarity, 
however, is not synonymous with profundity.

This point leads into an opposite flavor of theory: theory that functions in a 
role of light justification. Michael Speaks observed the beginnings of this prob-
lem in architecture saying: 

Theory, like modern architecture, was detached from 
its Continental origins and replanted in the States, 
where it took on a lighter, more occasional exist-
ence… theory was fast philosophy.413 

In its lighter, more occasional state, theory typically fails to provide adequate 
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nourishment. In the brief history of contemporary architectural theory, thinkers, 
movements, and approaches have been taken up, used, and discarded over the 
course of only a few years. Here the usefulness of a certain thinker, movement, 
or approach is seen (falsely) to be proportionate to its newness. Such consumer-
ist thinking transforms areas of thought into products, and like any consumer 
item subject to planned obsolescence; thinkers and philosophies are readily 
discarded after brief use. 

Further, not only are areas of thought quickly discarded, but also a byprod-
uct of this attitude is that even the substantive ideas they managed to generate 
often get reduced to caricatures and sound bites. And this is not just limited 
to formal reductions. Heidegger, the very advocate of thinking writ large, has 
been lightly-drawn as an anti-technological critic of modernism, who wished 
we could all “dwell” in Black Forest farmhouses. “Dwelling,” in particular, has 
become such a codified and abused term in architectural discourse that no one 
even thinks to question its philosophical force anymore. 

Certainly, the use of others’ concepts as springboards can be helpful; however, 
one must also be wary of selective appropriation. A case in point is the infamous 
Nazi misappropriation of Nietzsche’s thought, made possible by a willful mis-
reading, picking, “‘raisins’ out of the cake of his philosophy” without acknowl-
edging (or perhaps understanding) that the overall context of his thought was 
incompatible with their ideology.414 

Unlike theory as “fast philosophy,” Nietzsche argued that philosophy is 
meant to be ruminated upon. Rumination situates one within the act of think-
ing. Rather than making observations from afar, rumination demands that one 
inhabit a region of thought and share in the thinking of a thinker. This practice 
recognizes that perhaps what is most valuable in reading other thinkers is not 
this or that concept; but rather, a thinker’s very manner of thinking. Heidegger 
has reinforced this point saying: “every great thinker always thinks one jump 
more originally than he directly speaks. Our interpretation must therefore try to 
say what is unsaid by him.”415 Thinking the unsaid requires thinking along with 
the sources; or as Deleuze might say, becoming source. 

Taken up in this manner, theory would become a non-linear and cumula-
tive process; it would become meaningful as it is allowed to work on us, wash 
over us, and permeate our being. In short, finding the force of theory means 
allowing theory’s usefulness to grow slowly; if done with constancy, this practice 
begins to gradually alter the way one thinks about things, sees the world, and 
makes architecture. In this way, theory is not so much a tool as a way of living, 
which is why it demands continual committed engagement. Whether reading, 
writing, thinking, or making, a dedicated practice of theory is a craft that carves 
out a time and space in which truly sophisticated results can unfold. However, 
the results that are frequently indirect, which is why practicing theory is a dif-
ficult proposition. 
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Finding the Way of Theory416

When one does not think along with but instead looks at the wholeness of 
thought, thinking is left as simple calculation. A letter to the editor in Assemblage 
30 in 1996 expressed concern that the journal was falling into this very trap. 
The author provided the following quotation from Heidegger’s What Is Called 
Thinking? to illustrate his point:

To be underway on the way in order to clear the 
way—that is one thing. The other thing is to take 
a position somewhere along the road, and there 
make conversation about whether, and how, ear-
lier and later stretches of the way may be different, 
and in their difference might even be incompat-
ible—in-compatible that is for those who never 
walk the way, nor ever set out on it, but merely 
take a position outside it, there forever to formu-
late ideas and make talk about the way.417 

It is this notion of thinking as a “way” of involvement that delivers theory at 
its most vital. If one were to apply this entreaty to the practice of architectural 
theory it would suggest that for the author/designer, writing/designing must be 
an activity of inhabiting a topic, and an invitation for others to inhabit the topic 
with them. When this occurs, a conversation ensues, and a practice of theory 
becomes operative. 

Michael Speaks thinks that the solution to the problem of light and occasional 
theory is a “managerial approach” because it:

Provides the intellectual infrastructure necessary for 
the development of a fleet-footed generation of ar-
chitects and urbanists ready to meet globalization’s 
challenge: namely, the challenge presented by quan-
tity and commercialization to develop softer design 
strategies flexible enough to deal with the demands 
of the market.418 

Although I agree that understanding current circumstances and the chal-
lenges they present is critical for an architecture that contributes to society, one 
must be wary of giving over the power (and trouble) of resistance. Here, Dagmar 
Richter’s statement from Assemblage 41 in 2000 is worth revisiting: 

Authors should be aware of a network of simulta-
neous realities that are intricately connected. Ar-
chitecture has to support an open structure able to 
transform and adapt to the pulsating life of different 
realities, all of which will appropriate the structures 
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for their own purposes and readings. It cannot re-
main a compositional art with formal givens, it can-
not become a space of total flow without resistance. 
Resistance remains at the foundation of the architec-
tural discipline.419

In order to assist the architectural discipline in providing resistance, theory 
has an opportunity to make itself simultaneously more diverse and more inter-
active. In becoming more diverse, there will certainly remain some theory that 
is purely formal, historical, or speculative as this range is necessary and desired; 
but theory must also find ways to situate itself more consequentially within 
practice without becoming instrumental—this is why the ability to participate, 
to “be-in” as Heidegger might say, is central to a successful revitalization. As a 
method of participation, theory can help us become more adept when dealing 
with complex causal relations, the intricate systems, and vexing ethical dilem-
mas we will need to engage if we are to be successful in bringing architecture, 
environment, and culture together in mutually beneficial ways. 

To do this, theory must get over a too often “obsession with space, original-
ity, and the utopian search for the new,”420 and initiate dialogues on issues of 
perception, emotion, cultural significance, economic viability, social justice, and 
associated pedagogy and design processes. These goals must get recalibrated so 
that theory can be relevant to current concerns, because, as Hays puts it bluntly, 
“any theory that talks about architecture only, that does not relate architecture 
to the larger social, material field, is utterly useless.”421 This point states quite 
clearly why architectural theory must be philosophical in its basic nature. Theory 
should be proactive, participatory and probing, in finding new sites for attach-
ment, as Hays advocates:

Interpretive and explanatory theories of artifacts 
should be seen as empirical hypotheses about the 
causal, relational structure of things and events in the 
material world rather than as mere linguistic gener-
alizations about observable features of the artifacts 
or mere arbitrary, intersubjective agreements about 
correct “points of view… theory-constitutive conven-
tions are introduced to afford us epistemic access to 
phenomena that we believe exist but that we do not 
yet fully understand and cannot yet adequately ex-
plicate.422

In other words, theory that is undertaken as a practice of thinking can open 
up grounds for communication, comprehension, and progress by its very ques-
tioning advance. To this end, theory need not be readily transparent; in fact, this 
would be impossible exactly because of its ruminative nature. It is thus useful to 
remember Deleuze’s comment:
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The use of philosophy is to sadden. A philosophy that 
saddens no one, that annoys no one, is not a phi-
losophy. It is useful for harming stupidity, for turning 
stupidity into something shameful. Its only use is the 
exposure of all forms of baseness of thought … turn-
ing thought into something aggressive, active and 
affirmative.423

One must find oneself simultaneously empowered and disturbed by the pres-
sures that constitute life—from markets, to politics, to ecologies and climate, to 
globalization and commercialization, to our technical and cultural challenges, to 
health and family, and so on—for thinking to remain vibrant. It is the negotia-
tion of the resultant tension that affords insight into matters of great concern. 

Sustainability stands as a good example here: it is a topic that would benefit 
from a more theoretical discourse, because without philosophical underpinning 
its practices tend to degrade into mere technical manuals on energy modeling and 
day-lighting, and catalogues of “sustainable” products. Theory could be useful to 
sustainability by helping it become more architectural; for instance, infusing it 
with questions of culture, society, place, and time. A practice of theory might help 
these issues become co-informing with topics like space, form, and composition, 
bringing alternate frames of thought aimed at correcting the instrumentalism that 
so thoroughly colors this important but deficient area of architecture. It is only 
through such questioning that the environmental issues of our civilization will 
be able to be addressed in ways that exceed simply installing technologies and 
applying categorical scoring systems to evaluate and validate architecture; and 
the thinking of theory suggests that other measures would need to be practiced 
in order to assess how architecture impacts human activities and environments 
at a fundamental level. 

Middle Measures: Knowledge from the Inside

Not every human activity can be measured. The 
ceaseless pursuit of data to quantify the value of any 
endeavor is catastrophic to true understanding.
Dave Eggers from The Circle 

Measurement is typically an operation used to make understanding explicit 
through objective and empirical means. Heidegger provides an alternate notion 
of what it means to measure. Focusing on the interval rather than the object, 
Heidegger connects measuring to the kind of thinking described above. For Hei-
degger, “measure-taking” (Maß-nehmen) does not mean to ascertain the quanti-
tative dimensions of some physical interval. Instead, “measure taking gauges the 
between.”424 Which is to say, being itself. Heidegger understands being as “the 
longest bridge of the ‘between,’”425 and refers to it as the “measure” par excellence.
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In directing us to this “between,” Heidegger aims to remove the primary 
restrictions to being able to understand significance as a plurality. These restric-
tions are: “calculation,” “explanation,” and “divinization.”426 The point here is 
that the existential significance of lived events is frequently lost in a human 
tendency to overlay additional measures upon situations, situations that need 
no external justification or explanation. Such impositions obliterate the signifi-
cances inherent to the situations, and thus falsely confirm that significance is 
something at the discretion of the human subject to assign. These degradations 
of experience and knowledge are overcome only when “metaphysically grounded 
history ‘goes under’.”427 Which is to say, when the traditions that frequently vali-
date our “highest” forms of knowledge—the representational, the instrumental, 
the calculative—are overcome by building new histories that are informed by 
standing-in the “clearing.”428

In addition to being an argument against pure objectivity, Heidegger’s point 
is also that knowing what and knowing why are all different than knowing how 
(everydayness) and knowing what matters (significance). He emphasizes the con-
nection between knowing how and knowing what matters, because the connec-
tion between the two is the basis of discernment and judgment.429 Without this 
connection, human actions can have no ground, and thus one loses any basis for 
taking certain actions over others, choosing certain things over others, or acting 
in certain ways. It is here that one invites bêtise. 

Importantly, much of discernment precedes conscious analysis. For example, 
it is one thing to know how to speak, it is another to know when to speak and 
what manner of speaking is appropriate in a given circumstance. The Greeks even 
had a word for this ability—kairos.430 Measure-taking in this way relies upon 
the mechanisms of prejudice that Gadamer outlined above; as one acts, one also 
takes account and moves towards increasing levels of precision. 

Such an ability is critical in architecture, particularly if one acknowledges 
that design, as David Salomon says, is not simply a way of solving problems 
that have multiple answers, instead it is “the creation of objects and events via 
aesthetic means.”431 Here, a proper definition of the aesthetic is important; I 
take the aesthetic to mean something akin to Lars Spuybroek’s use of the term 
sympathy. In The Sympathy of Things he argues that the sympathy is a meaning 
of the aesthetic that we will have to work to recover:

We have become completely alienated from the 
aesthetic in its original meaning, which simply con-
cerns the feelings we have in the presence of de-
signed things, be they paintings or teapots. There 
is no hope for a little repair work being enough. So 
much has been destroyed and neglected that we 
will have to reconstruct a whole edifice, and learn to 
speak a language nobody understands anymore, and 
simply keep on speaking it until we are heard… we 
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must return to a notion of what has been heretofore 
known as sympathy—a term with a magical ring to 
it, indicating the deep-rooted engagement between 
us and things, deeper than any aesthetic judgment 
would allow.432

Sympathy is measured by being in-between, through the fusing of thinking 
and feeling. Ben Van Berkel says of his kind of measure in architecture: “quality 
of meaning can only be experienced if it is like in music, if it is felt.”433

The need to account for the intelligence of feeling, and to enable and attend 
to transient phenomena—something instrumental thinking cannot do—leads 
Heidegger to the “measure taking” of poetry. He is interested in poetry, in part, 
because poetry does not explain; it does not try to convince, or as he says, “the 
poet who preaches is a poor poet.”434 Instead, the poetic depends on a sympa-
thetic capacity for the non-representational, the non-categorical, and the non-
instrumental. In this way, Heidegger takes poetry, as poiesis, to be linked with 
Pre-Socratic thinking.435 Which means, it is open and holistic and entangled with 
the world; and as discussed above, it presents one with a very different syntax for 
understanding and engagement than Plato’s mathematical syntax: 

It strikes us as strange that Holderlin thinks of poetry 
as a measuring. And rightly so, as long as we under-
stand measuring only in the sense current for us. In 
this sense, by the use of something known—measur-
ing rods and their number—something unknown is 
stepped off and thus made known, and so is confined 
within a quantity and order which can always be de-
termined at a glance.436 

A shift towards poetic measure-taking occurs as one becomes attuned to the 
“visible inclusions of the alien in the sight of the familiar.”437 Which is to say, 
when one becomes attentive to small convergences and disjunctions—to recog-
nize what is special within that which is routine. Leibniz called the results of this 
kind of attention “minute perceptions.”438 And for Heidegger such perceptions 
deliver an affecting understanding about the possibilities of a given situation: 
“in this strangeness (the god) proclaims his unfaltering nearness.”439 Which is to 
say, significance can be experienced but it cannot be known in any conventional 
sense; significance can only be held in one’s attention in its evanescence, which 
is why Heidegger claims that “the god who remains unknown must by show-
ing himself as the one he is, appears as the one who remains unknown. God’s 
manifestness—not only he himself—is mysterious.”440  Simply, much of what 
we count as being significant can only show itself in indeterminate ways. Taken 
in this way, significance can never be made fully explicit, cannot be pointed to 
directly, but can be gauged through the temporal poetics of what Heidegger calls 
“spanning” (Durchmessen).
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Figure 17. UN Studio; La Defense building, Almere, Netherlands, 2004.
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Being a “span” is the natural disposition of human beings, or in Heidegger’s 
words: “man is man at all only in such spanning… he can block this spanning, 
trim it, and disfigure it, but he can never evade it.”441 Which is to say, the temporal 
nature of existence requires that human beings—by default—inhabit time as a 
stretch, drawing together past and a future and bridging relations with shifting 
orders of things. The uncertainties associated with being “the span” leads to the 
attempts to “trim” or “disfigure” it; and these occur through non-participation 
and attempts to fix uncertainty through calculation—standing above the clear-
ing, as it were. Such avoidance behavior excludes the significant plurality of the 
divinities; whereas, to participate in life as uncertainty brings “heaven and earth, 
to one another.”442 And in this way, one registers the difference between those 
things under human power and those things that must be bestowed from outside 
one’s self. This is why Heidegger calls spanning “the measure against which man 
measures himself.”443 To experience the span is to know being itself; and impor-
tantly, this is where one encounters the truth of the Parmenidian postulate, “to 
be and to think are the same.”444 
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5. The Force of Experience

In seeking more nuanced dispositions toward the force of the lived world and 
the significance of encounter, it is useful to consider Jeff Malpas’ analysis of a 
quote from Albert Camus. In the quote, Camus is interested in the importance 
of limits for the Greeks and how they carried nothing to extremes. Instead, rea-
son and feeling, science and religion were all given equal ground. This balance 
was what was called the beautiful. Malpas is interested in the way this notion of 
the beautiful might be seen to parallel Heidegger’s “holy.”445 Of the holy, Hei-
degger says “what is always former is the holy (Heilige). It is the primordial, and 
it remains in itself unbroken and “whole” (heil)”446 The term “holy” should also 
pose a question to architecture, a question about the force living in the world.

The Holy447

An inkling that is not for him to decide… godhood 
enowns itself solely out of be-ing.448

Martin Heidegger

The goddess reveals her true identity by the mode of 
her epiphanies and her interventions… she herself is 
properly the decision.449

Walter Otto (on Athena)

When my daughter was 1½ years old we took her to “Santa Park,” a theme 
park at the Arctic Circle in Finland. Although well crafted, it was still a theme 
park, meaning that there were plenty of attractions, lots of “souvenirs,” a hefty 
entry fee, and a healthy dose of adult cynicism (me). However, an interesting 
thing occurred when we entered the central cave to a lively “elf ” review, my 
daughter started spontaneously (and vigorously) dancing. In this turn of events, 
affected by her joy, my cynicism dissolved. Although this event only lasted for 
a few minutes, I will always remember how my hardness was replaced with 
connection to my daughter and, ironically, to this place. In this experience, 
the “decision” to be cynical was mine, but only partially so. This, I think, says 
something interesting about the reciprocal relationship between individual and 
place in the occurrence of what I will refer to as significance.

I cite this particular example as a lead-in to a discussion of the force of ar-
chitectural significance, because it occurred in what some might consider an 
environment of the lowest architectural achievement and the highest consumerist 
contrivance.450 However, I think this is exactly the kind of conflicted territory 
that designers must take the most notice of: first, because it is a challenging il-
lustration of how place can foster significant encounters; and second, because an 
encounter with significance in such a place questions the often singular authority 
of design and what counts as good design.451 As such, I believe this example offers 
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a fine sense of what Heidegger meant when he said: “secular spaces are always 
the privation of often very remote sacred spaces.”452 I like this idea because it 
suggests that imperfect is not the same as depthless or worthless, and it points to 
the way that the smallest of things can help “sacredness” become less remote.453 

However, as I proceed, I intentionally make limited use of terms like sacred 
and spiritual. I do this not because I am against experiences (typically consid-
ered) eternal and harmonious; instead, I exclude these terms to check certain 
connotations of purity, harmony, and beauty that are unnecessarily limiting when 
pursuing design within the often messy and contradictory nature of the world 
in which we live. Thus, proceeding in this section, I inquire into an understand-
ing of affective encounters that exceed simple novelty or entertainment by way 
of Heidegger’s thinking on the “divinities,” particularly how the concept of the 
divinities illuminates the phenomena of significance. 

The Place of the Gods: Encounters with Significance454 

Much of Heidegger’s work was concerned with the relationship between sig-
nificance and location.455 In fact, in a late seminar he described how his thinking 
transitions from “the meaning of being” to “the truth of being” to “the topology 
of being.”456 Much of his interest in topology stems from the Greek topos, which 
indicated that “place belongs to the thing itself.”457 What this means is that place 
is not first an empty space that is later filled with things; rather, the phenom-
enon of place is often experienced as what Edward Casey calls “exemplary cases 
of things-as-locations.”458 Material things make the experience of place possible.

That said, Heidegger also understood place to be an energetic, deeply tempo-
ral state. For example, in a late essay, “The Thing,” he states cryptically: “out of 
the ringing mirror-play the thinging of the thing takes place.”459 In other words, 
although material things are critical to the structure of place, place is not a kind 
of static object, it is an event — taking-place. Heidegger emphases the dynamic 
temporality of place via terms like “ringing,” “thinging,” and “mirror-play.” In 
this passage, Heidegger is making reference to his well-known “Das Geivert,” 
or “the fourfold,” which is comprised of earth, sky, mortals, and divinities. This 
active and relation-based concept is an attempt to account for the contingent 
manner in which meaning is encountered in the world.460 Within the fourfold, 
places find significance through the temporal interplay of human involvement 
with material things and evanescent forces—the divinities being a primary ex-
ponent of the latter.

Heidegger, a source of inspiration for many of the more static and romantic 
visions of place, might seem a strange person to turn to for a more dynamic and 
plural description of the significance of place;461 yet, as suggested above, there 
is much more in Heidegger’s thought than harmonious eternal pastoralism. To 
be fair, cursory readings of Heidegger beg these kinds of conclusions exactly 



117

because of the examples he draws upon: farmhouses, cathedrals, temples, peas-
ants’ shoes, hammers, and wine jugs. However, it is important to realize that 
what is intended and is most instructive in these examples is how these things 
are used to illustrate complex relationships in time; as stated above, Heidegger 
uses primitive examples for their directness and clarity. It is up to readers to go 
beyond the literal, static, qualities of his examples, using them as catalysts for 
new ways of thinking and navigating specific—more complicated—contempo-
rary contexts and issues. 

To take up the divinities in this way begins by not thinking of them in strictly 
spiritual or religious terms.462 Importantly, states Damon Young, “Heidegger’s 
notion of divinity cannot be understood outside its context of poetic phenom-
enological hermeneutics.”463 That is, one should not connect this concept to 
the typical images and tropes of God, but must attempt to understand how the 
term is being used to describe, evoke, and think about specific phenomena of 
existence. Malpas suggests the poetic intent of Heidegger’s divinities is partly 
determined by “Greek thought and experience,” and he directs readers to Walter 
Otto’s Homeric Gods, published in German in 1929 for further illumination of 
this connection.464 The following description of the Greek gods in Otto provides 
a fair analogue to what Heidegger has in mind with the divinities: 

There has never been a religion in which the miracu-
lous, in the literal sense of transcending the natural 
order, has played so slight a role as in the ancient 
Greek. The reader of Homer must find it remarkable 
that despite frequent reference to the gods and their 
power the narrative contains virtually no miracles… 
In their world the divine is not superimposed as a 
sovereign power over natural events; it is revealed 
in the forms of the natural, as their very essence and 
being… the natural has become one with the spir-
itual and eternal, without surrendering a whit of its 
abundance, warmth, and immediacy in the amal-
gam…the ancient Greek religion comprehended the 
things of this world with the most powerful sense of 
reality possible, and nevertheless—nay, for that very 
reason—recognized in them the marvelous delinea-
tions of the divine.465

In a similar vein, Heidegger states that “the holy is the essence of nature.”466 
Yet, he too also wants to emphasize that nature itself is not something “higher.” 
Thus elsewhere he states: 

Does nature therefore resemble a god or goddess? If 
this were so then ‘nature,’ which is, after all, present 
in everything, even the gods, would be measured by 
the ‘divine,’ and would not be ‘nature’ any longer.467 
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In other words, Heidegger thinks it a disservice to the richness of nature to 
ascribe its “holy” moments to something that transcends nature itself. Thus, the 
gods cannot be thought of as merely natural or simply material. In fact, Hei-
degger states that “the default of God and the divinities is absence. But absence 
is not nothing; rather it is precisely the presence… of the hidden fullness and 
wealth of what has been and what…is presencing.”468 Further, one might regard 
Heidegger’s divinities as virtual (in a Deleuzean sense), which is to say, immanent 
by way of their absence.469 In any case, they are not “beyond;” as Heidegger states 
clearly, “eternal gods are no gods.”470 Perhaps John Caputo puts the gods peculiar 
way of existing best when he says (referring to Heidegger’s divinities): “‘God’ 
is not the clearing itself… ‘God’ makes an appearance within this clearing.”471 

In short, the gods are simultaneously material and immaterial, and their relation 
to place must be considered seamless, non-hierarchical, and interdependent.472 

Humans, too, are bound up in this interdependency. As such, significance 
is not something that is ours to ascribe to things; but rather, it is a relationship 
one enters into. Heidegger states: “as the Dasein gives itself over immediately 
and passionately to the world itself, its own self is reflected to it from things.”473 
Similarly, according to Otto, for the Greeks “the notion of divine essence and 
power proceeds not from the desiring subject (as in the case of Eros), but from 
the beloved object.”474 For Heidegger this power underlies all encounters. He 
states: “to undergo an experience with something—be it a thing, a person, or a 
god—means that this something befalls us, strikes us, comes over us, overwhelms 
and transforms us.”475 Here “understanding” means to be affected, and to act 
upon the insight that arises from being overwhelmed and transformed. And by 
acknowledging one’s own particular possibilities for response and taking up a 
certain trajectory through action, one “owns” a given situation.476 

However, when thinking about responding to the call of things, it is im-
portant to note that these events do not indicate mere determinism; rather, the 
action of the gods depends upon (and favors) the individual who is not only 
receptive, but also the individual that initiates action. Otto points to the god’s 
appreciation for Odysseus’ cleverness as an illustration of this point: 

If we look more closely at the occasions when these 
divine interventions take place, we find that they al-
ways come at the critical moment when human pow-
ers suddenly converge, as if charged by electric con-
tact, on some insight, some resolution, some deed… 
something must nevertheless proceed out of man to 
enable the god to enter and attach himself to him…
man has to start out if he is to encounter the god.477 

Heidegger, too, emphasizes a receptive/action-taking disposition, stating: 
“work, deed, poetizing, thinking, gifting, building, shelter-conceal the truth of 
being in things.”478 Which is to say, becoming involved activates the potential 
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of an encounter. And the significance of the encounter is revealed through the 
experience of “gods and men in their … reciprocal relation.”479 Or in architec-
tural terms, Farshid Moussavi says, “subjectivity… is a reciprocal interaction 
between built forms and people… meanings are not produced by architects, 
but by individuals. Architects produce affects.”480 This comment highlights the 
multifarious potential of design and the way affect becomes significant via the 
on-going exchanges between people and things.

Heidegger’s term Stimmung describes a similar process of reciprocation. Al-
though, initially translated by Macquarrie and Robinson as “mood,” Stimmung 
is more correctly translated as both mood and attunement. The importance of 
this point is, as William Blattner notes, that the notion of mood “is too nar-
row, since “attunement” (Stimmung) is meant to cover all of Dasein’s affective 
states (emotions, passions, and even… important aspects of character traits and 
sensibilities).481 

Further, in German Stimmung refers to the tuning of an instrument; thus 
Heidegger is evoking the interplay between instrument (thing) and musician 
(human) and how the quality of the instrument’s sound depends upon both the 
quality of the instrument itself and the responsive (and skilled) disposition of 
one who is tuning/playing. In this image, Heidegger has provided an analogue 
to the process by which one comes into understanding: one must be affected by 
(hear) the mood of a given situation and move to align (tune) their actions with 
the “frequency” of the mood or alter the frequency through other actions. In this 
way, mood does not tell one what to do, it reveals a range of shifting possibilities 
for one to work with. Blattner puts it this way: “Something that might show up 
as aggravating when you’re angry shows up as comical when you’re feeling silly.”482 
And importantly, the attunement of Stimmung connects the characteristics that 
Blattner outlines to Heidegger’s aforementioned description of the Greek gods 
as the “attuning ones.”483  

The plurality inherent to Stimmung is at the heart of both the architectural 
encounter and life itself. As such, the potentialities for significance are vast. Per-
haps this is why Heidegger says “chaos is the holy itself.”484

Recovering the Significance of Pluralities485

Xenophanes mocked the multiplicity of gods be-
cause they resembled their creators, men, in all 
their idiosyncrasies and faults, and the latest logic 
denounces the words of language, which bear the 
stamp of impressions, as counterfeit coin that would 
be better replaced by neutral counters. The world 
becomes chaos, and synthesis salvation. No differ-
ence is said to exist between the totemic animal, 
the dreams of the spirit-seer, and the absolute Idea. 
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On their way toward modern science human beings 
have discarded meaning.486

Max Horkheimer and Theodore Adorno

By seeking gods instead of God, Heidegger reopened meaning as a multiplic-
ity. In this way, Heidegger’s holy points to questions of significance that are best 
answered by asking a question of Deleuze’s: “which one?” rather than “what is 
it?”487 This means asking: “What are the forces which take hold of a given thing, 
what is the will that possesses it?”488 Here, significance is seen to arise not from 
absolute values, but through relationships; and making the most of relationships 
requires critical inquiry into the unstable truths of the situational. In short, this 
is an inquiry that requires a capacity for understanding different types of truth—
not the truth, but which truth? For Heidegger, the Homeric gods illuminate this 
kind of unstable truth, a truth that flourishes as undecideability, contradiction, 
and relativity. For example, Otto says of Hermes:

Hermes protects highwaymen and thieves, and even 
though he conducts pious wayfarers safely past 
them, it is the thieves who seem particularly close to 
his nature and heart. This signifies a huge expansion 
of the divine sphere of operation. Its compass is no 
longer delimited by human wishes but rather by the 
totality of existence.489

A similar kind of contingency (and specificity) can be seen in the way “things” 
gather in Heidegger’s fourfold. As David Weinberger explains, “the jug can be 
what it is (i.e., a jug) because it gathers the fourfold in a way that a sieve or a 
stool does not.”490 Further, it is not just that there are different things that can 
gather the fourfold differently, it is also that one jug might gather differently than 
another jug; and as Blattner explained of Stimmung, the same jug in different 
occasions with different people might find different resonances, be differently 
significant. Critically, none of these truths is limited by having an absolute end, 
like “correct” or “good,” or as Horkheimer and Ardorno point out, for the Greeks:

Heaven and hell were linked. The name Zeus was ap-
plied both to a god of the underworld and to a god 
of light in cults which did not exclude each other and 
the Olympian gods maintained a kind of commerce 
with the chthonic deities. In the same way, the good 
and evil powers, the holy and the unholy, were not 
unambiguously distinguished. They were bound to-
gether like genesis and decline, life and death, sum-
mer and winter.491

Here, absolute categories become less important than effective descriptions, 
and the understanding of what something does, how it works, and possible 
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implications. In other words, like the different appearings of the Greek gods, 
for Heidegger, a thing’s “truth” (the way it gathers the fourfold) can never be 
absolute or categorical; as such, it must be discerned in terms of its workings, 
its relationships, and how humans and other things fit into to these workings 
and relationships. The importance of understanding this gathering can be seen 
in Heidegger’s emphasis of the etymological link discussed above between the 
holy (Heilige) and being “whole” (heil).492 This link points to holiness being both 
knowing what counts as a “part” of a given whole and how the introduction of 
a “part” might result in the creation of a new whole. In this way, Heidegger’s 
divinities ask not a yes or no question—not the good—but a “good” that can 
only be understood in relative terms.493

The Role of Plurality in Architecture494

Possible architecture is architecture of more: a design 
approach implying much more than trivial problem 
solving methodics. An international cumulated expe-
rience to broaden the practical and theoretical frame, 
exploiting architecture’s true potential. Fundamen-
tally a philosophical expansion of the concept pos-
sible is required by reevaluating the conventions of 
rationality, efficiency and economy. Rejecting tech-
nocultural determinism and architecture’s present 
analytical form, we must develop alternative con-
cepts freeing us from stagnation, where architecture 
becomes comprehensive or synthetic. New param-
eters must include a plurality. I imagine architecture 
subcultures, languages with their own syntax. With 
necessary ideological tolerance we must all learn to 
speak these diverse environmental cultures of archi-
tecture.495 
Reima Pietilä

The problem with seeking absolute notions of good—the “right way” to do 
architecture—was called out in a 2007 conversation between Peter Eisenman 
and Mark Wigley. In this conversation, they discussed a limiting definition of 
architectural worth being posited and promoted by what they referred to as 
“architectural phenomenology.”496 Wigley stated plainly that architectural phe-
nomenology is hypocritical, and he believes this to be true, because architectural 
phenomenology:

Travels in the guise of wisdom but is relentlessly 
cynical in its approaches and motivations because 
it excludes so many of the very experiences it would 
claim to value… phenomenologists have a limited 
set of architectural objects they are willing to de-



122

scribe the experience of. Certain kinds of objects are 
good, certain kinds of objects are bad.497 

The conclusion they draw is that any tendency towards closed-mindedness 
or a kind of consensus about architectural appropriateness is problematic. Of 
course, in moving to condemn the phenomenologists, Eisenman and Wigley are 
treading into the same water; in their case, elevating questionability, uncertainty, 
and non-presence to a higher plane, and seeking to delegitimize everything that 
is its opposite. Here, I would argue that to elevate either the “phenomenological” 
or the “conceptual” as superior is unproductive. The fecundity of the non-di-
chotomous position moved Heidegger to eschew the “higher” in terms of source, 
cause, or God; for Heidegger, solving the problem of being with a supreme Being 
is to destroy the field of thinking itself.498 A similar non-dichotomous pursuit led 
Pietilä to comment: “No single future: I believe for the progress of architecture, 
a plurality of goals and means is vital.”499 

However, to promote plurality in architecture does not simply mean to 
promote the adoption of what Gregotti calls a “vulgar pluralism,” that is, an 
uncritical “everything is good” attitude.500 Instead, it means establishing more 
expansive definitions of what is to be considered architecturally significant. For 
Salomon, one definition of this sort of significance is found in the notion of 
“taste”. Following Hume, Salomon says taste is “neither universal nor infinitely 
fragmented. It is plural, yet specific with regard to history and medium.” 501 And 
importantly, taste means that “having a specific sensibility or preference for one 
thing does not mean negating other equally valid ones.”502 

It is useful to think of taste in terms of a kind of language: neither English, 
German or Italian are a better language than another, each is effective and affec-
tive in different ways. Here communication is a question of fluency, not prefer-
ence. Salomon cites Susan Sontag’s discussion of Camp and how an appreciation 
of Camp demands the cultivation of the “taste” for it. The Camp aesthetic has 
particular values and codes that one can learn to “read”—become attuned to—
and ultimately develop understandings of what makes good Camp or bad Camp. 
And importantly, inquiring into Camp as Camp (not as beauty) is to understand 
it to be a material practice that communicates via its own peculiar significances—
an appreciation of Camp depends upon becoming literate in the sensibilities of 
Camp.503 Another example of a search for the specifics of aesthetic language can 
be found in Lars Spuybroek’s promotion of the “wild picturesque” as a desirable 
aesthetic sensibility discovered between the poles of beauty and the sublime.504

In these ways, the logics of taste align with the divinities, because in both the 
demand is placed on the human participant to have enough knowledge to be 
able to discern the gestalt of the thing or situation and take appropriate action. 
A disposition of taste shifts intellectual and aesthetic focus away from binary 
questions of good or bad, significant or insignificant, beautiful or not, towards 
an inquiry into the means for creating and judging the legibility of different types 
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of significance; which means, that we must, like Nietzsche says of the “philoso-
pher-comets,” learn “how to make pluralism an art of thinking, a critical art.”505 

Gregotti believes the critical art of thinking pluralism begins with a ten-
sion, in his own words: “Uncertainty ought to increase the ethical weight of 
choice.”506 Others in architecture, too, have placed importance on being able to 
discern significance within a field of plurality. For instance, Jeffery Kipnis has 
called this ability “discrimination,” Stan Allen “legibility,” and Sarah Whiting 
has used both “legibility” and “judgment” as terms to describe engaging archi-
tecture in this way.507 In developing such abilities, Whiting sees a re-visioning 
of “reference meaning, process meaning, (and) phenomenological meaning.”508 
I take this to suggest a re-visiting, re-evaluation, and expansion of the ways ar-
chitecture has been valuated to date; it suggests the cultivation of disciplinary 
knowledge as a means of appraising different kinds of architectural moves and 
architectural wholes.  

However, it is not enough to just be able to read the tectonic language of 
a discreet building-object. In addition to knowledge of the disciplinary tropes 
and techniques that enable discrimination, one must also be able to “read” the 
temporal conditions made possible by the particular material and substantial 
constructs of places. This refers back to what Moussavi said above: designers do 
not create significance explicitly through their built works—they can only create 
affects.509 Elizabeth Grosz provides a good explanation of this notion of affect 
(as it is employed by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari):  

The work of art, whether pictorial, tactile, or sono-
rous, is a block of intensities, a compound of sensa-
tions and affects, of intensities that have gone be-
yond a subject to become entities themselves. But 
these sensations and affects do not in themselves 
make up art (on the contrary, art is composed of 
materials, sounds, colors, textures, melodies and not 
affects or sensations). They are the products of art, 
what art makes, what enables art to stand on its own, 
independent of its creator and of the circumstances 
of its creation.510

This slipperiness of concept is important to grapple with, because as Brian 
Massumi has suggested:

Affect is central to understanding our information 
and image-based late capitalist culture in which 
so-called master narratives are perceived to have 
foundered… (yet) there is no cultural-theoretical 
vocabulary specific to affect. Our entire vocabulary 
has derived from theories of signification that are still 
wedded to structure even across irreconcilable differ-
ences.511
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Although much work has been done on affect theory since Massumi’s com-
ment, in the context of architecture, affect theory has much room to grow; 
therefore, it is that we move to engage and understand the a-signifying effects 
of architecture and the a-subjective processes of design. 

Importantly, the “standing on its own” of affect does not mean designers have 
no creative agency; rather, it means that it is important to assign “things” their 
deserved agency. And, like plurality not being an “anything goes” proposition, 
a focus on affect is not a vision of atomized individual aesthetic experience de-
void of collective significance and accommodation. Here it is useful to refer to 
Heidegger’s discussion in Being and Time about the “publicness” of Stimmung, 
suggesting that, although there is always variation, it would be a completely a-
typical condition where everyone was literally compartmentalized in their own 
understanding.512 For example, the mood of many libraries affects a sense of 
quiet from many people, yet they achieve this end by different means. Certainly, 
the way people feel about the specific instantiations and arrangements is always 
subject to variation and cultural expectation, the perception of qualities such as 
shiny, heavy, dark, quiet have some degree of predictability within circumscribed 
areas and groups. However, because particular qualities and affective arrange-
ments do not guarantee the “arrival of the divinities,” so to speak, designers must 
be attentive to the multiple processes and events that can occur in response to, 
or are facilitated by, architecture; and must remain nimble in seeking and at-
tempting to deliver architectural significance. 

Figure 18. Columbia University Library, New York, 1903.

Here, architecture might be said to be, as Rem Koolhaas does, an art of “stag-
ing uncertainty.”513 This might be seen, for example, in the remarkable capacity 
for staging multifarious functions that the Columbia University Library stairs 
possess.514 In this way, significance is not the designed object as such, rather sig-
nificance is sheltered in the domain of the designed object; it resonates through 
the temporal phenomena that are supported or freed by the specific qualities and 
affordances of architecture. And, learning to evaluate such fleeting phenomena 
cannot be undertaken solely as an intellectual enterprise. Or as Pérez-Gómez has 
stated, design cannot be reduced to a “syntax of style … controlled by reason.”515 
Rather, design depends on practice, tacit knowledge, and a capacity to be af-
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fected; that is, to discern (and foster) the transitory intimations of significance 
or, as Kipnis claims, “performance in architecture is … as much if not more a 
question of elusive qualities than of measurable effects.”516 These points stand as 
reminders that we must vouchsafe the very suppleness of a pluralistic capacity 
for discernibility lest attempts be made to codify it. This danger is the constant 
danger of our enlightenment legacy. According to Horkheimer and Adorno: 

For the Enlightenment, anything which cannot be 
resolved into numbers, and ultimately into one, is il-
lusion; modern positivism consigns it to poetry… all 
gods and qualities must be destroyed.517

Here I return to Santa Park and my daughter: maybe the real key to the 
significance of this experience was the loss of my hardness, which leads to one 
of the more interesting statements Heidegger makes about the divinities: “As 
long as this arrival of kindness endures, so long does man succeed in measuring 
himself not unhappily against the godhead.”518 That is, kindness initiates the 
sacred encounter. Thus, at Santa Park the architectural qualities played a role 
in the happening of this experience, but the architecture itself was not in the 
foreground. Instead, the place created atmospheric conditions that some might 
call fun, some might call banal, some might call contrived, some might call 
whimsical; but it became differently significant for me—perhaps holy—through 
the fleeting event it facilitated. 

Architecturally speaking, I think the emphasis Heidegger places on the role 
of the human in attunement is both interesting and useful, because it suggests 
that there are opportunities to encourage encounters with the special signifi-
cances of the holy in any project. It is important to remember, however, that 
building for Heidegger means “all the works made by man’s hands and through 
his arrangements (my emphasis).”519 Thus one of the most important “buildings” 
designers make is the arrangements of a given environment to facilitate encounter 
via particular languages of architecture. These languages arise through design as 
one continuously and rigorously questions how certain orders of objects create 
certain effects, how architectural conditions can catalyze events, and how things 
“thing” to stimulate and arrange human contact. Here Heidegger’s divinities 
point to an instructive condition of plurality whereby significances of form and 
space become entwined with the significances of event; when we ourselves are 
prepared to become part of this entanglement, kindness endures and the world 
becomes a measure of our humanity.     

Now, this is not to say that particular places cannot, through their material 
power, affect humans in profound ways. However, what my experience at Santa 
Park does suggest is that perhaps there is less of a line between the sacred and 
the profane (or at least the prosaic) than is often allowed; and, perhaps the line 
is only there because we, as thinking subjects, have made it. In other words, 
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perhaps one can be equally, but differently, spiritually affected by going to Santa 
Park as to Central Park, or taking in a sunrise in one’s own kitchen as sitting in 
the colored light of Chartres Cathedral. 

Regardless of this bigger question, Santa Park highlights the fact that prosaic 
architectural environments often hold hidden opportunities for profundity, and 
these are freed only when one allows them to happen, or as Heidegger says: “The 
god shows himself ‘everyday’ and ‘far about’ by reconciling himself to his conceal-
ment, for the sake of looking callers.”520 So, unlike being jolted into awareness by 
the new, the novel, or the innovative, “knowing” this kind of significance depends 
upon developing practices for being affected by what is strange in the everyday.

The (Difficult) Affirmation of the Everyday521

Rem Koolhaas has painted a picture of the chaos of the contemporary built 
environment through what he calls “junkspace.” His essay of the same name does 
well to illustrate this difficult-to-love aspect of the built environment: 

Continuity is the essence of Junkspace; it exploits 
any invention that enables expansion, deploys the 
infrastructure of seamlessness… the product of an 
encounter between escalator and air-conditioning, 
conceived in an incubator of Sheetrock (all three 
missing from the history books)... Junkspace is like 
being condemned to a perpetual Jacuzzi with mil-
lions of your best friends ... Junkspace’s iconography 
is 13 percent Roman, 8 percent Bauhaus and 7 per-
cent Disney (neck and neck), 3 percent Art Nouveau, 
followed closely by Mayan.522 

Although some would have junkspace be an indication of an architecture 
devoid of significance, Antonio Negri offers a more insightful reading of this 
idea.523 He suggests that junkspace is merely an interim state, a vision of a cul-
ture trying to adapt to a new world of scale, speed, and connectivity. However, 
like all states situated within a dynamic temporal process, this state will be suc-
ceeded by others and will eventually lose its “plastic semblances” and move into 
an “extraordinary physicality” comparable to the “dreamy hyper-corporeality of 
(Francis) Bacon.”524

Despite Negri’s positive assessment of the implications of junkspace, his allu-
sion to Bacon leaves a vision of the built environment that many would not find 
reassuring. Yet, this statement is important and enlightening for the same reasons 
it is disturbing—it is an essential questioning of what is counted as architecture, 
throwing open the possibility that the future city might be something unfamiliar. 
Junkspace is simultaneously grotesque and beautiful, because it is the tension 
of a world struggling to find relevance in terms of the forces that are shaping it. 
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Kyoto, Japan—perhaps akin to Santa Park—offers a good example of a dif-
ferently significant place. From the perspective of traditional aesthetics, Kyoto, 
especially at the single building level (notwithstanding the many temples), is 
strikingly ugly, yet its urban vitality is substantially more potent than most cites 
in the U.S. The encounter with its peculiar vitality shifts the essence of one’s 
experience swiftly from visual disappointment to existential appreciation. Here, 
one encounters a type of beauty that is unexpected—unexpected because it must 
be lived rather than seen.

Urban vitality driven by values about density, community, commerce, tran-
sit, cleanliness and safety, more than collections of beautiful buildings, proves 
anathema to many long held architectural ideas about great cities. Across Japan, 
kitsch, impermanence, and brutal pragmatism collide, and result in the “big, 
ugly, urban jungles, such as Tokyo, Osaka, or Fukuoka, which Japanese have 
managed to make so supremely livable.”525 Places like these, according to Ok-
wui Enwezor, suggests that in Asia “the idea of junkspace as non-architecture 
is revised, it is the architecture.”526 In other words, with the reinforcement of 
both the designers and the citizens themselves, the chaos of junkspace transcends 
its individual elements to become an urban thickness, a thickness understood 
to be the ultimate measure of worth. In this thickness, an unfamiliar aesthetic 
emerges, which is often weirdly delightful—if one gives oneself over to it. But 
giving oneself over requires an ability to focus on the feel of fabric that holds a 
place together (rather than individual elements). 

Perhaps such an aesthetic might be best described as a “process aesthetic.” A 
process aesthetic is enabled by the depth of diverse and ever-evolving systems, 
where there is never no one single agent responsible, and is an aesthetic rooted in 
the immersive encounter with life itself. Here, significant experiences are made 
of different systems and elements of differing durations, interacting, reacting 
and transforming one another continuously. However, this can only become 
an aesthetic principle when change transcends the limits of mere novelty and 
human-centric (economic) notions of its necessity. 

Sanford Kwinter provides a helpful analogue to visualize the way form can 
emerge from such a process—form that is “time and difference generated”—in 
his comparative description of two different conditions for ice formation.527 In 
this description, he points out that the domestic ice cube is locked into and 
formed by a pre-given spatial system, namely a tray with geometric slots; with all 
the environmental factors tightly regulated, the form is predictable and regular. 
In contrast, the snow crystal emerges as different factors interact. And because 
it “interacts with higher-order flows—gravity, wind, barometric pressure, hu-
midity, other silicate dust, water, crystals, and thermal and even acoustic flows, 
plus electrical and magnetic gradients,” —the form is not pre-determined but 
emerges as a product of the forces that have shaped it.528 Of course a snowflake is 
a bit too easy, because it fits so well with very traditional definitions of expecta-
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Figure 19. Kyoto, Japan, 2008.
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tions of beauty; however, it does make very obvious the potential of non-human 
forces to produce “designs.” 

Interestingly, such a notion of form generation has been long familiar to 
landscape architects. As a discipline, landscape is based on the understanding 
that designs grow; therefore, when landscape architects provide visualizations 
of a possible design, it is understood that the images represent only a possible 
moment in a continuum of growth and decline. Landscape architects design en-
vironments that change with the time of day and the season, and that take time 
to reach maturity. Further, their work must respond to given conditions such as 
climate, soils, and solar orientation, lest they fail. So, the notion of design based 
in process rather than fixed form is not without precedent. And in fact, the im-
portant perspectives of landscape practices and process have begun to be utilized 
by those in other disciplines, architecture and planning particularly, as bringing 
critical acknowledgement of the temporal in the design of architectural places.529

When architecture incorporates something of a process sensibility into its 
understandings the role of the designer shifts from planner (in control of every-
thing), to facilitator; or perhaps even provocateur. Here, to provoke means to stir 
up the reality of a condition—as it is—using architecture as interventions that 
initiate and shape. Adopting such a view of design and its associated strategies 
means cities would tell us where they want to go, what they can become, and how 
we can unlock their latent potential. In other words, the implication of a more 
temporal perspective of place is that the success of future cities may depend less 
on formal virtuosity or futuristic visions than on our very sensitivity toward given 
conditions and fortitude in acting in concert with them. 

Importantly, embracing a process that creatively affirms present conditions 
is not accepting, say, junkspace as the new normal; rather, it is simply saying yes 
with a discerning eye, seeking to manage and perhaps intervene as these condi-
tions evolve. In a way, it is a disposition comparable to actor-comedian Stephen 
Colbert’s description of improvisation—the first rule is to say yes to whatever the 
other actor gives you, because it always leads somewhere.530 In short, no amount 
of precaution can ensure the success of an architectural intervention, because 
our knowledge is always necessarily incomplete; therefore, we must develop 
better methodologies that allow for this reality, rather than trying to exclude it. 

Such a prospect for architecture should make one necessarily uneasy, as it 
suggests that architecture might be better served if it is engaged as an experiment 
or a perpetually provisional solution. Yet the strength of this daunting perspec-
tive is that architecture would be better positioned to engage both the scale and 
speed made possible through modern technology, as well as the fundamental 
temporality that characterizes our very being. In fact, belief in such a position 
towards architecture has caused Andrea Branzi to suggest that a critical examina-
tion of the favela has the greatest potential for reshaping our building practices 
and the places that emerge from them. He believes this because the innovative, 
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open, and ductile systems of the favela point the way to a weaker urbanism; and 
this “weakness” is a strength because it indicates flexible and responsive optimism 
towards a conception of place that is less managed, controlled, or even designed 
in traditional terms.531

The strength of a process aesthetic is that it provides one with greater oppor-
tunities for success when faced with the complex systems and interrelationships 
that characterize the built environment. Yet it requires that optimistic attention 
be paid to all aspects of place—including the rotten and tainted—as indicators, 
directions, possibilities, and opportunities, and not to be corrected, but rather 
to be investigated, interrogated, and explored. Koolhaas puts it this way: “Even 
in the most degraded situations, one can find the beginning or key to some-
thing good… there are no situations sufficiently rotten where we cannot reach 
a retroactive concept.”532 

Case Study: OMA—An Affirmational Practice533

Rem Koolhaas has long held a temporal view of the built environment. From 
his early studies of the human dramas framed by the Berlin Wall to the social 
archeology of his seminal book Delirious New York to the work with OMA, 
he has created a temporally complex body of work, and at times has practiced 
architecture most interestingly by not building. In fact, Koolhaas believes that 
architecture is now “liberated from the obligation to construct,” and is thus freed 
to be “a way of thinking about anything—a discipline that represents relation-
ships, proportions, connections, effects, the diagram of everything.”534 This is an 
important point because it reminds architects that they are not only trained to 
design buildings, but also trained to understand and operate within multifaceted 
systems; forgetting this truism leads one to erroneously solve every problem of 
the built environment with a building. Koolhaas’ method of avoiding this pitfall 
emphasizes the need for agile and supple practices of thought. Such practices are 
useful because Koolhaas understands, according to Sanford Kwinter, that “it is 
never a question of organizing a space at the outset, but rather of unleashing, 
triggering, or capturing larger and existing processes.”535 Being a catalyst in this 
way demands a capacity for investigation, exploration, and response. 

Accordingly, OMA’s work always begins with research; a process of obser-
vation and inquiry that seeks existing artifacts, interactions, and situations as 
subjects for potential cultivation, elaboration, and transformation. One of the 
more provocative undertakings of this kind is found in Koolhaas’ Harvard Project 
on the City study of Lagos, Nigeria: 

This project is as much a study of Lagos as it is a study 
of more radical possibilities in the discipline of urban 
planning, and a proposal of new ways to examine the 
modern city. While the conditions identified in Lagos 
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are extreme cases, such extremity is generally a very 
rational response to a dysfunctional scenario. The 
material logic of Lagos is convincing.
We are resisting the notion that Lagos represents 
an African city en route to becoming modern. Or, in 
a more politically correct idiom, that it is becoming 
modern in a valid, “African” way. Rather, we think it 
possible to argue that Lagos represents a developed, 
extreme, paradigmatic case-study of a city at the 
forefront of globalizing modernity.
This is to say that Lagos is not catching up with us. 
Rather, we may be catching up with Lagos.
The African city forces the reconceptualization of the 
city itself. The fact that many of the trends of mod-
ern, Western cities can be seen in hyperbolic guise in 
Lagos suggests that to write about the African city 
is to write about the terminal condition of Chicago, 
London, or Los Angeles. It is to examine the city else-
where, in the developing world. It is to reconsider the 
modern city and to suggest a paradigm for its future.
In short, we would argue, it is to do away with the 
inherited notion of “city” once and for all.536

Regardless of whether you believe this assessment to be correct or not, at the 
very least the study of Lagos represents a sweeping example of the productive 
power of affirmation as a means of gaining a more precise view of the temporal 
forces at play in a particular situation. The obvious answers in Lagos involve 
either saying that this place is a wreck and turning away, or pumping it full of 
Western “aid.” But the thought-provoking answer is to ask what can we learn 
by accepting Lagos as is, really examining how it works—does Lagos suggest 
potentials for urbanity that would otherwise be unimaginable? 

In architectural terms, Lagos’ architectural status is not dissimilar (albeit more 
extreme) to Los Angeles forty years prior, when Reyner Banham set out against 
accepted thought on places of architectural worth to describe the “extraordinary 
mixture of geography, climate, economics, demography, mechanics and culture” 
that made up Los Angeles’ “four ecologies.”537 In both examples, the real vital-
ity of place emerges, in part, because the investigator is not seeking only the 
normative (timeless) aspects of a place, but rather, is turning also toward those 
things most present, most inscrutable, apparently trivial, and belief-threatening 
as a means to open up new possibilities for participation and new insights into 
the ways that cities can flourish. Here, a willingness to be affected changes un-
derstanding. This kind of thinking illustrates the risks involved with adopting a 
more temporal understanding of place—one’s beliefs are under constant threat. 

In seeking a more temporal view of architecture one is, in fact, seeking place 
as self-perpetuating organism. As a function of a self-perpetuating place the de-
signer becomes but one actor amongst many in a complex drama, no better or 
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worse (albeit more experienced in design) than, say, any citizen, social, or ecologi-
cal force that might also lend shape to the environment. Koolhaas believes that 
it is exactly this kind of view of design and urbanism that should be embraced 
when imagining new possibilities for the city. He says, (with an obvious jab at 
a popular form of planning):

If there is to be a “new urbanism” it will not be based 
on the twin fantasies of order and omnipotence; it 
will be the staging of uncertainty; it will no longer 
be concerned with the arrangement of more or less 
permanent objects but with the irrigation of terri-
tories with potential; it will no longer aim for stable 
configurations but for the creation of enabling fields 
that accommodate processes that refuse to be crys-
tallized into definitive form; it will no longer be about 
meticulous definition, the imposition of limits, but 
about expanding notions, denying boundaries, not 
about separating and identifying entities, but about 
discovering unnamable hybrids; it will no longer be 
obsessed with the city but with the manipulation of 
infra-structure for endless intensifications and diver-
sifications, shortcuts and redistributions-the reinven-
tion of psychological space.538

OMA’s projects for Yokohama, Parc de la Villette, and the Parisian ville nou-
velle Melun-Senart respectively provide good examples of the temporal design 
strategy that goes along with Koolhaas’ “new urbanism.” At Yokohama, OMA 
endeavored to understand and engage the place by mapping its activity in a 
temporal matrix. In so doing, the project results in a design that is “continuous 
and formless,” with the proposal engulfing the site like a kind of programmatic 
“lava;” this outcome delivers a place with “three layers of public activity ma-
nipulated to support the largest possible number of events with the minimum 
amount of permanent definition.”539 At Parc de la Villette in Paris, the goal was 
not to design a park but to design, according to Mohsen Mostafavi, “a condi-
tion that would eventually generate a park.”540 And finally, in the project for 
Melun-Senart, one sees a project where the prospect of future urban vitality 
is centered on a strategy of preservation, cultivation, and augmentation. Here 
OMA sought to design significant relationships between activities rather than 
designing the objects that hold them. Koolhaas is plain about the inconsequence 
of architectural form to the success of this project: “It is our thesis that if the 
demarcation of this complex of voids and bands succeeds, insuring qualities of 
beauty, serenity, history, access, and services, the city of Melun-Senart also suc-
ceeds, whatever its architecture.”541  

The TGV hub at Euralille in Lille is an excellent example of a project that 
“succeeds, whatever its architecture.” Once called “a disparate collection of ar-
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chitectural gestures, each dumbly shrieking to attract attention to its developers 
or owners,”542 Euralille finds success not in the design of its architectural objects, 
but in their repercussions as an assemblage on their surroundings. Ian Buruma 
explains Euralille’s apparent success as follows:

The astonishing thing about Euralille, and this is re-
ally the point, is how this modern development, in-
cluding of course the TGV itself, has revived old Lille. 
Nobody lives in Euralille. It is a place to work, eat, buy, 
or stay overnight, a transitional city, full of commer-
cial activity, but no neighborhoods. Old Lille, how-
ever, is now a thriving area of fine, renovated houses, 
excellent restaurants, attractive, well-stocked shops, 
and also of squares and streets teeming with life. A 
bold, big, modern architectural development has re-
vitalized a dying old city.543

The design of Euralille highlights the complex interactions that occur as a 
result of architectural interventions, and how responding affirmatively and crea-
tively to a given problem can open opportunities that extend benefits beyond the 
scope of the initial problem. Facilitating these kinds of temporal engagements 
with place, however, requires a willingness to participate in a process of experi-
mentation and ongoing transformation, leaving behind prejudices about perma-
nence, beauty, and the role of architecture in vitalizing a place; or in Koolhaas’ 
own words: “Since we are not responsible, we have to become irresponsible.”544

The work (and thinking) of OMA demonstrates how the potential of situ-
ations is found in acknowledging the unpredictability of place and culture, 
settling into one’s inability to control it, and developing design processes that 
affirm these realizations; seeking not to predict and control, but to instigate and 
irrigate, catalyze and cultivate. 
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6. The Force of Concept

Concrete Architectural Objects

There would be no exaggeration in saying that the 
quality of a simple needle expresses the degree of 
perfection of a nation’s industry. This is the reason 
for the fairly legitimate existence of judgments of the 
sort that define a needle as “an English needle.” Judg-
ments such as these make sense because technical 
ensembles are reflected in the simplest elements 
they produce.545 
Gilbert Simondon

To think architecture not in terms of human use, but via a kind of machinic 
logic seems a productive way to attend to architecture working as architecture—
the analogical language of architecture. And just as the logic of the technical 
object does not preclude human use, such an architectural logic would not be a 
version of formalism; rather, it would be an attempt to draw architectural con-
clusions from the complete conditions of its existence. It is an inquiry that seeks 
a similar internal consistency and dynamic effect as that of the machine. Such 
a view requires thinking architecture as materializations of the messy interplay 
between human innovation and historico-eco-cultural formations and establish-
ing practices that allow one to think this complexity as such. Pietilä believed that 
“culture is the key”, and adding:

Future architecture cannot be conceived as a mere 
repetition of present buildings. We need a develop-
ing scheme for architecture of cultural integrity. The 
environment we design today will stand in 2050… 
perhaps studying the integral cultural systems of the 
past and present will give us necessary creative vi-
sion, directing us onto a new rail.546 

Opportunities for future architecture can be found through inquiries into the 
cultural/temporal/ecological agency that has influenced the material formations 
of architecture. For example, thinking about the epigraph from Simondon that 
opened this section, one might say that when the building “industry” was a lo-
cal—vernacular—entity it was perhaps more possible to make similar claims as 
the “English needle” about architecture. In fact, such understanding of a tech-
nical-cultural ensemble through the interrogation of a characteristic assemblage 
is precisely what Heidegger’s famous description of the Black Forest farmhouse 
is about. One of the important realizations that comes out of that description 
is that the ensemble of architecture is more expansive than the simplifications 
of type or mere technicalities of building per se; hence, Heidegger described the 
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Black Forest Farmhouse as being “built some two hundred years ago by the dwell-
ing of peasants. A craft which itself sprung from dwelling… built the farmhouse 
(my emphasis).”547 In other words, Heidegger is pointing to the particular ways 
architecture can be seen to structure and be structured by a culture and its modes 
of existence—one does not simply build the farmhouse; rather, dwelling, in its 
particular qualifications and significances, builds the farmhouse. For a point of 
reference, I cite the whole passage:

Let us think for a while of a farmhouse in the Black 
Forest, which was built some two hundred years ago 
by the dwelling of peasants. Here the self-sufficiency 
of the power to let earth and heaven, divinities and 
mortals enter in simple oneness into things, ordered 
the house. It placed the farm on the wind-sheltered 
mountain slope looking south, among the meadows 
close to the spring. It gave it the wide overhanging 
shingle roof whose proper slope bears up under the 
burden of snow, and which, reaching deep down, 
shields the chambers against the storms of the long 
winter nights. It did not forget the altar corner behind 
the community table; it made room in its chamber 
for the hallowed places of childbed and the “tree of 
the dead”—for that is what they call a coffin there: 
the Totenbaum—and in this way it designed for the 
different generations under one roof the character 
of their journey through time. A craft which, itself 
sprung from dwelling, still uses its tools and frames 
as things, built the farmhouse.
Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we 
build. Our reference to the Black Forest farm in no 
way means that we should or could go back to build-
ing such houses; rather, it illustrates by a dwelling 
that has been how it was able to build.548

I find this description in its entirety useful, because it demonstrates both the 
dynamic interplay of building, culture, and environment over time, and it also 
points to the virtual logics that arise through the acts of building (i.e. existence 
and technique). Further, the passage demonstrates how these logics undergo 
refinements that propel them towards the recognizability of specific building 
languages (which are necessarily tied to specific vernacular traditions). In other 
words, there is a point at which one can identify a Queenslander residence, a 
Fujian tulou, a Rondavel, a Yali, a Toda hut, a Norwegian stabbur, a Karo ke-
ben, a Finnish sauna, and a Black Forest farmhouse; but more importantly, in 
each, like the Black Forest farmhouse, one can see how place-specific materials, 
techniques, climate response, cultural traditions and personal needs coalesce as 
particular yet malleable architectural formations. Reflecting on the logics and 
refinements associated with the process of becoming a concrete technical object, 
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Figure 20. Queenslander residence. 

Figure 21. Fujian tulou, China.  Figure 22. Rondavel, Lesotho. 

Figure 23. Yali, Turkey.  Figure 24. Toda hut, India.
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Figure 25. Shotgun houses, Alabama, USA

Figure 26. Norwegian stabbur. Figure 27. Finnish Sauna.

Figure 28. Karo keben, North Sumatra.  Figure 29. Black Forest farmhouse.
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one can also see how the various aspects of the vernacular actually create the 
environment they inhabit. 

So, like the notion of a technical essence, there are families of languages in 
architecture as well, many of these have been defined as historic/cultural styles 
(Owen Jones) or as typologies (Quatremère de Quincy).549 However, style and 
typology are privative aspects of the process of dwelling itself; the emergence of 
coherent architectural languages is an on-going and constantly evolving process 
and the “working” of an architectural language has more in common with the 
dynamics of a machine than the categorizations of science. The way this process 
occurs in vernacular architecture highlights the way that concrete technical ob-
jects “approximate the mode of existence of natural objects.”550 

In this statement, Simondon is explicitly calling into question the mutual 
exclusivity that Aristotle gave the products of techne and phusis. That is, Aristo-
tle made a clear division between living beings (e.g. trees, birds, and humans), 
which made themselves (biologically speaking)—phusis; and the tools, instru-
ments, artifacts, and artworks that were crafted by humans (i.e. objects with no 
internal force or self-motivation)—techne. Opposing the Aristotelian dichotomy, 
Simondon sees the technological object as having aspects both of those things-
made, and those-things-that-make-themselves. In short, technical objects have a 
kind of agency and potential like that of natural objects, and should be regarded 
in a similar manner. 

Dwelling, which involves both cultivating and constructing, highlights the 
interconnectedness of physis and techne.551 Heidegger emphasizes this point in 
relation to architecture at the end of “Building Dwelling Thinking” when he says: 

The erecting of buildings would not be suitably de-
fined even if we were to think of it in the sense of 
the original Greek techne as solely a letting-appear, 
which brings something made, as something present, 
among the things that are already present.
The nature of building is letting dwell. Building ac-
complishes its nature in the raising of locations by 
the joining of their spaces. Only if we are capable of 
dwellling, only then can we build.552

In other words, the things made via techne are not different in kind from those 
natural things that just appear; however, seeing constructions as quasi-biological is 
only possible when one is capable of dwelling (“only then can we build”); dwelling 
occurs when one is attuned to the specificities of a given situation and is built-up 
by interacting with all objects in a world with a desire to understand their ways of 
becoming. Gregotti builds this capacity in himself and this leads to his call for 
“simple” architecture. He states:

A simple building… rests on a principle of settlement 
as it does on its own physical foundations. It is the 
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ability to clearly identify such foundations, including 
the connection with the earth and the geography 
that represents its history, that allows an architecture 
to achieve simplicity; that is, to become necessary in 
all its parts and connect itself directly to the princi-
ples of its own synthesis.553

In this description Gregotti is pointing to the complex “simplicity” like 
that of the vernacular tradition, which arises in architecture when architecture 
increasingly refines itself according to the interchanges between location, avail-
able materials, and practiced techniques. However, Gregotti is not pressing for 
a return to the vernacular traditions; rather, he is seeking an evolution of the 
Modernist project, arguing that architecture can achieve both sophistication 
and interest by attending to, with precision, the particular issues that make a 
specific design an appropriate solution. That is, Gregotti believes architecture 
should not be approached from the point of view of instrumentalism, nostalgia, 
or novelty. Instead, architecture can foster its own integrity via the cultivation 
of new languages of architecture—languages that emerge as responses to the 
questions posed by dwelling. 

Similarly, Pietilä explains how his own practice sought new languages of 
architecture: 

Our present approach is a kind of cultural archaeol-
ogy. If we search for a new architecture we are to be 
creative in understanding the past. Is not problem of 
style but of interaction of determinants formative for 
culture as a whole.554 

Instead of provisional solutions generated by a designer, the vernacular is 
made of provisional solutions generated by a culture. The solutions are provi-
sional only insofar as the conditions that were emerging are factors of time and 
have changed over time. These examples are the perfect provisional solution, 
because for a time they were “finished.” Seen in this way, the architecture of the 
past cannot be viewed as a mere succession of aesthetic styles or quaint answers 
to old questions; rather, the architecture of the past can be read as a collection of 
critical junctures between making and culture, each with its own internal logic. 
These junctures are opportunities to creatively read the potentialities and tenden-
cies of specific architectural configurations as the materialization of technical/
cultural collisions. Ruminating upon the relationships between these collisions 
and configurations can illuminate the opportunities of our own technical/cultural 
collisions and deal with them creatively and expansively. 

Furthering the analogy, it is important to consider hypertelia (over-special-
ization) in technical objects, and its relevance to architecture. According to Si-
mondon, “hypertelia” occurs when the specificity of a technical object causes it 
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to “adapt badly to changes.”555 For example, “a particular electrical circuit will 
not be able to function if it is transported from France to America because of 
the difference in frequency (60 Hertz and 50 Hertz respectively).”556 Here we 
have a case of a technical object that is so enmeshed with a given set of condi-
tions that it becomes inflexible 

Simondon outlines the three different ways that technical adaptation occurs: 

1. Within a specific technical environment (e.g. dif-
ferent types of current for different types of devices); 
2. Standing between two environments (e.g. how 
“worlds act on one another through the traction en-
gine”);
3. Interrelating two environments.557 

It is the third category of adaptation where Simondon sees real technical 
progress being possible.558 As an example, he cites a breakthrough in traction 
engines that allowed trains to become “adapted to the relational modality;”559 
which is to say, trains designed with a greater capacity for performance in di-
verse environments and circumstances. Critically, Simondon notes (based on 
observations of the Guimbal turbine) that “the only environment that tolerates 
non-hypertelic adaptation is the environment created by the adaptation itself.”560 
This is an important point of understanding and reflection on how one regards 
the relationship between the artificial and the natural. 

Although most architecture is place bound, the notion that real progress 
is made when technology and environment become mutually supportive and 
(presumably) co-evolving is highly relevant and intriguing. Certainly, this means 
that architecture must respond to its environment in design, but also through 
its continued ability to age and affect human behavior. Unlike many notions 
about contextualism, however, this interdependency implies that there are op-
portunities for better architectural responses—responses that cannot occur if 
architectural interventions do not aspire to a recreation of context. This is not an 
architecture that denies its setting; rather, it is an architecture that has a hand 
in creating and continuously changing its environment. 

Guattari believed that survival of the planet depends upon the technical 
augmentation of environments:

Natural equilibriums will be increasingly reliant upon 
human intervention, and a time will come when vast 
programmes will need to be set up in order to regu-
late the relationship between oxygen, ozone and 
carbon dioxide in the Earth’s atmosphere. We might 
just as well rename environmental ecology machinic 
ecology, because Cosmic and human praxis has only 
ever been a question of machines… in the future 
much more than the simple defense of nature will be 
required.561
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Being environmental here would no longer mean defending/preserving the 
“natural,” but rather working to enhance, extend, and replenish the environment 
through technological means. Perhaps, if we can bring architecture into the place 
of the technical object, it begins a way of thinking about environmental design 
with greater architectural sophistication than the instrumental proclivities that 
sustainability have ever allowed. For example, when currently when one thinks 
of sustainability, images of PV panels, wind turbines, rainwater cisterns, green 
roofs and such come to mind. These systems, like the parts in a 1910 car engine, 
tend to be simply attached and autonomous; so perhaps a major step forward in 
“sustainable” architecture would be to envision and develop, say, a roof assembly 
that simultaneously retains stormwater, provides daylight and power, while insu-
lating and cooling the building. More than that; it generates enough electricity 
to enable the owner to sell electricity back to the grid. In short, architecture is 
nowhere close to the “unified effect of the working of the ensemble” that is seen 
in Simondon’s concrete technical objects. 

Here Pietilä’s goals at Suvikumpu are instructive: 

“The boundary between nature and the building is 
eliminated. The colours and light of the surrounding 
forest landscape continue into the architecture.”562 

Taking a cue from Pietilä, perhaps we can begin to think architecture via 
Simondon’s notion of “technogeographic”—a term meant to underscore the 
interdependence of the technical and the natural—and use this idea to be both 
supple and inventive when imaging future languages of architecture.563 

The architectural connection to the technical object crystalizes as one begins 
to think of architecture as also undergoing processes of concretization—a process 
not viewed with an anthropological logic; but rather, an operational architectural 
logic. Thinking these logics “takes place on a middle level between the concrete 
and the abstract, the level of diagrams.”564  However, this is a particular kind of 
diagram—one that creates effects—a compositional diagram. Distinguishing the 
compositional (operational) from the organizational, as Deleuze says, “composi-
tion is itself an organization, but one that is in the process of disintegrating.”565 
For example, a grid could be used to organize a number of various parts of, say, 
a city; however, if imbued with operations and imposed upon by external forces, 
the grid goes beyond mere organization to become compositional, because in 
being compositional the grid acquires a mutability that is not found in the rigid 
overlay of an organizational grid, which is not subject to the forces of entropy. 
The following section examines the workings of an effective architectural diagram 
via a case study of a particular compositional/operational diagram, namely that 
of the Roman Camp. 
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Case Study—The Plentitude of the Roman Camp 

The most common mistake of contemporary “experi-
mental” architecture is to turn the space of the dia-
gram or graph literally into the space of the drawing, 
and, therefore, of the building.566

Alejandro Zaera-Polo

When a Greek army makes camp, its prime considera-
tion is to take advantage of the natural strengths of 
the terrain itself. There are two reasons for this: they 
want to avoid the hardship of digging trenches, and 
they regard man-made defense as inferior to purely 
natural topographical features. This not only affects 
the arrangement of the camp as a whole, in that 
topographical constraints mean that no two camps 
ever have the same shape, but they also have to vary 
the details to fit in with various inconvenient terrains. 
The upshot is that no one knows for certain precisely 
which plot he or his unit is to occupy. For the sake of 
simplicity, however, the Romans are prepared to en-
dure the hardship involved in digging trenches and 
so on, since then they always end up with identical 
camps, with which everyone is familiar.567     
Polybius

Historian Catherine M. Gilliver suggests that it would be only slightly in-
correct to consider the Roman camps as a piece of military equipment.568 This 
comment is an interesting variation on the idea that tools are loci of thought; 
the technique of the diagram, too, can be seen to simultaneously amplify and 
reduce certain abilities, certain operations and certain ways of thinking about a 
given situation, resulting in circumscribed measures of the world. 

The difference in concept between the Roman and Greek comparison helps 
illustrate this point. In the above passage, Polybius presents two encampment 
diagrams: the first prioritizes the terrain, while the second prioritizes the camp. 
Initially, this example appears to suggest that the Greeks are attuned to the envi-
ronment and the Romans are not. Polybius’ comment that the Roman method 
was done for “the sake of simplicity” seems to point to Heidegger’s idea of Ge-
stell. However, it would be over-hasty to elevate the responsiveness of the Greek 
diagram and condemn the Roman as the vehicle for generalized instrumental-
ism, because such a condemnation relies on an impoverished view of the phusis/
techne relation and a limited picture of the “magical” qualities569 of the Roman 
diagram, which is its generative nature. 

As a means of better understanding the generative and compositional quali-
ties of the Roman diagram, I turn to Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle’s “four 
causes” —causa materialis, causa formalis, causa finalis, and causa efficiens—to 
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call into question the modern tendency to conflate causality with instrumentality 
and to demonstrate the compound causality of the Roman camp. 

The conflation of causality and instrumentality occurs because of a confusion 
about the nature of causality, or Heidegger states: “whenever instrumentality 
reigns, there reigns causality.”570 Which is to say, simple linear causality is merely 
instrumentality, and, overcoming a bias towards the diagram as a reductive de-
vice, depends upon overcoming the understandings that shape an impoverished 
view of causality. Heidegger goes on to describe the process of simplification that 
leads to this impoverishment: 

For a long time we have been accustomed to repre-
senting cause as that which brings something about. 
In this connection, to bring about means to obtain 
results, effects. The causa efficiens, but one among 

Figure 30. Roman Military Camp diagram after Polybius.
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the four causes, sets the standard for all causality. This 
goes so far that we no longer even count the causa 
finalis, telic finality, as causality.571

There are three important points here. First, that which is typically called 
causality is only one aspect of causation— causa efficiens—which translates into 
instrumentality. Second, the problem with the causa efficiens is it leads human 
makers to view themselves as the cause; and third, this image of making (as instru-
mentalism) is so common and so totalizing that the question of the causa finalis, 
“to what end,” is not even seen as part of causality anymore.572 Importantly, the 
end (final cause) of the silver chalice that Heidegger cites in his example is not 
its practical function of holding liquid; but rather, that of enabling a sacred rite. 
Here Heidegger’s point is sympathetic to intensive thinking—it is not the ex-
tensive qualities associated with utility and use that determine the being of the 
chalice; rather, the chalice is a chalice because of an intensive property, namely, 
the chalice’s significance as a catalyst to a sacred rite. 

Recovering causality as a more robust and useful concept requires seeing 
that the four causes, “are the ways, all belonging together, of being responsi-
ble for something else.”573 In other words, causality ceases to be synonymous 
with instrumentalism as soon as one fosters the “playing in unison” of the four 
causes. This begins with makers, as causa efficiens, no longer acting as creators, 
but rather as catalysts. In this way, the maker becomes the one who “gathers 
together the three aforementioned ways of being responsible and indebted.”574 
Heidegger uses the term “indebted” to consciously evoke the sense that a maker 
“owes” something to the situation; that is, the world itself has agency and it is 
one’s highest commitment to allow this agency to be affective. Heidegger refers 
to this disposition of making as “starting something on its way into arrival.”575 
Throughout this discussion he repeatedly reminds the reader that there are four 
causes and a maker’s job is to help activate the others. 

Understanding how to act effectively in this context requires being able to 
think relationally, which is to say, one aims to understand the “capacities” of 
things.576 DeLanda, draws upon the work of James Gibson to describe how af-
fordances reveal capacities, explaining:577 

A piece of ground does have its own intrinsic prop-
erties determining, for example, how horizontal or 
slanted, how flat, concave or convex, and how rigid 
it is. But to be capable of affording support to a walk-
ing animal is not just another intrinsic property, it is 
a capacity which may not be exercised if there are no 
animals around.578

The generative nature of the Roman camp diagram is best grasped by attend-
ing to the way it transforms capacities of a place into affordances that advance 
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the critical goals and values of the Roman army (and as we will see, Rome it-
self ). The individual terms of the four causes and the interactions between them 
structure this investigation, in order to present both a richer notion of causality 
and to illustrate the numerous tacit understandings and implicit values that can 
be assimilated by the diagram to generate compositions imbued with particular 
architectural/cultural logics.

  
A. Causa materialis

With many encampments being temporary, the Romans did not simplisti-
cally modify any and every given landscape; in fact, one of the first filters pro-
vided by the diagram was that it demanded a great deal of attention be paid 
to the specific potential of place, for both strategic and functional reasons. For 
example, a suitable site required a reliable water source (for both drinking and 
bathing) and enough elevation change to ensure proper sanitation: waste-water 
runoff and, in more permanent camps, for the latrine waste.579 

The historian Hyginus suggested that a site that rose up from the plain was 
most desirable, a relatively flat site the next most desirable, followed by sites 
on hills, sites on mountains, and unavoidable sites being the least desirable.580 
Flavius Vegetius adds to these more static concerns a need to pay attention to a 
site’s affordances and susceptibility to temporal events: 

An army should not encamp in summer near bad wa-
ters or far from good ones, nor in winter in a situation 
without plenty of forage and wood. The camp should 
not be liable to sudden inundations. The avenues 
should not be too steep and narrow lest, if invested, 
the troops should find it difficult to make their retreat; 
nor should it be commanded by any eminences from 
which it may be annoyed by the enemy’s weapons.581

Once a prospective site was identified, “one of the tribunes and those of the 
centurions who have been given the job on this occasion go on ahead and survey 
the whole area where the camp is to be made,”582 to ensure its suitability, and con-
sequently to begin to implement the “concepts” that activated the camp diagram. 

Among the most critical determinants of the camp were the two primary 
via’s—the via praetoria and the via principalis —running through the camp. 
These via’s were iterations of the Roman cardo and decumanus — the extensive 
layout of which Pliny the Elder describes in his Natural History. (I include the 
entire passage here as to provide a sense of understanding and involvement with 
the environment that the operation demanded):  

After observing the quarter in which the sun rises on 
any given day, at the sixth hour of the day [midday] 
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take your position in such a manner as to have the 
point of the sun’s rising on your left; you will then 
have the south directly facing you, and the north 
at your back: a line drawn through a field in this di-
rection [from due north to due south] is called the 
“cardinal” line [cardo]. The observer must then turn 
around, so as to look upon his shadow, for it will be 
behind him. Having thus changed his position, so as 
to bring the point of the sun’s rising on that day to 
the right, and that of his setting to the left, it will be 
the sixth hour of the day, at the moment when the 
shadow straight before him is the shortest. Through 
the middle of this shadow, taken lengthwise, a furrow 
must be traced in the ground with a hoe, or else a line 
drawn with ashes, some twenty feet in length, say; 
in the middle of this line, or, in other words, at the 
tenth foot in it, a small circle must then be described: 
to this circle we may give the name of the “umbilicus,” 
or “navel.” 
…
We have already stated that the umbilicus should be 
described in the middle of the line. Let another line 
be drawn transversely through the middle of it, and 
it will be found to run from due east to due west; a 
trench cut through the land in accordance with this 
line is known by the name of “decumanus.” Two other 
lines must then be traced obliquely across them in 
the form of the letter X, in such a way as to run exactly 
from right and left of the northern point to left and 
right of the southern one. All these lines must pass 
through the centre of the umbilicus, and all must 
be of corresponding length, and at equal distances. 
This method should always be adopted in laying out 
land; or if it should be found necessary to employ it 
frequently, a plan of it may be made in wood, sticks of 
equal length being fixed upon the surface of a small 
tambour, but perfectly round. In the method which I 
am here explaining, it is necessary to point out one 
precaution that must always be observed by those 
who are unacquainted with the subject. The point 
that must he verified first of all is the south, as that 
is always the same; but the sun, it must be remem-
bered, rises every day at a point in the heavens dif-
ferent to that of his rising on the day before, so that 
the east must never be taken as the basis for tracing 
the lines.583

Although Richardson suggests that “such a technique that relied upon various 
times of day and the presence of the sun may have been difficult to adhere to 
when establishing a temporary marching camp,”584 (the above description per-
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tains to the laying out of an estate), Pliny’s comment that “this method should 
always be adopted in laying out land” points to a general desirability to attend 
to these basic tenets, particularly in establishing estates, permanent camps, forts, 
and towns, presumably, because rigorous adherence to some basic practices—like 
the making of a Parisian baguette—leads to reliably good results.  Appreciation 
of this skill is highlighted in William Ramsey’s gloss of Polybius:

Skill in the selection of such a spot (capere locum cas-
tris) was ever considered as high quality in a general, 
and we find it recorded among the praises of the 
most renowned commanders that they were wont in 
person to perform this duty...great importance was 
attached to the choice of a fitting situation which 
should admit of being readily laid out in the required 
form, which should afford no facilities for attack or 
annoyance, which should be convenient for procur-
ing wood, water, and forage, and which the army 
might enter and quit without danger of surprise.585

That said, the resolution of the initial survey was always negotiable according 
to peculiarities of the site; and, at least in later Roman camps, even the shape 
of the perimeter was negotiable, as evidenced in Vegetius who states: “the camp 
is formed square, round, triangular or oblong, according to the nature of the 
ground.” 586 

After the establishment of the cardo and decumanus, a first flag to mark the 
council’s tent was placed in the position with the clearest overall view and best 
situation in regards to communication with the rest of the camp.587 Successive 
flags would then be placed to mark the main encampment, tribune’s tent, and 
the line below, which the legionaries were to encamp.588 With this initial set-up, 
demarcation of the streets could be made and the army could then move-in. 
Polybuis describes the power of this form:  

All this means, of course, that as soon as the army 
comes up to the campsite and gains a clear over-
view of it, the whole design is immediately clear to 
everyone, with the consul’s flag acting as the marker 
from which they can deduce the rest. No one has any 
doubt as to which street and which plot he is to pitch 
his tent on, since everyone always occupies the same 
plot.589 

This description—combined with Vegetius’ comment that camps might be 
square, round, triangular or oblong—reinforces the idea that the value of the 
camp diagram was not found in geometry, which is what Vegetius meant when 
he claimed that “the form of a camp does not constitute its goodness.”590 Instead, 
its “goodness” is found in the “why” of all these arrangements in agglomeration 
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and the consistency of quality when subject to the variability of situation. In 
short, the significance of the camp— its goodness—is found in the causa finalis.

B. Causa finalis

The causa finalis should never be thought of merely as what something is, but 
should instead ask the question of what something is supposed to do—what makes 
something good. The “goodness” of the Roman camp is activated by a diagram 
that allowed a swift installation of the necessary practical and political structures 
for a temporary city—elements that would help to guarantee a secure, clean, and 
smoothly run camp—while still allowing responsiveness to specific challenges 
of a given landscape. Further, the diagram played an operative role in clarifying 
and activating the camp’s internal network of relations. It eliminated inoppor-
tune debates about the best way to encamp that day, it allowed for groupings 
and associations that afforded movement and communication, and it reflected 
an understanding of, and accommodation for, the various contingencies that 
could arise in the course of encamping. This latter function is not only seen (as 
described above) in the response to site but is also found in the flexibility that 
is built into the formal/spatial arrangements. For example, Polybius describes a 
particular multi-purpose space as follows:

Between the tents and the palisade on every side 
they leave a gap of 200 feet, which has a number of 
important functions. For instance, it is critically im-
portant for troop movements into or out of the camp, 
in the sense that it is possible for each group of men 
to enter this space from their own side street, where-
as if they converged on the same street there would 
be a crush and they would disrupt one another. It also 
serves as a place where at night they can safely pen 
the animals they have brought with them and live-
stock they have stolen from the enemy. But its most 
important function is to protect them from fireballs 
or other missiles during night attacks, because only 
a very few reach that far, and they would in any case 
have been rendered more or less harmless by the dis-
tance involved in the clearance around the tents.591

The camp’s “goodness” extends into the existential dimension as well. This 
occurs via the diagram’s capacity to impart identification and orientation for the 
soldiers.592 Describing an early Roman encampment, Polybius states: “At ground 
level the arrangement of the streets and so on makes it resemble a town.”593 He 
goes on to describe the existential significance of this resemblance:

It is almost as if the army were returning to its native 
city: the soldiers of a returning army separate at the 
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city gate and make their way unerringly home, since 
every man knows where and whereabouts in the city 
his residence is located. And that is exactly what hap-
pens when a Roman army enters its campsite.594

In other words, the notion of place, one that would evoke familiarity and 
homecoming, were critical aspects of the camp as a well. Joseph Rykwert relates 
this critical dimension to the process he calls the “ritual of orientation” as used 
to establish Romans camps and towns.595 As regards this existential dimension 
and the camp’s role in helping soldiers feel connected to their cultural roots, one 
might, in John Helgeland’s words, “describe the camp as an enclave of Romanism 
in a jungle of non-Roman mores and ideals as much as a military installation.”596 
In fact, the city of Rome was “the archetype for all military camps.”597  

One critical aspect of “Romanism” that clearly shows the complex “magi-
cal” nature of the causality enacted through the camp diagram is the culture’s 
fundamental dependence upon the spiritual dimension. Cicero comments on 
the pervasiveness of the spiritual dimension for Romans: 

The truth of divination appears in many places, on 
many occasions, often in private, but particularly in 
public concerns. We receive many intimations from 
the foresight and presages of augurs and auspices; 
from oracles, prophecies, dreams, and prodigies; and 
it often happens that by these means events have 
proved happy to men, and imminent dangers have 
been avoided. This knowledge, therefore—call it 
either a kind of transport, or an art, or a natural fac-
ulty—is certainly found only in men, and is a gift from 
the immortal gods.598

In short, Roman actions of all kinds were deeply influenced by spiritual prac-
tices and superstitions or, as Livy said, in the Roman world “there is no place that 
is not filled with a sense of religion and gods.”599 Martin Goodman provides a 
modern comparison to help us imagine the relevance to daily life: 

Much as most modern people will take on trust 
the existence of germs, which though they cannot 
themselves be sensed, are accepted as the cause of 
illnesses, so ancient peoples recognized the pres-
ence of divinities by their actions. Such actions could 
range from care over the most fundamental aspects 
of human life, like ensuring the regular procession of 
the agricultural seasons, to the most mundane and 
trivial, like causing a branch to drop unexpectedly off 
a tree.600 
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Goodman goes on to say: 

Much of what we would call religion was so inte-
grated into ancient social and cultural behavior that 
its separate treatment here (in his book) may seem 
an anachronistic reflection of the role of religion as a 
distinct sphere in western societies since the Enlight-
enment. In the first centuries AD pagans themselves 
had no need of a term to describe the religious be-
liefs they had in common. For most of them, apart 
from the minute fraction confronted by Judaism or 
Christianity or assailed by philosophical doubts, their 
religious life was as obvious and unchallengeable as 
the other most basic elements of their society. Athe-
ism was almost unknown.601 

The situation in the military was no different. In the Roman Army, religion 
was not an outside practice that was merely allowed to coexist under the rule 
of more dominant military practices; rather, it formed the very basis of military 
life. I.P. Haynes describes this way of life: 

The first experience of military religion a recruit had to 
undergo was the sacramentum or sacred oath made 
on enlistment. It marked the start of the soldier’s new 
life in a distinct, military, community. The oath had a 
very special significance and was protected by some 
of the many military genii, spirits that permeated a 
soldier’s life. So important were the sacramenti genii 
that soldiers made dedications to them and feared 
their wrath if they committed a military offence… 
the military genii epitomized the distinctiveness of 
the society to which the recruit now belonged. These 
spirits were associated with buildings, sub-groups 
of soldiers and, most important, the signa which the 
troops followed into battle.602

This spiritual connection permeated other practices as well. For example, 
augury—the observation of auspices, usually birds in flight or chickens feed-
ing—was particularly important to Roman decision-making; or as, Cicero’s 
translator David Wardell puts it: “from the foundation of the city by Romulus, 
augury was the distinctive Roman form of divination which preceded every civil-
ian or military activity.”603 Critical to this discussion, augury was fundamental 
to Roman place-making.

Augury played a defining role in the founding of Rome itself. According to 
Livy, Romulus raised “his weapons to the sky (and said) ‘Jupiter, it was at the 
bidding of your augural birds that I laid the city’s first foundations here on the 
Palatine.’”604 And Camillus further remarked: “we have a city that was founded 
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with due observance of auspices and augury.”605 Augury remained a basic prac-
tice for the establishment of places in the Republican Rome, and William Smith 
commented on this broader application of augury saying: “at the foundation of 
a colony and the assignation of lands the auspicia were taken, for which purpose 
the presence of the augur was necessary.”606 The augur sanctified particular places; 
however, returning to the causa efficiens, this was not an arbitrary human-driven 
operation. Rather, consistent with the responsiveness of the camp diagram, the 
auger discovered existing sacredness. Clifford Ando describes the process as fol-
lows:

The consecration of particular loci by Roman priests 
thus did no more, and no less, than circumscribe, re-
spect, and order the presence of the holy in the Ro-
man landscape. For Macrobius, the materiality of the 
landscape did not divorce it from the divine; rather, it 
was for humans through ritually correct speech and 
action to understand and respect the divine in the 
world.607

Hence augury was not used for bestowing holiness upon a place; but rather 
in uncovering and articulating the holy already existing within the material 
presence of a place.

In regards to the Roman camp, Rykwert argues that a military camp should 
be regarded as a templum—which was “any space set apart for definite functions 
of state and religion”—and thus would have fallen under the purview of aus-
pices and augury.608 Although evidence is inconclusive as to whether augers, per 
se, were used in the site selection or layout of Roman camps, the presence of a 
spiritual dimension is certain.609 For example, Hyginus Gromaticus claimed that 
“the origin [of the setting up of boundaries] is heavenly, and its practice invari-
able.”610 And, according to archaeologist Alan Richardson, camps that deviated 
from cardinal directions, for reasons other than site accommodation, were most 
likely the result of “religious or superstitious practices.”611 Specifically, Richardson 
suggests such deviations occurred in order to preserve certain canonical propor-
tions that held cosmological significance for the Romans. Richardson provides 
further evidence for this claim by pointing to the observation of Humphrey 
Welfare and Vivien Swan that “camps near roads tend to follow the road’s align-
ment (and thus) might indicate that the road line had to be respected because 
it had already been established by augury.612 And after surveying ninety-three 
former Roman camps, Richardson concluded: 

The (Roman) camp’s geometry and the internal dis-
tribution of troops seem to reflect an underlying idea 
of sacred mathematical harmony not readily appreci-
ated by the modern mind. The military planners re-
sponsible for these matters were undoubtedly famil-
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iar with Greek mathematics and the quasi-religious 
reverence for certain numbers and ratios derived 
from the Pythagoreans. At first sight, it might seem 
that these numerical scruples fly in the face of practi-
calities, but if the siting of the camp and the hour of 
battle could be influenced by the pathology of sacri-
ficial chickens, it is not surprising that divine math-
ematical proportions were similarly respected. To get 
matters right numerically was to invite the approval 
of the gods.613

Such interdependence of the practical and spiritual continued even into late 
Rome, as seen in Hyginus’ treatise on Imperial camp layouts, De munitionibus 
castrorum. In this text, Hyginus treats the spiritual and practical with equal 
matter-of-factness in his instructions about the placement of the auguratorium 
next to the via Principalis, which is done:

So that the general can observe the omens there cor-
rectly; the tribunal is set up on the left side, so that 
having observed the omens, the general can ascend 
the tribunal and address the army on the favorable 
auspices.”614 

Given this inseparability of the practical and spiritual, one might reread the 
descriptions of “suitable sites” as referencing those places which promised things 
considered “holy” in a peripatetic military context, auspicious elements such as 
water, wood and forage. Helgeland states simply that the camp was a religious 
microcosm.615 In this way, the diagram activates more potential than could be 
held in any list of requirements or geometric visualization, and this complexity 
begins to suggest why imagining the cause of the camp to be the makers of the 
camp is problematic (and limiting if executed in this way). 

The obvious causa efficiens of the camp would be the surveyors and soldiers 
who installed the camps as specific material places. However, this attribution 
would be exactly what Heidegger is criticizing about the typical view of the 
causa efficiens—its instrumentalism. Thus, to merely see the Roman army itself 
as the creators (either of a specific camp or the camp diagram) is to lose sight of 
the “gathering and conducting” that Heidegger understands to be central to a 
vital understanding of causa efficiens and the way that this is seen in the various 
“inputs” that form the basis of the thinking about the Roman camp. In other 
words, to think about causality properly means one must acknowledge the critical 
role that Roman cultural values, site demands, and military concerns played in 
the making of the camp diagram. The camp was a materialization of all values 
Roman and the diagram is both an amalgam of these values and an armature 
for these values. 
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C. Rethinking causa formalis

As a kind of proto-city, the Greek camp example is interesting in the way it 
shows what a close reading of a landscape might bring-forth in a place—as seen 
in more permanent applications of this process like Pergamom and Delphi. It is 
perhaps less instructive, however, than the Roman case, because every instance is 
a reinvention, every instance is a one-off, and thus it becomes difficult to make 
improvements to the logistical and infrastructural problems inherent to the estab-
lishment of a city, which is why Polybius—a Greek—praises the Roman method. 

In the Roman camp, form is neither a universal Platonic form nor neutral 
Cartesian grid; rather, it is the mapping of layers of relations. This is what makes 
it compositional (and not merely organizational). Here, one might think about 
form as a kind of operating system, as Koolhaas has suggested,616 or an encoding 
infrastructure, as Keller Easterling explains: 

Like an operating system, the medium of infrastruc-
ture space makes certain things possible and other 
things impossible. It is not the declared content but 
rather the content manager dictating the rules of the 
game in the urban milieu. Infrastructure space is a 
form, but not like a building is a form; it is an updat-
ing platform unfolding in time to handle new circum-
stances, encoding the relationships between build-
ings, or dictating logistics.617  

We can find an excellent example of this infrastructural power if we return to 
Heidegger’s celebrated river bridge.618 In this description, the bridge—a relatively 
simple infrastructural object—has been deployed to modify the landscape by cre-
ating passage; but it modifies the landscape in such a way that the surroundings 

Figure 31. Heidelberg bridge, seen from the Philosophenweg, Germany, 1890s.
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have been activated. Heidegger suggests that the bridge “does not just connect 
banks that are already there. The banks emerge as banks only as the bridge crosses 
the stream. (and) grants their way to mortals so that they may come and go from 
shore to shore.”619 In this role, the bridge reveals a host of new relationships and 
possibilities, both for humans and the natural environment surrounding it; and in 
so doing, the bridge creates a place, or as Heidegger puts it, “the bridge does not 
first come to a location to stand in it; rather, a location comes into existence only 
by virtue of the bridge.”620 In short, potency of the bridge is it, “allows the simple 
onefold of earth and sky, of divinities and mortals, to enter into a site.”621 

Employed in a similar but more comprehensive (and virtual) way, the Roman 
camp diagram is a formation protocol, which shapes a consistent, reproducible 
socio-political order, makes encampments effective, defensible and intelligibly 
Roman places to live in the furthest reaches of its vast empire, while remaining 
open and adaptable. Although the infrastructural diagram of the Roman camp is 
different than the infrastructural object of the bridge, nonetheless, it too transcends 
its own simplicity by activating relational potentials: it activates relationships with 
the earth, as seen in the diagram’s flexibility in addressing site conditions; it honors 
the sky through its response to the sun when laying out the cardo (in fact, cardo is 
the Latin word for “hinge,” which indicates its cosmological significance as “the 
ideal line on which the sky seem(s) to swing);”622 it supports mortals by providing 
an organizational framework for survival, as well as existential grounding in the 
field; and it welcomes the gods by creating a place that mirrors the perceived center 
of the universe—Rome itself—and thus embodies all the sacred implications of 
the city of Rome as well those sacred aspects that are specific to the site selected; 
thus making a place for Romans to enact their sacred rites, rituals, and practices.623 

Without this protocol, the Roman Empire could not have proliferated or 
even maintained itself. This point is highlighted in Jean Attali’s description of the 
internal logic of the Roman city:  

There is no original or copy, the center of Rome is eve-
rywhere and nowhere… every city is 100% generic and 
100% specific. It neither assumes nor overcomes the 
contradictions of “global” and “local,” it incorporates its 
own continuous variations (it is the entire city in each 
place where it is built, because it is born of the relations 
between all the flows that traverse it and its own ge-
neric armature).624

Key cities of the Roman Empire and the modern world (Ostia, Timgad, Flor-
ence, and London)—like the evolution of vernacular traditions—demonstrate the 
generative logic, adaptability, and temporal persistence of the diagram. A diagram 
of this sort—one imbued with an operational logic—is, according to Delueze and 
Guattari, necessarily entangled with concepts: “Elements of the plane (of imma-
nence) are diagrammatic features, whereas concepts are intensive features… the 
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former are intuitions, and the latter intensions.625

This interconnection provides a perfect prompt for reconsidering the con-
cept/diagram in architectural thinking.

The Problem with Concepts626

The most shameful moment came when computer 
science, marketing, design, and advertising, all the 
disciplines of communication, seized hold of the 
word concept … here the concept has become the 
set of product displays … and the only concepts are 
products that can be sold.627

Deleuze and Guattari

In fact, concepts only ever designate possibilities. 
They lack the claws of absolute necessity.628

 Gilles Deleuze 

Both words and pictures are used to explain architec-
tural form. Neither one nor the other alone is enough 
to make architecture as a phenomenon sufficiently 
comprehensible.629

Reima Peitilä

Figure 32. Florence (note the Roman grid at the core of the city), 1847.
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Architects might cringe with recognition at the above description, acknowl-
edging that “design concepts” are not only used as mere marketing slogans, 
but also operate in the equally superficial realms of justification, explanation, 
clarification, and excuse. 

The design concept has had a variety of significances to architects and design-
ers, but is typically thought of as the generative idea of a project articulated, as a 
whole, in discursive language and used as a point of verification or validation as 
the design progresses. Referring to the concept at the most basic level, the concept 
articulates what the design is about and provides a measure for the effectiveness 
of certain design moves as the project unfolds. This grounding can be useful, as 
it provides a way to think holistically about a design, tying together goals and 
intended effects in a communicable package. However, this is the Catch-22 of 
the concept, in that, what it does well is to reduce or encapsulate in very limited 
ways—as shorthand, or catch phrases—the architectural potency of the work 
itself. Or as Peitilä states: 

“The function of spoken language is to synthesize 
visual language, to reduce the number of images, so 
that one word can be substituted for perhaps twenty 
pictures.”630 

If those words are used well, this quality makes concepts suggestive and 
useful in providing clarity to both designer and client/critic. If used poorly, the 
concept becomes an actual obstacle to a full exploration, understanding and 
communication of the spatial, material, temporal, and experiential aspects of 
a built environment; and most importantly, in its lowest form the concept be-
comes a self-limiting proposition, one that halts the generation of unanticipated 
and unanticipatable possibilities. Which is why it is important to listen to what 
Pietilä goes on to say: “My interpretation here is only one of many I can find 
for this statement. And this plurality of clarifications is my true purpose in such 
an aphoristic game.”631

Opposed to these common usages of the concept, Deleuze and Guattari place 
concept formation solely in the realm of the philosopher, stating that “the con-
cept belongs to philosophy and only to philosophy.”632 Although this definition 
initially appears to exclude other disciplines from the making of concepts, they 
acknowledge that purity of domain and definition is always subject to “perpetual 
interbreeding” of disciplines.633 One peculiar disciplinary interbreeding is the 
artistic/scientific/literary/philosophical/rhetorical discipline of architecture itself. 

Unfortunately, Deleuze and Guattari’s taxonomy groups architecture in with 
art—only producing percepts and affects—and thus separates it from the produc-
tions of science (functives) and philosophy (concepts). In so doing, they fail to 
acknowledge the importance of these other disciplines within architecture proper. 
In fact, Marko Jobst argues that the fundamental difference between architecture 
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and art “unsettles the clarity of Deleuze and Guattari’s tripartite division.”634 In 
light of this unsettledness, it is perhaps best to treat the divisions of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s What is Philosophy? not as a simple taxonomy, but instead as an argu-
ment for disciplinary precision in certain kinds of understanding; specifically, 
that the architectural concept is, in part, a philosophical concept, and as such, 
might benefit from being thought with more disciplinary precision—which is 
to say, philosophically.

However, it is important to note that “philosophical” here does not mean the 
opposite of “practical;” that is, I am not calling for designers to be more esoteric 
or obscure. Instead, the argument could be construed as a form of pragmatism; 
which is to say, the design concept might be put into better service of making 
architecture if it escapes its common architectural use as justification, and be-
comes an instrument to encourage stronger (more philosophical) thinking in 
architecture. 

Donald Schön describes design as a “graphic and verbal language game,” 
in which drawing and talking are complementary and inextricably Iinked.635  
Because of this, even if one were able to skillfully, richly, and fluidly engage the 
metastability of a concept fully via the graphic analogic language of design, there 
is still the ever-present demand for descriptive elucidation by instructors, clients, 
and peers. Such demands remind us that effective language is elusive:

It is not only that words lie; they are so burdened 
with calculations and significations, with intentions 
and personal memories, with old habits that cement 
them, that their surface, barely broken, heals over 
again. It sticks together. It imprisons and suffocates 
us.636

The suffocation that Deleuze and Uhlmann describes parallels the specific 
shortcomings of typical presentation language (my design is about: rotation, 
community, exchange, movement, chaos, regionalism, contextualization, etc.) 
Any of these “concepts,” elaborated upon or not, tends to be entrapping, in part, 
because they miss the Kierkegaardian insight that the “individual is higher than 
the universal.”637 That is, a concept, which aims at the most general and familiar 
as a means of encapsulating an idea or approach, misses the potency of specific 
difference; and often this occurs because the concept is seen to be merely a kind 
of explanation. Such a misunderstanding undermines the worth (and possibil-
ity) of the material language of percept and affect that, although limiting as a 
definition of architecture, is still central to the art of architecture. Pietilä puts 
the difference between the general concept and the specific encounter as follows:

I don’t want to find truth because it might turn out 
that truth is a black hole where the gravity is so great 
that one drowns if one jumps into it. Instead I note 
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its presence, charting its surroundings carefully—
I content myself with interpreting the truth with 
metaphors because in architecture it suffices to cre-
ate a framework—the truth, that which architecture 
frames—is inside the architecture.638

The truth “inside the architecture” is the architectural logic—the affec-
tive heart of architecture—and cannot be touched with the so-called “truth” 
of explanation; it can only be pointed to via rhetorical means. Forgetting the 
link between rhetoric and design leads to weak concept formation and limited 
project development. 

Unfortunately, in a design presentation the banalities of the weak concept 
often pass without much comment—it is easier to just move on to talk about 
the drawings than try to correct the presentation itself. This is troubling, because 
it is a missed opportunity for teaching—teaching of more effective oration, and 
a discussion of why rationalizations do not attend to the affective language of 
architecture. The more the behavior persists, the more it is implicitly validated.  
However, this may not just be pure short-sightedness. Deleuze links such behav-
iors to the “problem-solving” mentality (negating the agency of problem-posing) 
and desires to maintain a kind of pedagogical power structure:  

The master sets a problem, our task is to solve it, and 
the result is accredited true or false by a powerful 
authority. It is also a social prejudice with the visible 
interest of maintaining us in an infantile state, which 
calls upon us to solve problems that come from else-
where, consoling or distracting us by telling us that 
we have won simply by being able to respond: the 
problem as obstacle and the respondent as Hercules. 
Such is the origin of the grotesque image of culture 
that we find in examinations and government refer-
enda as well as in newspaper competitions (where 
everyone is called upon to choose according to his or 
her taste, on condition that this taste coincides with 
that of everyone else). Be yourselves—it being un-
derstood that this self must be that of others.639

One finds just such an order playing out fully as design critiques come to 
actually demand non-thinking. For instance, in a study on student perceptions 
of the design jury, Helena Webster connects the problems of the transmission 
model of education–the instructor as the “hegemonic overlord”—to the prac-
tices of the design jury.640 She notes that despite jurors’ claims to be there in 
support of student learning, too often the jurors treated the less able students 
with disdain (rather than providing the support or instruction that these stu-
dents would have benefited from). Such juror behavior led, not surprisingly, to 
a general perception by the students surveyed that the jury was not interested in 
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transformative learning experiences; but rather, served a simpler judging func-
tion. These kinds of situations reinforce the notion of thought being in service of 
answers, and teach students to passively accept criticism (to “be seen to” agree), 
thus suppressing any earnest reflection, real discussion, or thinking beyond the 
direct responses of self-preservation.641 

Now, if one could embrace the concept and an emerging design in their 
interdependency then it would be more difficult to view the concept as mere 
signifier, explanation, or excuse; instead, concepts could be treated as the very 
definition of the problem, the very shape of the design itself. Presenting such a 
concept would mean to verbally articulate the insights embedded in and revealed 
by the work, and realize, as Bruno Latour suggests, “if a description remains in 
need of an explanation, it means that it is a bad description.”642 In this way, the 
presentation of a concept might be thought of as Latour thinks of a travel guide:

A guide can be put to use as well as forgotten, placed 
in a backpack, stained with grease and coffee, scrib-
bled all over, its pages torn apart to light a fire un-
der a barbecue. In brief, it offers suggestions rather 
than imposing itself on the reader. That said, this is 
not a coffee table book offering glossy views of the 
landscape to the eyes of the visitor too lazy to travel. 
It is directed at practitioners as a how-to book, help-
ing them to find their bearings once they are bogged 
down in the territory.643 

Like a travel guide, a good design concept would tread a line: neither standing 
alone in its own importance—trying to legitimate a design without the design 
itself—nor lamenting its lack of worth in the face of the spatial and material 
specificity of an architectural design. Strangely, this means that the strength of 
the work is the concept and the strength of the concept is the work.

Escaping Limited Concepts644

When language-games change, then there is a 
change in concepts, and with the concepts the 
meaning of words change.645

Ludwig Wittgenstein

The work of British architect Ian Ritchie hints at the Deleuzean concept. 
In Ritchie’s work, projects are conceived as a number of architectural concepts 
energized and organized around what his office refers to as a “pre-concept.” The 
following excerpt describes this idea in the design of the Cardiff Bay Opera: 

The pre-concept is inspired by the “Welsh voice”, into-
nation, ripple and reflection. This suggests circles—
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oral tradition, musical notes, and finds a reference in 
the form of Cardiff Bay.  This has been symbolically 
and spatially interpreted into an architectural con-
cept of two spheres, developed from “ad quadratum” 
theatre geometry, and a line defining the actor/audi-
ence interface—the “slate” wall.”646 

This description is instructive in both its use of the pre-concept as a poetic 
organizer of other concepts, and in the ways the project description still does 
not escape the banalities of the typical architectural concept. The latter is seen 
in the reduction of the Welsh voice and Cardiff Bay into circles (and ultimately 
two spheres). One of the reasons that the typical architectural concept does not 
function well is the problem Maurice Blanchot called the “falsity of all direct 
discourse”:647

To speak directly of pure things (assuming there are 
any), to speak of pity, of saintliness, and of virtue, as if 
such possibilities were already given in ordinary lan-
guage, that is, as if they were already possibilities of 
this language, is to speak the most vicious and impi-
ous language.648

Many experiences, emotions, and burgeoning ideas cannot be approached 
directly lest they become false. Deleuze has said of the photograph that “it should 
be criticized, not for being too faithful or “true-to-life,” but for not being faithful 
enough.”649 Recording mere facts generally misses the vicissitudes of existence; 
therefore, one must seek alternate approaches for greater precision. Here, the 
critical criterion of the philosophical concept—its virtual/actual constitution—
comes to the fore, as DeLanda states:

The virtual and the actual… does not involve resem-
blance of any kind… and far from constituting the 
essential identity of a given structure, a virtual form 
subverts this identity, since structures as different as 
spheres and cubes emerge from the same topologi-
cal point.650 

In short, thinking concepts effectively begins with thinking the virtual. 
A shift towards thinking the virtual/actual in architecture re-frames the 

standard goals of architectural production. That is, architectural design often 
falls into negotiations between the traditional possible/real dichotomy, which 
is structured by the linear causality of intention and result type thinking. Here, 
intent (possible) might be a style, a precedent, a metaphor, a feeling, or just a 
reapplication of the already experienced; and the veracity of the result (real) 
depends upon its identifiable correlation to the intent (possible). The problems 
with this way of thinking is that it a.) is reductive, b.) sets up false dualities, c.) 
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yields clichés, and d). distracts the designer from attending to, with precision, 
the real dynamics of sensorial experience. 

Parts of the Concept651

As fragmentary totalities, concepts are not even the 
pieces of a puzzle, for their irregular contours to not 
correspond to each other. They do form a wall, but 
it is a dry-stone wall, and everything holds together 
only along divergent lines.652

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari 

One of the reasons that Pietilä’s “plurality of clarifications” is possible is that, 
unlike most design concepts, a concept thought philosophically is simultane-
ously a multiplicity and a singularity; that is, it is both an idea comprised of 
many elements and a singular insight precisely tied to conditions of its existence. 
As such, the philosophical concept cannot be either homogeneous or general; 
rather, its many parts—concepts that connect to other concepts—are aggregated 
in a virtual consistency. Deleuze and Guattari call this virtual consistency a 
“plane of immanence.” The concept(s) and the plane of immanence are “strictly 
correlative, but nevertheless the two should not be confused.”653 Deleuze and 
Guattari explain:

Concepts are the archipelago or skeletal frame, a 
spinal column rather than a skull, whereas the plane 
is the breath that suffuses the separate parts … the 
plane is like a desert that concepts populate without 
dividing up. The only regions of the plane are con-
cepts themselves, but the plane is all that holds them 
together.654

As opposed to the sort of coherence found in the typical architectural con-
cept, the plane of immanence speaks of a consistency that is fleeting and change-
able—a “breath that suffuses the separate parts”—which suggests a wholeness 
that can only be because it is dynamic, temporal, and virtual; which is to say, 
actual but not necessarily material. Or as Deleuze and Guattari state: “in the ex-
haustion of language, and voice, is the discovery of the plane of immanence.”655 
In architecture, “the discovery of the plane of immanence” means reckoning 
with, and being captivated by, the indeterminacy of architecture as architecture.

Although it is useful to the depth of the concept to think about the parts 
separately, one must also remember that concepts and their parts ultimately ex-
ist as one interconnected realm. The activation of this realm is the diagram or, 
with remanences of Simondon, the “abstract machine”. In Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s description: 
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The abstract machine cuts across all stratifications, 
develops alone and in its own right on the plane of 
consistency (immanence) whose diagram it con-
stitutes…The plane of consistency (immanence) 
is always immanent to the strata; the two states of 
the abstract machine always coexist as two different 
states of intensities.656

The abstract machine is the link to Simondonian machinic reasoning; as 
such, abstract machines consist of unformed matters and nonformal functions,”657 
and are the diagrammatic fabrics that both describe an architectural logic and 
animate a given assemblage. And, like a technical logic, an abstract machine is 
not a Platonic form, it is a virtual engine of simultaneity: “the abstract machine 
must first have composed itself, and have simultaneously composed a plane of 
consistency.658 And because it is virtual, “do not expect the abstract machine 
to resemble what it produces, or will produce.”659 The abstract machine is also 
analogous to Simondon’s abstract technical object in that it is a reconfigurable 
collection of functions, concepts, ideas, and understandings interacting in such a 
way so as to produce families of related effects. For example, Delueze and Guat-
tari describe the working of the abstract machine they call “faciality”: 

When does the abstract machine of faciality enter 
into play? When is it triggered? Take some simple ex-
amples: the maternal power operating through the 
face during nursing; the passional power operating 
through the face of the loved one, even in caresses; 
the political power operating through the face of the 
leader (streamers, icons, and photographs), even in 
mass actions; the power of film operating through 
the face of the star and the close-up; the power of 
television. It is not the individuality of the face that 
counts but the efficacy of the ciphering it makes pos-
sible, and in what cases it makes it possible.660 

The abstract machine is the “working” of the concept. Its words, ideas, details, 
structures, and thinking all “turn on” to emanate an intelligible resonance—a 
resonance that resists direct, explicit, and singular representation. Access to 
the abstract machine comes via intuition, involvement and performance; or as 
Deleuze and Guattari claim: 

The abstract machine crops up when you least ex-
pect it, at a chance juncture when you are just falling 
asleep, or into a twilight state or hallucinating, or do-
ing an amusing physics experiment.661 

Thinking about the abstract machine in the context of architecture, it be-
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comes clear that the workings of a concept seen as an abstract machine are 
different than a typical architectural concept. Concepts under this new frame-
work give life to peculiar beings—beings which matter if they fulfill the design 
constraints set by the techniques and technologies with fidelity and unfold the 
architectural problem to its fullest potential. Yet, these moves always hold risks 
of being monstrous, dangerous, and disastrous.662 As such, architectural educa-
tion must foster the flights they induce, habits they disturb and worlds they 
create; this relativity in the pedagogy of a concept means honoring what makes 
one call up the concept in the first place. This begins by recognizing, in Deleuze 
and Guattari’s words, that:

New concepts must relate to our problems, to our 
history, and, above all, to our becomings… If one 
concept is “better” than an earlier one, it is because 
it makes us aware of new variations and unknown 
resonances, it carries out unforeseen cuttings-out, it 
brings forth an Event that surveys [survole] us.663

In other words, one does not use concepts to justify, rationalize or interpret 
reality, but to deepen one’s understandings of problems through the production 
of their own specific empowering means—and make the most of a problem’s 
obligations through its articulation. Such articulation arises out of the precision 
of one’s questioning and the courage of one’s problematizations. 

Inherent in the creation of concepts is a pedagogy, because for a concept 
to live it necessarily summons certain words, images, and structures, and the 
choice of these material instantiations “is not just a vocabulary but a syntax that 
attains the sublime or great beauty,”664 and that also generates affectivities that 
include dissonance, frustration, boredom, arousal, shock, awe, and elation. So 
in architectural education, creating effective concepts is a matter of enunciation 
in, and extraction from, language; but with a very different kind of attention. 
The challenge is how to apply these ideas without imposing the same limitations 
on them as the operations they are critiquing. This depends upon the types of 
non-representational thinking outlined above, or, as Delanda says, things pick 
up speed when one begins to “think diagrammatically.”665

Diagrammatic Thinking666

The diagram is never an optical effect, but an un-
bridled manual power. It is a frenetic zone in which 
the hand is no longer guided by the eye and is 
forced upon sight like another will, which appears as 
chance, accident, automatism, or the involuntary. It is 
the catastrophe and a much more profound catastro-
phe than the preceding one.667

Gilles Deleuze



164

For thinking, the diagram is the tool, par excellence, for standing amongst 
relations; it allows one to occupy the space between the design elements, or as 
Deleuze states: “the middle way… is one that makes use of the diagram in order 
to constitute an analogical language.”668 Deleuze explains analogical language 
as follows: 

Analogical language it is said belongs to the right 
side of the brain or, better, the nervous system… an-
alogical language would be a language of relations, 
which consists of expressive movement, paralinguis-
tic signs, breaths and screams, and so on… more 
generally painting elevate colors and lines to the 
state of language, and it is an analogical language. 
One might even wonder if painting has not always 
been the analogical language par excellence.669

Although Deleuze is suggesting that painting is the exemplar of analogical 
language, the idea is easily extended to architecture. In fact, it is a useful way of 
highlighting one of the most elusive aspects of architectural design—the mate-
rial/spatial coherence of any well-conceived and executed architectural compo-
sition and its affective impact. Linking architectural thinking with analogical 
language helps push architectural worth beyond simple associations, meanings, 
significations, and functional/technical performances. Here, worth and aesthetics 
collapse into a search for the particular internal logics of an architectural whole. 

Analogical language is critical towards architecture at the level of engage-
ment, because it is a language that attends to sensation, enactment, influence, 

Figure 33. Architecture as analogical language: 
UN Studio, Theater Agora, Lelystad, the Netherlands, 2007.
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and emotion. Thinking analogically enables one to attune to and elaborate upon 
the material and spatial qualities of a design, and understand them as both in-
terdependent and complete. This connects the designer to the realm of affect, 
a zone that cannot be merely explained or analysed, since it is pre-cognitive.

The analogical notion of language (and its adjunct disposition) shares sympa-
thies with Michael Marder’s plant-thinking, particularly where he proposes that, 
like other contemporary notions of language, plant language is neither merely a 
means of communication, nor something exclusively human:

The language of plants belongs in the hyper-materi-
alist tradition that (in Heidegger’s “totality-of-signifi-
cations” and in Walter Benjamin’s “language of things” 
or “the language as such”) is alive to the spatial rela-
tions and articulations between beings, animate or 
inanimate. Plant-thinking, in turn, cannot but rely on 
material signification that bypasses conscious inten-
tionality and coincides with the very phenomenal-
ity—the modes of appearance—of vegetal life.670

Marder’s description of plant language harkens back to Heidegger’s famous 
comment that “language is the house of being.”671 Here, the idea is that language 
is not an internal storehouse of words that one strings together to make meaning, 
rather language is better considered a synecdoche for situation; that is, language 
is first and foremost in the world. For Heidegger, language is not the words hu-
mans add to inert objects to give them meaning, or little packets of information 
delivered from one person to another; language is the very coherence of one’s 
circumstances. Thus, Heidegger states: “communication is never anything like 
a conveying of experience… from the interior of one subject into the interior of 
another… discourse is the articulation of intelligibility.”672 

Such a view of language points to the fundamental instability in our struc-
tures of intelligibility, or as Heidegger puts it: “we are moving within language, 
which means moving on shifting ground or, still better, on the billowing waters 
of the ocean.”673 One moves with, and within, language. This shifting ground is 
traversed via thinking and articulated either performativity or in written, verbal, 
or visual discourse. In this way, Heidegger understands language to be a field of 
relationships that cohere in different arrangements for varying periods of time; 
the real opportunity of language is to be able to think relationships, and to 
experience, engage, and communicate affect affectively. Language is something 
that we are “in,” and by “in” Heidegger always means involved, dealing, coping.

The diagram is the image of that which is left over at the limit of language, 
the shapeless matter of things yet-to-come; the diagram is the dynamic thresh-
old between the virtual and the actual. As such, it is the engine that motivates a 
conceptual thinking that focuses on interrelations, synergies, implications, and 
potential futures. 
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Delueze says of the painter: “Everything he has in his head or around him 
is already in the canvas, more or less virtually, more or less actually, before he 
begins his work.”674 This idea is useful, because it reminds us that design too is an 
act of cleaning, an activity of getting to know what matters; more radical openness 
begins with clearing away the host of potential images from habits, traditions, 
preconceptions, clichés, already inhabiting one’s work. It is in this task that the 
diagram is exemplary. In architecture, Ben Van Berkel and Caroline Bos have 
asked rhetorically: “why use diagrams?” To which they answer: “diagrammatic 
practice delays the relentless intrusion of signs, thereby allowing architecture to 
articulate an alternative to representational design technique.”675

This unique property of the diagram, according to Deleuze, forms the basis 
of the “analogical” language of Francis Bacon’s painting. In fact, Deleuze states 
explicitly that painting, the “analogical art par excellence,” finds its language 
“by passing through a diagram;”676 and goes on to describe the diagram as “the 
operative set of a-signifying and non-representative lines and zones, line-strokes 
and color patches.” In this way, the diagram’s “function… is to be ‘suggestive.’ 
Or more rigorously, to use language similar to Wittgenstein’s, it is to produce 
‘possibilities of fact.’”677 And Deleuze reminds the reader elsewhere: “the dia-
gram is a possibility of fact, it is not the fact itself (my emphasis).”678 In short, the 
Deleuzean diagram, just like the concept, is not explanatory—it is generative; a 
vehicle of analogical language.679

One of the critical roles of the diagram is that it helps to short-circuit visual 
hegemony. It does so, first and foremost, when it is employed as an instru-
ment of thinking. Deleuze calls this “reversed relationship” of hand to eye, the 
“manual.”680 He explains:

This relaxed subordination of the hand to the eye, in 
turn, can give way to a veritable insubordination of 
the hand: the painting remains a visual reality, but 
what is imposed on sight is a space without form and 
a movement without rest, which the eye can barely 
follow, and which dismantles the optical.681 

Here, the act of making is critical: “The painter’s hand intervenes in order 
to shake its own dependence and break up the sovereign optical organization: 
one can no longer see anything, as if in a catastrophe, a chaos.”682 In this “ca-
tastrophe,” the hand connects with the virtual energies that unite and activate a 
project. Deleuze goes on to say:

One might say that painters paint with their eyes, but 
only insofar as they touch with their eyes… but the 
fact itself, this pictorial fact that has come from the 
hand, is the formation of a third eye, a haptic eye, a 
haptic vision of the eye, this new clarity. It is as if the 
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duality of the tactile and the optical were surpassed 
visually in this haptic function born of the diagram.683

Because the diagram functions haptically, “the diagram… does not act as a 
code, but as a modulator.”684 Georges Teyssot characterizes the difference between 
mold and modulation simply as follows: “While molding leads to a permanent 
state of things, modulation introduces the factor of time.”685 For architecture, 
this means the diagram does not present images of architecture—it generates, it 
processes, it facilitates; it creates intimacy with possible architectural futures. As 
opposed to the “code” or “mold” of hylomorphism, the diagram as modulator 
leads a process of continuous and variable formation. It is an activator of spatial 
thinking, and an effective means of forming the syntax or compositional idea 
of a building or building aspect.686 Through modulation, the diagram focuses 
the analogical language of architecture and provides a stage for the rehearsals 
of inhabitation. 

In architecture, the analogic language of the diagram leans on design strate-
gies which gesturally deploy material like collage, assemblage, trash models, free-
writing, and intuitive drawings, activating different mind-sets than, say, sitting in 
front of AutoCAD. Analogic strategies afford the designer a temporally activated 
space for thinking—a space for thinking otherwise, a space of the dissolved-self. 
Treated in this way, the goal of diagramming becomes one of making lines, which 
open up relations, and discover territories in the surrounding chaos. Here, dia-
gramming becomes a process of selection by rarefication—a process of thinning 
possible influences via making. However, diagrammatic cleaning does not equal 
erasure of individual. As Deleuze and Guattari say, concepts “would be nothing 
without their creator’s signature.”687 In architecture, the act of design itself has 
always been a way of inventing, defining, and refining architectural language, 
which necessarily—through the choices made, attitude of, and sensibilities 

Figure 34. Reima Pietilä; Diagram, Finnish Embassy, New Delhi, India, 1963.
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therein—bear the marks of the designer. 
Perhaps it is the ever-mysterious parti diagram that, although also often 

thought of as a visual end, has the closest architectural association with the 
philosophical diagram. As Deleuze states:

For even when darkened or tending toward black, 
the diagram forms not a relative zone of indistinction 
that is still optical, but absolute zone indiscernability 
or objective indetermination that is opposed to the 
optical, and that forces the eye to confront this man-
ual power as if it were a foreign power.688

That is, the richest notion of a parti diagram holds within it a virtual order, a 
manual power, a tension, an allusion to experience and “possibilities of fact.” The 

Figure 35. Reima Pietilä: Early parti diagram, Malmi Church, Helsinki, 1967.
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parti is simultaneously the building and not the building, in that it is imbued 
with a discernable architectural logic, is specific enough to evoke a particular 
architectural language and character, and yet, is general enough to highlight the 
organizational whole and suggest the principles that structure one’s approach. 
It is exactly this tension, this ambiguity, this “both/and”—the very effectiveness 
of the parti—that make the parti puzzling and elusive. However, much puzzle-
ment can be made productive when the parti, like the philosophical concept, 
is used as an operational instrument. That is, the parti, in Deleuzean terms, is a 
thinning vehicle that poses questions, enacts certain relations, and tests determi-
nations—quickly, iteratively, exhaustively, and continuously. Used in this way, 
the parti is analogous to the Baconian diagram.

The parti also provides a good illustration of why the “complete conditions” 
of a problem/solution cannot be merely catalogued or inventoried; that is, be-
cause there are always aspects of the compete conditions that cannot be made 
explicit. Such tacit dimensions can only be discovered and activated by “sub-
representative determinations.”689 Which is to say, virtually and subconsciously. 
In fact, Deleuze could just as easily been talking about a design parti (instead of 
a painting) when he said: 

These almost blind manual marks attest to the intru-
sion of another world into the visual world or figu-
ration. To a certain extent, they remove the painting 
from the optical organization that was already reign-
ing over it and rendering it figurative in advance.690 

It is important to note that diagramming processes do not preclude defin-
able figures, recognizable objects, reflective subjects, or the use of disciplinary 
conventions. However, the hierarchical, projective and referential dispositions 
of figures, and their differentially privileged status are dependent on disciplinary 
contexts, and are always in internal tension within the diagram: figures strike the 
plane of immanence to form interlocking but constantly morphing concepts, 
causing a diffraction of effects and the generation of multiple lines that lead to 
unforeseen realizations. In other words, the designer can use visualization to 
explore and articulate these networks, but should treat visual language in the 
same manner as the discursive language described above; which is to say, either 
language used solely in its explanatory guise, will stifle the potency of situation, 
idea, gesture, design. An underlying coherence is structured by the habits of 
design—design process.
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7. The Force of Process

A Defining Commitment691

In order to articulate the way that one recognizes and responds to significant 
circumstances, Heidegger invented the concept of Eigentlichkeit or “ownedness” 
in Being and Time.692 Eigentlichkeit points towards a kind of existential home-
coming,693 in which the unique conditions of an encounter find resonance with 
the singularity of the individual. In these moments of resonance, a decision is 
made: one either “owns” the situation (and, correspondingly, one’s individual 
potential) by engaging the situation’s possibilities, or one turns away from the 
situation, thus leaving said possibilities “unowned.” These moments of signifi-
cance are where we find meaning in the world, and by owning these moments 
humans discover a sense of purpose and self-worth.694 

In Being and Time, the terms “ownedness” (Eigentlichkeit), “the one” (Das 
Man), and “falling” (verfallen) indicate interdependent phenomena. In describ-
ing this interdependence, Heidegger wants to indicate how one’s opportunity to 
find what is “one’s own” (Eigentlichkeit) in a situation depends on an absorption 
(verfallen) into what is common (Das Man) in that situation. This is a paradoxical 
phenomenon, because being absorbed is the very opposite of doing something 
that counts as significant in a situation; yet, it is only through the focus cre-
ated by absorption in the banal flow of everyday events that opportunities for 
ownedness arise. What this means is that being absorbed in the everyday is the 
disposition of both unownedness and ownedness—here, one discovers the span; 
the place where being and thinking are the same.695 

Entering into this relationship is an entering into the “abode” of the prob-
lem/opportunity, and, as is suggested by the falling/owning interplay, this oc-
curs through direct engagement with the matter at hand;696 or better by “one … 
who is himself the Moment.”697 In this way, Heidegger sees thinking as a form 
of inhabitation: 

In thinking there is neither method, nor theme, but 
rather the region, so called because it gives its realm 
and free reign to what thinking is given to think. 
Thinking abides in that country, walking the ways of 
that country.698

By being involved, “walking the ways of the country,” the thinker finds that 
“everything rests on the path.”699 For Heidegger this means that insights occur 
through engagement,700 and new values arise as they become encountered mate-
rially.701 In short, thinking this way fosters understanding through accretions, 
which coalesce through practice. Like Marder said of plant-thinking, it is also 
by becoming the middle that past and future “run up against one another,”702 
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to shape a pluralist notion of truth and a non-linear conception of history and 
time. Taking up a thought that goes back to Kierkegaard, Heidegger claimed that 
“eternity is in the Moment;”703 by which he means to say that truth, meaning, 
significance are only found in time.

Kierkegaard’s “knight of faith” is a useful elaboration of this encounter with 
truth in time. The knight of faith, a trope constructed from chivalric love, de-
scribes one who loves despite the “absurdity” of such a commitment: that is, 
caring unreservedly for another human being, knowing that this creates a situ-
ation that is contingent, vulnerable, and ultimately out of one’s control. Yet, it 
is only in the face of this absurdity that the commitment means anything.704 As 
Kierkegaard puts the knight’s dilemma: “the only thing that can save him is the 
absurd, and this he grasps by faith.”705 Kierkegaard goes on to say:

To live joyfully and happily every instant by virtue of 
the absurd, every instant to see the sword hanging 
over the head of the beloved and yet not to find re-
pose in the pain of resignation, but joy by virtue of 
the absurd—this is marvelous.706

The knight of faith describes what it looks and feels like to be invested, 
vulnerable, and thereby transcend the limitations of a life of calculation. The 
paradox of this “absurd” condition is that the act of commitment (not what one is 
committing to) forms the genuineness and depth of the commitment. In other 
words, one does not become a knight of faith by waiting, weighing, and apprais-
ing, seeking an ideal so irresistible that one cannot do anything but commit (as 
seems to happen so often in design studios). Instead, making a commitment in 
spite of uncertainty to a specific, temporal, vulnerable situation is the initiation 
of meaning, and—as Kierkegaard goes on to outline—ethical action.707 In short, 
Kierkegaard’s basic message is that without a commitment made through faith 
(i.e. not a commitment that is reasoned, calculated, or measured) one is with-
out a world and significance becomes impossible. This ethical position offers an 
important lesson for the designer: it is only when one gives oneself over—com-
mits—to a particular design direction that the design process actually begins. 

This passion of involvement, according to Kierkegaard, attunes one to a 
“higher immediacy.”708 That is, a knowing that is almost instinctual, yet tran-
scends primal functions, because through experience and constancy it is under-
stood to hold deeper significance than any mere fancy. In this way, the knowing 
of immediacy does run parallel to instinct or desire because its relevance cannot 
be made explicit or measured through the mediation of reason; and we will see 
when we return to Deleuze, that this knowledge has connections to the lan-
guage of “sense”. The importance (and challenge) of practicing immediacy in 
the contemporary world of design was underscored in 2014 by the comment of 
the head designer of Apple, Jonathan Ive:
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To do something new and truly innovative, does re-
quire you reject reason. And the problem is when you 
do that, the behaviors, what that looks like, can make 
you look a bit odd.709

Operating from the knowledge of immediacy not only has the potential to 
make one look odd, but also requires learning to live with limited resolution (con-
tingency). The difficulties of living with contingency are amplified by a common 
need for “cognitive closure.” According to Kruglanski and Webster, individuals 
driven to states of closure “desire definite order and structure in their lives and 
abhor unconstrained chaos and disorder.”710 And critically, those who need clo-
sure tend to use stereotypes more often, have difficulties accessing ambiguous 
information, conflate situational response with one’s character (correspondence 
bias), limit social comparisons to similar others, are easily persuaded by their 
partners, and reject deviations from group opinions.711  Mitigating the drives of 
cognitive closure requires cultivating more nuanced capacities to be influenced 
and to make judgments, understanding that this uneasy disposition points to a 
fundamentally ethical position. 

Ethical Creativity

Ethics as such is an offshoot of plant-thinking.712  
Michael Marder 

As Havelock discussed above, the word ethics comes from the term “ethea,” 
which, by referring to the lair of an animal, spoke of the way place and situation 
were interdependent with human inhabitation and behavior. Thus, ethos tradi-
tionally indicated doing the appropriate thing in a given set of circumstances. 
However, through the evolution of terms, “ethics” came to be thought of more 
as a rational conscious choice than an attuned response. 713 

Following a more originary definition of ethos, Marder attempts to reignite 
the force of ethics, a force that does not emanate from the human subject, but 
rather from the world itself through his concept of “plant-thinking”. Marder 
explains: 

The fugal, fugitive mode of being, responsible for the 
unapparent character of vegetal life, replicates the 
activity of phusis itself… plant-thinking starts with 
the explosion of identity… the plant is itself a middle 
place, standing at the intersection of the physical 
elements: the earth and the sky, the closed and the 
open, darkness and light, the moisture of the soil and 
the dryness of crisp air.714  
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The plant stands in the middle and is affected by all of the conditions of its 
existence; such positioning and interaction, which form the basis of ethos, re-
quires a loss of identity.715 It is important that Marder connects plant thinking 
to phusis; this move points to the idea that thinking is fundamentally a creative 
force, offering a corrective to the typical treatment of the creative as an exception 
to thought, a freedom that is useful only when placed under the supervision of 
analytic thinking. Such a definition of the creative occurs when creativity gets 
wrongly aligned with irrationality. Deleuze indeed believes the opposite: that 
critical thinking is a function of the creative, because creativity is thinking: 

The conditions of a true critique and a true creation 
are the same: the destruction of an image of thought 
which presupposes itself and the genesis of the act 
of thinking in thought itself … to think is to create–
there is no other creation–but to create is first of all to 
engender “thinking” in thought.716

However, for this thinking to become operative, one must, as Marder says, 
“draw a sharp distinction between the middle and the center.”717 A center is not 
only a point of identity, but a point of stasis, a point of inertia. Conversely, a 
middle is a state of involvement and immersion—a place where things pick up 
speed. Marder links this state of being with that of a seed, which is compelling, 
in terms of thinking, because:

It (germination) begins without originating and turns 
the root and the flower alike into variegated exten-
sions of the middle, in marked contrast to the idealist 
insistence on the spirituality of the blossom and the 
materialist privileging of the root. Like sentient and 
conscious subjects who always find themselves in the 
midst of something that has already begun outside 
the sphere of their memory and control, the plant is 
an elaboration on and from the midsection devoid of 
a clear origin.718

In short, the seed provides an exemplar for development and growth that is 
not about intent or origin; one that proceeds in multiple directions at once. Thus, 
the seed offers an orientation to a situation or problem from the inside, which is 
why Deleuze and Guattari warn that “it’s not easy to see things in the middle, 
rather than looking down on them from above or up at them from below, or 
from left to right or right to left: try it, you’ll see that everything changes.”719 A 
particular kind of knowledge is found when the thinker’s identity recedes and 
the ground unfolds.

This middle, a-subjective, state is shaped by forces akin to the fundamental 
force Heidegger finds in Nietzsche’s “will to power,”720 which is activated when 
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one’s body functions as the “command post of world interpretation.”721 Which is 
to say, the will to power overturns representational thinking by returning reason 
to the realm of the body.722 When this occurs, the “human” is “dehumanized”, 
thinking is placed back in the realm of the sensuous,723 and reason is returned 
to life.724 

Intensive Thinking725

It is always by means of an intensity that thought 
comes to us… In effect, the intensive or difference in 
intensity is at once both the object of the encounter 
and the object to which the encounter raises sensi-
bility.726

Gilles Deleuze

The term “intensive thinking” plays on Deleuze’s notion of “intensive dif-
ference” to describe a way of working that seeks influence and inspiration, not 
directly or explicitly, but rather affectively and intuitively. It describes a challeng-
ing but necessary habit of thinking employed to facilitate the processing of affec-
tive information, which conveys “the uncancellable in difference of quantity.”727 
Intensive difference invokes the two orders of properties in thermodynamics: 
the intensive and extensive. Extensive properties are things like area, volume, 
and distance, dependent on the amount of matter present; intensive properties, 
in contrast, include things such as color, odour, lustre, and temperature. For 
example, if you have a 600ml glass of water at 20°C, splitting its volume in half 
by putting 300ml into another glass does not divide the temperature to 10°C in 
each, rather both remain at 20°C. Here, the extensive division of volume does 
not affect the intensive property of temperature. In addition, intensive proper-
ties are unique in their morphogenetic capacities; that is, changes to intensive 
properties can gradually change the nature of a system. For example, air flowing 
from a high-pressure system to a low-pressure system generates wind, or heating 
water to 100°C initiates a phase change by becoming steam. 

Although the intensive and extensive necessarily go together, singling out 
the “intensive” as a provocation to thinking is useful as it places emphasis on an 
element that often eludes typical modes of thought. Deleuze states:

This element is intensity, understood as pure differ-
ence in itself, as that which is at once both impercep-
tible for empirical sensibility which grasps intensity 
only already covered or mediated by the quality to 
which it gives rise, and at the same time that which 
can be perceived only from the point of view of a 
transcendental sensibility which apprehends it im-
mediately in the encounter.728
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Importantly, in this passage Deleuze is not only describing intensity, but again 
refers to a type of reactive thinking—a thinking that only grasps the degraded 
after-effects of intensities; thus, he poses a challenge to thinking itself—he is 
asking for a thinking that engages the intensive as such. 

According to Farshid Moussavi, “affect is… an intensity, transmitted by 
form. The specific qualities of which depend on the characteristics of that 
form.”729 However, the extensive properties of architecture tend to get more at-
tention than the intensive, simply because they are easier to think, manage and 
plan. A robust engagement with architecture demands both the extensive and 
intensive be thought, which means rising to Deleuze’s challenge of thinking 
pure intensities alongside the more familiar extensive aspects of architecture. In 
short, more robust architectural thinking begins with recovering thinking in its 
“barest affectivity.” 

One example of thinking in its barest affectivity is found in “forgetting.” 
Deleuze calls forgetting a “active super-conscious faculty”.730 Forgetting is a 
means of taking memory out of the realm of reactive consciousness and repo-
sitioning it in the active unconscious. Drawing upon Marder, forgetting might 
be described as a state: 

Mirroring the plants’ heteronomy, its ontological de-
pendence on something other than itself, such as the 
light, plant-thinking is so closely entwined with its 
other (i.e., with non-thinking) that it does not main-
tain an identity as thinking.”731  

When one forgets, memory/knowledge becomes tacit, and in becoming tacit 
the “already there” of Gadamer’s “prejudice” get activated.732 Or as Heidegger 
puts it:

A specific kind of forgetting is essential for the tem-
porality that is constitutive for letting something be 
involved. The self must forget itself if, lost in the world 
of equipment, it is to be able “actually” to go to work 
and manipulate something.733  

In this context, the relationship between forgetting and prejudice constitutes 
expertise and it is used to empower provisional solutions, which in fact, are the 
engines of this way of thinking. 

The provisional solution is a boon to creative thinking, because it allows one 
to reckon with the way the accumulated past can suppress the unfamiliar and 
impede invention, by making it manifest and therefore adjustable.734 Deleuze 
puts the effect of the accumulated past this way: “It is a mistake to think that the 
painter works on a white surface.”735 He goes on to describe how provisional solu-
tions can be used to both “clean out” irrelevant ideas and cultivate original work: 
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The canvas is already so full that the painter must 
enter into the canvas. In this way, he enters into the 
cliché, and into probability. He enters into it precisely 
because he knows what he wants to do, but what saves 
him is the fact that he does not know how to get there, 
he does not know how to do what he wants to do. He 
will only get there by getting out of the canvas. The 
painter’s problem is not how to enter into the canvas, 
since he is already there (the prepictorial task), but 
how to get out of it, thereby getting out of the cliché, 
getting out of probability (the pictorial task) 736 

Intent gets one “in,” but because intent is based on past knowledge the “way 
in” is unremarkable—one is “already there;” thus, any way in is valid, because 
creativity is not the point of inception, it is what occurs as one moves away from 
the point of inception. Here, “cleaning” and “defining” become sub-tasks of the 
greater project of forgetting via making; as such, these activities activate a form 
of pre-conscious judgement: 

The painter does not have to cover a blank surface 
but rather would have to empty it out, clear it, clean 
it. He does not paint in order to reproduce on the 
canvas an object functioning as a model; he paints 
on images that are already there, in order to produce 
a canvas whose functioning will reverse the relations 
between model and copy. In short, what we have to 
define are all these “givens” [données] that are on the 
canvas before the painter’s work begins.737

 
As Deleuze suggests, this action reverses the notion that the artistic result is 

the making (“copy”) of a conscious intent (“model).” Here, making itself folds 
intent into a more fluid concept/diagram (discussed at length below) and this 
begins with measuring existing ideas against the situation, or as Deleuze says, 
“defining the givens.” However, as the above discussion of measuring should sug-
gest, “defining” the givens does not mean to index; rather it means to “exhaust.”738 

Exhaustion occurs when we run out of things to say in relation to what we 
see. Exhaustion is a productive disposition because “only the exhausted is suf-
ficiently disinterested, sufficiently scrupulous.”739 Through exhaustion Deleuze 
sees a means of overcoming the paralysis that tends to accompany choice. Such 
paralysis is seen as Samuel Beckett’s protagonist in Murphy attempts to compre-
hend the combinatorial permutations of five biscuits, and his realization that 
“he could not partake in their fullness until he had learnt not to prefer any one 
to any other.”740 

In short, Deleuze is advocating a kind of thinking that cultivates intimacy 
by exhausting what directly comes to mind and what one already knows (the 
“givens”), exorcising these through productive repression and performative trans-
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formation; and, instead of consciously selecting, one acts continuously until the 
transformations become less and less drastic, using this process to scrub away 
all that does not matter. Coop Himmelb(l)au has engaged in this sort of process 
to refine and perfect their particular sculptural forms. When I asked a designer 
in their Vienna office “How do you know when it is done?,” he replied “We 
make a lot of models, and we make models until the models stop changing.”741  

This kind of process requires an ability to suspend judgment, or as Isabelle 
Stengers says, “to relieve ourselves of the sad, monotonous little critical or 
reflexive voice whispering that we should not accept being mystified.”742 The 
suspension of this voice opens the way for contact with the unfamiliar. Another 
example of exhaustion in architecture can be found in the thirty-four concept 
models that were made for OMA’s Bibliothèques de Jussieu in Paris; here, one 
processes so many provisional architectural solutions for a project, that one stops 
seeing the preciousness of any particular solution and begins to use the collec-
tion of provisional solutions to reveal the fullness and specificity of the problem. 
In short, exhaustion describes a state where the complexities of a situation are 
rehearsed, repeated, and reconfigured so many times that they become inscribed 
in both the corresponding design artifacts and the designer’s very existence as a 
kind of embodied knowledge. 

Importantly, this process is temporally indefinite. For example, at one tem-
poral extreme it is not uncommon in my own painting for a work to complete 
itself almost spontaneously, whereas others may linger unfinished for years. 
These are interesting moments because they remind us that cleaning, as creative 
forgetting, is not analogous to house cleaning. To use Deleuzean terms, one is 
not cleaning an actual mess, one is instead cleaning a virtual mess. And because 

Figure 36. Coop Himmelb(l)au; Kristall Filmpalast, Dresden, Germany, 1998.
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the mess is virtual there are no spatial, material or temporal limits to the process. 
Illustrating another temporal extreme, Deleuze and Guattari describe the 

process of “forgetting” throughout J.M.W. Turner’s entire career. Turner’s early 
work appears to struggle to free itself from the weight of its influences and ref-
erences, whereas his later work “turns in on itself… is pierced by a hole, a lake, 
a flame, a tornado, an explosion,”743 and thus shows the effects of a lifetime of 
such cleaning and defining. Deleuze and Guattari go on to say of this late stage 
in Turner’s work: 

The themes of the preceding paintings are to be 
found again here, their meaning changed. The can-
vas is truly broken, sundered by what penetrates it. 
All that remains is a background of gold and fog, in-
tense, intensive, traversed in depth by what has just 
sundered its breadth.744 

Here it is clear that the goal of forgetting is not to clean to the point of 
blankness, but to clean to the point of lucidity; one can never fully eliminate 
prejudice (nor would one want to). Thus, the point of forgetting is to fold influ-
ences into influences or, as Deleuze says elsewhere, to “determine, among these 
givens, which are obstacles, which are helps, or even the effects of a preparatory 
work.”745 In this way, “new familiarities” indicate one has been affected by the 
unfamiliar and has managed to assimilate it. A pithy summation of such a career 
of cleaning, defining, forgetting and assimilating is encapsulated by Whistler’s 
famous retort to a question about the seemingly incomplete Nocturne in Blue 
and Gold: when asked (incredulously) if he charged two hundred guineas for two 
days labour, Whistler responded: “No, I ask it for the knowledge I have gained 
in the work of a lifetime.”746   

In this mode, the effects of cleaning and defining cannot be understood 
explicitly, nor can they be quantifiable. Thus I tend to think of this process, 
somewhat paradoxically, as trying to work until I reach a point where there is 
no longer something wrong with the work—I know it is done (good?) because it 
is no longer bad. Although this description implies conscious judgment—there 
are always moments for judgment—“done” is often best realized when, as Jean 
Arp said, “enough of my life has flowed into its body.”747 

These examples of forgetting suggest that one can only begin with approxi-
mations and loose associations, and that it is not until one starts working that it 
becomes clear which prejudices are affecting the outcomes, and therefore which 
should remain and which must go. It is only at this point that new formations 
can occur. 

Effective architectural design depends upon a structured forgetting. With-
out structure, there is no direction; without forgetting, architectural thinking 
becomes the mere collecting, calculating, and reconfiguring of facts. A good 
example of this can be seen in a typical site-based studio project. In such an ex-
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ercise, students will tend to list all the pertinent information gathered on a site 
visit, and then associate certain bits of information with certain design moves 
(e.g. the sun is going to be here, so I made the building do so and so). Such an 
approach is not incorrect, but one might say it is merely correct. That is, attend-
ing to these facts as facts, solely through consciousness, only affords associations 
and correlations with the familiar—recollective thinking. In this mode of think-
ing, design is reduced to a kind of matching game—a mathematical syntax—a 
process of “selecting” responses from a repository of anticipatable reactions, and 
the designer becomes mired in a kind of positivistic arithmetic—“this” equals 
“that”—and design becomes representational.

In contrast, the dialectic action of making helps keep one invested in design 
as holistic exercise and also acknowledges the tenuous agency of the designer, 
or as Simondon observes:

In the concrete object each piece is not merely a 
thing designed by its maker to perform a determined 
function; rather, it is part of a system in which a mul-
titude of forces are exercised and in which effects are 
produced that are independent of the design plan.748

 
By utilizing performative processes of forgetting, a designer can create condi-

tions for “pure difference in itself.”749 That is to say, by settling into a perpetual 
state of reaction or volatility—visiting and revisiting until one is thoroughly ab-
sorbed into the milieu—one becomes not merely aware of the facts themselves, 
but enacts the relations between the facts and feels the force of the facts. Here, 
difference itself is negotiated without proxies and articulated analogically and 
the design plan is afforded an agency of its own. 

The Dissolved Self 750

I can trust only my instincts and faculties to find a 
way I follow after some vague inclinations in my mind 
with utmost alertness. I will find the course somehow. 
Now I am advancing, I am penetrating boldly into the 
unknown, something in myself prepares to retreat. 
But it functions. My insight develops. I begin to see 
the intrinsic design of it. The inherent relations are 
already intergrating. The separate elements unite 
into complete ones. My real intention has found true 
meaning in this form. I have it now. I have come to my 
synthesis. Perhaps it is mine alone. Perhaps it is more; 
more constant than my intentions were. But the story 
of how I came to it is all my own. There is no conse-
quence in it. But if I could give you a clue you yourself 
would probably, intuitively find how it was.751

 Reima Pietilä
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Figure 37. J.M.W. Turner, “Fishermen at Sea,” 1796. 

Figure 38. J.M.W. Turner, “Rain, Steam and Speed - The Great Western Railway,” 1844.

Figure 39. James McNeill Whistler, “Nocturne: Blue and Gold-Old Battersea Bridge,” 1872-1875.
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To work [oeuvrer] is to forget the self, to let one’s other 
be—but an other who is not a self, nor one’s own, but 
quite other.752

Bernard Stiegler 

In order for exhaustion and forgetting to become operative, one must culti-
vate practices of attention that encourage subjective permeability. Such practices 
of attention connect Deleuze’s thinking to Leibnitz through the understanding 
that “problematic ideas are precisely the ultimate elements of nature and the 
subliminal objects of little perceptions.”753 And critically, since “little percep-
tions” are subliminal, one cannot pursue them through mere observation and 
analytic appraisal. Accordingly, Deleuze and Guattari advise “groping experi-
mentation,” and—with echoes of Heidegger’s measure-taking (Maß-nehmen)—
“measures that are not very respectable, rational, or reasonable.”754 However, 
unlike Heidegger, the measures they recommend “belong to the order of dreams, 
of pathological processes, esoteric experiences, drunkenness, and excess.”755 The 
connection to Heidegger’s measure-taking is that both are proposing a kind of 
spanning; which is to say, a temporal fusing of individual and situation. Deleuze 
calls this state of radical openness the “dissolved self.” The dissolved self, says 
Deleuze, “gives rise to an intensity which already comprehends difference in itself, 
the unequal in itself, and which penetrates all others, across and within multiple 
bodies.”756 The dissolved self allows familiar and unfamiliar to meet. Neil Denari 
once characterized his drives towards this sort of thinking as a, “compulsion to 
discipline intuition.”757  

In this state, one does not invent proxies, make literal associations, or resort 
to mere explanation. Rather, one attends purely to the language of creative think-
ing. The dissolution of the self opens up a space of excess—a space where one is 
simultaneously expert and novice, conscious and unconscious, human and ani-
mal. It is with such excess in mind that Deleuze’s problem with phenomenology 
becomes understandable. He claims that “the phenomenological hypothesis is 
perhaps insufficient because it merely invokes the lived body. But the lived body 
is still a paltry thing in comparison with a more profound and almost unlivable 
Power [Puissance].”758 In other words, the general failing of phenomenology is 
that many of its variants do not push beyond the boundaries of subjective expe-
rience into the power of intensities—the force between things.

Although Puissance is “almost unlivable,” the attempt to live it is a locus for 
a different kind of knowledge. Such knowledge requires that thinking become 
neither inner nor outer, but a becoming-inseparable of the two. Marder’s invoca-
tion of George Bataille illustrates this idea well: “The animal being in the world 
like water in water. ”759 Deleuze describes the immersive immanence of non-
intentionality by saying: “there is always another breath in my breath, another 
thought in my thought, another possession in what I possess, a thousand things 
and a thousand beings implicated in my complications.”760 
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It is important to recognize that such processes of thought are never harmo-
nious or resolved; rather, they demand a continuous negotiation. Herein lies the 
paradox of the “completeness” of thought—like the ground that is necessarily 
groundless, it is a completeness that is always incomplete, on the verge of com-
ing apart; and this is what makes it vital. Such an incomplete “completeness” is 
highlighted in Jacques Rancière and Radmila Djordjevic’s reading of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s work of art that “stands on its own.” They state: “the Apollonian 
maxim ‘stand up on its own’ is, rather, Dionysian hysteria.”761 In other words, the 
work stands not because of its supra-situational autonomy, but because it exerts 
a force upon situation and situation returns a force upon the work, a process 
that completes the work by making it fundamentally unsettled. 

Thought, too, must be “Dionysian” in this way to escape the stable figure 
of the “thinking-I.” Thus, to dissolve the self is not merely to make it peacefully 
go away; it is to allow something else to live inside oneself, which is necessarily 
disturbing. Deleuze elaborates this thought:

 
That I may be other, that something else thinks in us 
in an aggression which is the aggression of thought, 
in a multiplication which is the multiplication of the 
body, or in a violence which is the violence of lan-
guage.762

The emergence of revelation is violent, because such emergence tests one’s 
capacities and challenges one’s beliefs. When working, this violence demands 
constant re-evaluation and revision of everything that previously seemed stable. 
Accepting this kind of contingency into one’s thinking means to live an unset-
tled sense of one’s world, necessities, and self. 

My own process of painting participates in this violence when I escape intent. 
With the dissipation of intent any notion I might have of my creative power is 
destabilized, and the ego investment in the “quality” or “creativity” of the work 
is destroyed. What this means is that painting what I intend is automatically a 
kind of failure. Instead, truly creative painting must reveal itself through a kind 
of rupture. It is this not-being-able-to-know that is also violent: unintended and 
unanticipatable arrival can never be fulfilment, only reconciliation. 

However, ultimately violence “is the joyful message,” because it signals in-
sight, progress and growth; it reflects visits to places that could never be con-
sciously conceived or understood.763 Some might see such a way of working as 
being irrational and thus unsuited to the rigours of architectural design. However 
it is labelled, it is important to remember, as Deleuze and Guattari state: “madness 
need not be all breakdown. It may also be breakthrough.”764 Or of architectural 
practice, Janne Terasvirta (formerly of ALA Architects) stated: 

In your thinking you have to allow yourself a certain 
level of irrationality—when putting ideas together or 
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questioning the ideas you come up with. And maybe 
also because most construction is so rational that you 
have to add some other layer to it in order just to get 
a more stimulating environment.765

Nietzsche goes so far to say that one truly becomes a creator only when one 
no longer believes in anything.766 For Nietzsche, the downfall of belief is that 
instead of being a means of entering the totality, it totalizes. In order to not-
believe it becomes incumbent on the creator to be led by outcomes, and trust in 
the internal logics of the creation itself. For me, this process works when I stop 
seeing the painting (or design) as an object; in this state, conscious judgment 
ceases and the act of making itself leads movements, guides stokes, and selects 
colours. In this way, not-believing and forgetting are perhaps two sides of the 
same coin—thinking without consciousness. 

Following Nietzsche, not believing, according to Heidegger, means “the re-
fusal to embrace without further ado whatever is pre-given; refusal to rest content 
and delude oneself with merely ostensible decisions; refusal to shut one’s eyes to 
one’s own complacency.”767 He goes on to say: 

The phrase “I no longer believe in anything” suggests 
the very opposite of doubt and paralysis in the 
face of decision and action. It means the following: 
“I will not have life come to a standstill at one pos-
sibility, one configuration; I will allow and grant 
life its inalienable right to become, and I shall do 
this by prefiguring and projecting new and higher 
possibilities for it, creatively conducting life out be-
yond itself.” The creator is thus necessarily a non-
believer, granted the designated sense of belief as 
bringing to a standstill.768 

Also following Nietzsche, Deleuze goes so far as to connect belief with re-
sentment (ressentiment):

To abolish chance by holding it in the grip of causality 
and finality, to count on the repetition of throws rath-
er than the affirming chance, to anticipate a result in-
stead of affirming necessity––these are all the opera-
tions of a bad player. They have their root in reason, 
but what is reason? The spirit of revenge, nothing but 
the spirit of revenge … ressentiment in the repetition 
of throws, bad conscious in the belief in purpose.769

Deleuze is pointing to the tendency for belief to lead to reactionary critiques, 
which amounts to using belief to reject something new. Here belief signals the 
inability to assimilate the unfamiliar and a strong need for cognitive closure. 
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Figure 40. Randall Teal, Untitled Works, undated.
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In contrast, the importance of non-intentionality—chance—is that it allows 
the familiar (prejudice) to simultaneously uncover, and be affected by, the un-
familiar. In this process, creative making acts as a dynamic filter (as opposed to 
the cataloguing and selecting of a conscious mind), using forgetting to liquidate 
the various strata of prejudice so that self/knowledge can fluidly interact, react, 
and play with the givens at hand. The point of all of this is to allow relevance to 
surface and irrelevance to dissipate, making new familiars from the unfamiliar. 
Importantly, this unfamiliar-familiar must arise through, and be found in, the 
work itself. 

In short, it is incumbent on the creator to continually open to the unfamiliar, 
the unknown, the problematic, the unsettled in the work, because this is how 
the familiar becomes an ungrounded ground, a ground that is filled with vitality. 
In this way, endeavouring to de-familiarize creates new familiarities, or perhaps 
as Gadamer suggests: “the joy of recognition is rather the joy of knowing more 
than is already familiar.”770 These examples question the authority of conscious 
belief—once used as proof of human privilege by Aristotle—showing it to be 
something potentially destructive. Marder turns this inversion into his basic 
provocation (directed at this Aristotelian belief ): “if one has no belief of anything, 
but is equally thinking and not thinking, how would one differ from a plant?”771 
It is this being like a plant that puts one in touch with the language of making. 

Problem Posing772

The difficulty is to realize the groundlessness of our 
believing.773

Ludwig Wittgenstein

One of the primary false grounds for architectural thinking is established 
when design is treated as problem-solving. Problem-solving is a false ground, 
because it falsely assigns mathematical syntax to a “problem” of poeisis; which is 
to say, making. Imagining design to be problem-solving does not allow engage-
ment with the analogical whole of the architectural milieu, instead establishing 
a superficial construct where instrumental thinking is ascendant. 

This limited manner of thinking is one that is institutionalized during child-
hood and in the classrooms of elementary education where, as Deleuze puts it, 
“it is the school teacher who ‘poses’ the problems; the pupil’s task is to discover 
the solutions. In this way we are kept in a kind of slavery.”774 A primary issue 
with design as problem-solving is that the problems themselves are frequently 
left unquestioned, poorly articulated, and lack malleability. A further issue with 
problem-solving is that it typically proceeds by atomization; that is, turning a 
project into a multitude of discreet problems (facts) to be fixed discreetly. The 
missed opportunity here is, as Deleuze goes on to say, “true freedom lies in a 
power to decide to constitute problems themselves.775
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Following his reading of Deleuze,DeLanda believes that “true thinking” 
occurs through “problem-posing,” which consists of “framing the right prob-
lems rather than solving them.”776 Problem-posing activates thinking, because 
it energizes a process of testing and refining that does not merely depend on 
familiarities, but discovers and folds-in those things unfamiliar into the problem 
definition. Bergson stated the efficacy of problem-posing undertaken in this way 
quite clearly: “A speculative problem is solved as soon as it is clearly stated.”777 
Bergson’s point is that once one has gotten past the “obviousness” of a problem 
at hand, one’s energies can be properly invested in crafting the problem and 
its definition; and this is time well spent, because a “clearly stated” problem 
means a well-crafted, well-defined problem, which is necessarily pregnant with 
all the material of the solution. In short, insight occurs when one “makes” the 
problem, because this process fosters intimacy with the material, which allows 
numerous potential solutions that would not have been otherwise possible to 
become possible.  

However, problem-posing cannot be a mere intellectual reversal because, as 
Deleuze says, “a problem does not exist, apart from its solutions.”778 Thus, as 
suggested above, defining a problem also requires crafting provisional solutions: 
to pose a problem and craft a solution initiates a dialogue between an emergent 
problem formation and emergent problem solution. As results unfold they reveal 
and organize the real potentialities of an idea and/or situation. In this way, in-
terim solutions might be better termed “problem determinations,” which are, as 
Deleuze says, “not the same as its solution.”779 Instead, problem determinations 
are the modulations of a situation, which make visible the layers of relationships 
that structure a problem. Feyerabend has a similar notion of the emergent prop-
erties of problem/solution and describes this interaction as follows:

Creation of a thing, and creation plus full understand-
ing of a correct idea of the thing, are very often parts 
of one and the same indivisible process and can-
not be separated without bringing the process to a 
stop.780

In this process, the power of the problem is found in its dialectic action; 
and, when used effectively, the problem dialogue can be used to continuously 
uncover that which is unknown within a situation. A “solution” understood to 
be a design determination is a means of thinking, and as such begins to help 
one actively and insightfully synthesize an array of complex and contradictory 
elements as architecture. 

Simondon sees these kinds of provisional determinations as being fundamen-
tal to any form of invention, leading to an endless trove of realizable directions: 

Many abandoned technical objects are incomplete 
inventions, which remain as an open-ended virtual-
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ity and could be taken up once more and given new 
life in another field according to the profound inten-
tion which informs them, that is, their technical es-
sence.781 

This constant discovery of new potential is a critical part of creative thinking. 
In architecture, this often means knowing that those things unresolved are not 
failures to solve a particular problem; but rather, are determinates of possible 
futures for architecture that are awaiting the right conditions, more information, 
or deeper understandings to find their relevance. For example, Pietilä states: “The 
20% unresolved problems keep me going: they somehow give me energy and 
purpose for the next design.”782 In fact, there is a famous anecdote about Alvar 
Aalto’s comments to Pietilä after Pietilä won the Dipoli Student Center compe-
tition that speaks to this motivation. According to Pietilä, Aalto asked him why 
he haddifferentiated the roof form of the functional core from the roof form 
of the public social spaces (suggesting that Pietilä should have made it all the 
same). Pietilä replied: “I could not answer a question what was not posed.”783 In 
other words, it was impossible for Pietilä to even consider this possibility before 
the idea had been revealed through the making of Dipoli. It was only in the 
completed design that the possibility emerged. 

Simondon talks at length about this kind of virtuality becoming actual: new 
questions that only become evident through provisional solutions to other ques-
tions. He provides the evolution of the vacuum tube as an example to describe 
this process:

Figure 41. Reima Pietilä; Dipoli Student Center, 1966.
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The Crookes tube potentially contains the Coolidge 
tube, because the very intention which becomes or-
ganized, stabilized, and refined in the Coolidge tube 
already existed in the Crookes tube in a confused but 
nevertheless real state.784

In these two examples one can see how the precision of “completion” is a 
means to reveal more potential-laden frames for discovery. This process points 
to another of Simondon’s insights: “the real stages of improvement of the tech-
nical object are achieved by … mutations that have meaningful direction.”785 
Returning to Dipoli, it might be said (in Simondonian terms) that Dipoli is 
structured by a “virtuality” that once made manifest (as seen by Aalto) opened 
up a “mutation” that was actualized in Pietilä’s design for the continuous surface 
in Malmi Church. 

Problem Determinations 786

Whether a proposition can turn out to be false after 
all depends on what I make count as determinations 
for that proposition.787

Ludwig Wittgenstein

Figure 42. Reima Pietilä, Malmi Church, Helsinki, elevation, 1967
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When the dialectic action of the problem/solution breaks down, a common 
recourse is to trace problems from propositions.788 For example, if one re-phrases 
a propositional concept such as “my building is about rotation,” as “what I am 
trying to do is to give my building a sense of rotation,” one has only succeeded 
in making a proposition look like a problem. Here—since the real question is 
why rotation is even relevant—a more valid determination has been repressed; in 
this way, the concept becomes a “bad and cruel” idea, an idea that is, in Deleuze’s 
words, “flayed and separated from (its) living form…grasped only by a thought 
which invents and contemplates them.”789 Which is to say, when concepts are 
self-referential they can no longer be problem determinations, because they are 
no longer being measured against a world-bound situation. 

The prevalence of the propositional concept, or problems that are traced from 
propositions, is encouraged by a belief that “problems are given ready-made, 
and that they disappear in the responses or the solution.”790 In design studio, 
the most common “ready-made” problem is the program. And, when the pro-
gram is taken to be the problem, then the strategy of the designer often becomes 
a step-wise organizing of program elements. However, such an approach leads 
either to infinite regress—as possible solution combinations appear endless and 
more or less equivalent—or to the need for a secondary means of selection. And 
since one of the most accessible means of selection is a propositional frame—as 
categorizations, justifications, and explanations—propositional concepts emerge 

Determinations used in this way lead to what might be called the “bird-in-
the-bush problem;” that is, as Friedrich Nietzsche said, “if someone hides an 
object behind a bush, then seeks and finds it there, that seeking and finding is 
not very laudable.”791 The propositional bird-in-the-bush is the “I wanted to…” 
of every architecture project; which is a fundamental negation of problem-posing.

Counter to such base concepts, Whiting has suggested that every academic 
design project should be thought of as having a thesis.792 That is, every project 
should be understood to be making an argument, taking a position on some ar-
chitectural matter, and thus depending on research into topics or on paths with 
the potential to yield some sort of insight. Operating with the understanding that 
a researched and well-argued position should underpin every project reduces the 
possibility that one poses problems “according to the possibility of … finding a 
solution.”793 Weak concepts are the result of pursuing (seemingly) unproblematic 
problems—the path to solution is visible. Such concepts fail to activate the power 
of research and rhetoric, because they fail to make the problem problematic. 

An example of both the power and difficulty of engaging the problem dia-
lectic is seen in a student project that was driven by a formative intuition that a 
“community living room” in downtown Tampere, Finland, might benefit from 
being approached as a landscape. Unfortunately, despite some interesting prelimi-
nary studies, the student became apprehensive of pursuing this idea because the 
winter climate made literally treating the project as landscape difficult. So instead 
of allowing the incommensurability of living room, landscape, and winter to 
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push her thinking in unfamiliar directions, she pulled back when there seemed 
no immediate reconciliation. Here the potential of the metaphor was destroyed 
by a belief in the need for resemblance, and the problem dialectic was scrapped 
because the idea caused problems (i.e. did not lead immediately to a solution).

Hesitation in the face of the problematic, though understandable, is unfor-
tunate because incompatible notions are often the seeds for remarkable design. 
That is, some of the best design problem/solutions are the ones that are seemingly 
intractable because they unsettle the truths one takes to be givens and force a 
rethinking of what is imagined to be possible; the questions such conflicts raise 
frequently breed more nuanced and sensitive responses than the “problems” 
that are obvious to everyone. In this way, design should be thought of not as a 
filter for reducing conflict, but a generative process to make conflict meaningful.

So, in the above example, pursuing the notion of building as landscape 
does not mean that the building should be a landscape; rather, the power of the 
problematic is that the possibility of living room, landscape, and winter forces 
the empowering of a process of experimentation and encourages a series of de-
sign determinations. For example, pursing (through design) this building as a 
landscape might actually show exactly why the building should not be treated 
as landscape and thus open up a previously unthinkable direction. In this way, 
“the differential elements in thought” are used as “tests and selections;” 794 and 
importantly, the differential power of the problem comes from its interim cer-
tainty—the belief that it is a landscape. Returning to Kierkegaard, the commit-
ment is key, since with it “the solution exists then, although it may remain hidden 
and, so to speak, covered up.”795 The commitment structures areas of relevance 
in which one can forget, which encourages intuitive and intellectual modalities of 
thought to become complimentary by allowing questioning to become thinking

Questioning Design796

The sign or point of departure for that which forces 
thought is thus the coexistence of contraries, the co-
existence of more and less in an unlimited qualitative 
becoming. Recognition, by contrast, measures and 
limits the quality by relating it to something, thereby 
interrupting the mad-becoming.797

Gilles Deleuze

To give an example of how Deleuze’s idea works, I will describe a student 
who was trying to integrate a glazed roof into a project in a site susceptible to 
heavy snowfall. The space that was to be glazed was an interstitial zone, defined 
by two building forms of irregular shape; these forms already had a language of 
large roof insertions. It was immediately obvious that this situation was not one 
easily resolved by simply attending to the facts, because in each possible (familiar) 
arrangement the facts became contradictory. The way out of such a conundrum 
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was to make the “irreducibility of contingency” operational.798

Contingency becomes operational via exhaustive questioning. However, the 
effectiveness of this questioning depends on the questioning as questioning, or as 
Heidegger says, “no longer merely a preliminary step that is surmounted on the 
way to the answer and thus to knowing; rather, questioning itself becomes the 
highest form of knowing.”799 Here, Heidegger is suggesting that questioning itself 
is knowledge, because effective questions open up specific regions of thinking 
and build knowledge through the itineraries they create. In this way, questioning 
means dwelling—with all its implications of residing and being—within a region 
(problem). The significance of this idea here is exactly the same significance that 
Simone Brott makes about architecture itself: “When an architecture is truly 
inhabited, it is as if it begins to inhabit us.”800 The understandings of dwelling 
depend upon asking questions and being questioned.801 

Being questioned activates one’s capacity to be affected. It is this power of 
questioning to cultivate openness that caused Heidegger to refer to questioning 
as “the piety of thought.”802 Used in this way, questioning becomes the vehicle for 
creating interaction between consciousness and forgetting: consciousness poses a 
question, and in so doing creates a region in which one can practice forgetting, 
or as Heidegger has said, true freedom is not being “free from,” it is being “free 
for.”803 Through the circumscribing effect of the question, one is free to employ 
modes of thought that rely on the dissolved-self to seek answers. Here, this means 
a return to Delueze’s “which one,” (rather than “what is it.”).804 In architecture, 
asking “which one?” means asking questions of architectural viability and integ-
rity by inquiring into the specific fit of an architectural idea and the particular 
affective state of the attendant composition Such questioning begins by defining 
the possible and proceeds via a rehearsal of the attendant forces.

It is through such non-visual understandings that one begins to see (and de-
sign for) an architecture that has an agency of its own. Brott calls such agency the 
“anonymous subjectivity of architecture,” and sees it being carried out through 
what she calls “effects-series.”805 For example, describing Le Corbusier’s Villa 
Savoye she states:

Stretching from one room to the next, surfaces fol-
low me, approaching and receding, while I attach 
and detach myself from one effects-series of per-
ceptual and built fragments to the next. But there 
is only one surface of architectural experience, 
namely the progressive contact-surface generat-
ed via each encounter with built fabric in a series 
of vivid effects that jump from the visual, haptic 
and olfactory registers to the mental, affective and 
psychological registers—and back.806
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Accepting the agency of architecture itself pushes one into a different rela-
tionship with the workings of architecture; and if one takes this shift seriously, 
it changes the nature of the encounter and changes the aims of the designer. In 
other words, understanding architecture to be a series of entangled and entwin-
ing effects—rather than a functional puzzle or a self-sufficient object—reframes 
the nature of the architectural problem and emphasizes the need to think in a 
way that helps to draw out this complex interconnectedness. 

Returning to the question of the student’s design for a glazed roof, by asking 
not “what is it?” but “which one?,” she was able to circumscribe certain specific 
areas of inquiry. She did this by posing a number of possible directions for reso-
lution, each with different priorities and conflicts. Thus “which one” led to the 
creation of clusters of architectural potential, which included: 1. Intermediate 
roof placed below the proposed building forms; 2. Intermediate roof elimi-
nated by connecting the “existing” roofs of the two other building forms with 
day lighting achieved via skylights; 3. Intermediate roof addressed by passing 
one of the “existing” roofs over the other “existing” roof; and 4. Intermediate 
roof addressed by raising it above other building forms. Proposal number four 
prompted a series of sub-questions: if the intermediate roof pops up above the 
other building forms, does one make the pop-up: a.) mimic the language of the 
other roof insertions; b.) call into question the other roof insertions; c.) act as 
an extension of one or both of the interior walls it bears upon; or d.) become an 
autonomous object. Finally, these specific questions raised a more general ques-
tion: does resolution for this new element require a fundamental rethinking (the 
aggression of thought) of the current building plans? 

In this example, asking “which one” pushed the student deeper into the 
particularities of the condition, creating relevant options that could be explored 
via processes of forgetting (making). Put another way, using questions to define 
relevance created conditions for enacting interventions—literally becoming the 
force of the snow falling on the roof, the light coming into the space, the drain-
age paths of the rainwater, the wandering visitor, and so on. This becoming an 
attendant force is made real through the material performances of thinking as 

 Figure 43. Le Corbusier; Villa Savoye, Paris, 1931.
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drawing and making.807 As one draws-through design relations and forces, it is, 
as Deleuze says, “not a question of our undergoing influences, but of being ‘in-
sufflations’ and fluctuations or merging with them.”808 This statement is an apt 
summation of the role intensive thinking in this process of questioning: it is an 
“insufflation.” That is, one both breaths in (as in taking medication) and blows 
upon (as in an exorcism). This idea is deceptively simple and yet profoundly in-
structive, because it shows the thinker’s role (like a simple breath) to be such a 
small—yet indispensable—part of the greater organism that is the work. And it is 
through such insufflation that one “speaks” and understands analogical language.

Here subjectivity is shifted away from the “I” towards what Brott calls “a gen-
eral power to command arrangements, to envelop a series of aesthetic, social and 
other effects… [and] the phenomenon of having been selected, of an unconscious 
desire toward this set of effects.”809 Returning to my own painting process, it is, 
for me, exactly this sense of “having been selected,” that is critical and points to 
both the smallness, and lack of ownership, of the “breath.” That is, neither the 
painting nor I are communicating specific instructions to one another—we are 
merely sharing the same breath. I think this is what Heidegger had in mind when 
he claimed that “thinking is much simpler than philosophy, yet more difficult 
to accomplish.”810 Thinking as making is perhaps the most uncomplicated state 
one can be in, yet, unlike its material instantiations with their designs articulated 
in discernible lines of logic and figures of recognition, the thinking that makes 
such designs possible cannot be claimed as such, lest it disappear.  

Case Study—The Thinking-Making of Reima Pietilä

A. Enquiries of Serious Play

“Pietilä questioned in order to live.”811

Roger Connah

My subject was so unpopular because visual design 
is wrongly identified with architectural aesthetics. 
When one is trying to conceive a wider context than 
usual functional and technological forms of physical 
environments, the subject is hard to discuss even in 
professional circles.812 
Reima Pietilä

Michael Rotundi told a story about when he and Thom Mayne were estab-
lishing their practice, and how they would stay up all night drawing over plans of 
their favorite architectural works until they could draw them without referencing 
the original.813 This exercise was motivated by an affinity for these works and 
implicit questions about what makes certain buildings special; however, what is 
remarkable is that analysis was not the way to find answers to these questions. 
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Rather, this exercise sought to understand these questions by building knowledge 
through involvement.814 Or as Rotundi later recalled: “the way it was recorded, 
by hand, was the way it was recollected—by hand. It was a symmetry.”815 Here, 
we encounter what might be called “analogical research.” This mode of research-
ing is particularly important in architecture, because it recognizes that there is 
a difference between explaining a work of architecture and knowing a work of 
architecture. Both are valid types of engagement, yet they must not be conflated, 
because they are different in kind. 

Pietilä engaged research through making and sharpened this research via his 
intellectual pursuits. His intellectual interests, like his media studies, were not 
mined for direct application; but rather, were also engaged as a kind of training, 
or as Roger Connah put it: “He didn’t read them [Whorf, Beckett, Heidegger, 
Hall, or Feyerabend] to move in that direction, he was already there.”816 Sim-
ply, one might argue theory informed Pietilä’s architecture in the the same way 
precedents informed Rotundi’s architecture. From the sources mentioned above 
to the unending qualities of Schwitters to Godel’s incompleteness to Cage’s 
indeterminacy to Boccioni’s temporal dynamism, for Pietila “theory was about 
process itself. It was the indivisible space between life and architecture.”817 Pi-
etilä’s engagement with theory was used as neither conceit or justification; it 
was a process of questioning.818 In this way, Pietilä used theory to deepen his 
understandings about what architecture could do and used his commitment to 
construction to help him extend these theoretical and conceptual understand-
ings into the realm of the built environment. 

One of his particular theoretical investments is revealed through his inten-
tional obfuscations of his work; for example, “explaining” his design process 
as a semantic approach, a morphological approach,819 a cultural approach,820 
a fantasy-driven approach,821 a functionalist approach,822 and with influences 
of animisim,823 the forbidden,824 and history.825 He also used this technique to 

Figure 44. Reima Pietilä; Concrete formwork for the Dipoli Student Center, 1965. 
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“explain” his projects. For example, he claimed the form of the Metso Library 
in Tampere was erived from geomorphical forces, a sheep, a mollusk shell, a belt 
buckle,; and a male grouse (in Finnish: metso).826 Similarly, Dipoli was landform 
art, a dinosaur, a series of caves a huge animal, and a copper sculpture.827 Malmi 
was a cave, a glacial boulder, and the outline of his cat who was laying on the 
drawing table.828 In short, by saying “all of the above,” Pietilä was invoking the 
power of undecidability, suggesting that he sought ways to keep inquirers fo-
cused on the experiential language of architecture itself, understanding that once 
something is explained it no longer needs to be engaged. In this way, there was 
a literary quality to his work, or as Roger Connah put it::

Potential architecture(s) has always been his concern. 
Not architecture of fantasy, an organic limpness nor 
necessarily fictional projects; even in 1988 Pietilä was 
speaking of the very real problem of building fiction-
al space.829 

Given this aspect of his probing, it might be best to say that it is not so 
much the “what” as the “how” that characterizes Pietilä’s research; and if there 
was a “what” it would be to make himself a more supple architectural thinker, 
the implication being that better architecture begins with better thinking. For 
Pietilä, better architectural thinking was energized through the—sometimes in-
tentional, sometimes playful—making of things. The latter design process is also 
witnessed in Alvar Aalto’s description of his initial drawings for Viipuri Library: 

While designing the Municipal Library in Viipuri, I 
spent a great deal of time making children’s draw-
ings… In themselves these drawings had nothing to 
do with architecture, but from these childish draw-
ings sprang a combination of plans and sections 
which, although it would be difficult to describe how, 
were all interwoven. And this became the basic idea 
of the library.830

One of the ways Pietilä pursued architecture through play he termed “mor-
phic-becoming,” which he described as:

A way of thinking that there are no absolute basic el-
ements, but rather elements that begin almost from 
a void, from emptiness. At a certain point these ele-
ments just begin to grow…every morphic point has 
its basic structural ideas, which are revealed when we 
start to operate with it.”831

He explained the worth of this manner of working in comparison to norma-
tive methods of the time, saying: “Often in rationalism only traced ruled lines 
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have a meaning. Therefore, one must use ruler-graphics from start to finish. I 
don’t have to do this. My way is ‘pluricompositional’.”832 Accordingly, Pietilä’s 
use of drawing was extremely fluid and multifaceted: he used a wide range of 
media (charcoal, pencil, marker, pens of all sorts, paper cut-outs, wooden sticks, 
etc.) and methods (conceptual, technical, and linguistic) quite fluidly and often 
simultaneously to play out possible architectures.

With the above examples of Mayne and Rotundi, Aalto, and Pietilä in mind, 
it becomes clear why Gadamer argued that play is not a mere activity, it is “a mode 
of being.”833 As such, playing cultivates understandings that emerge through an 
“experience that changes the person who experiences it.”834 He goes on to say:

If we examine how the word “play” is used and con-
centrate on its so-called metaphorical senses, find 
talk of the play of light, the play of the waves, play 
of gears or parts of machinery, the interplay of limbs, 
the play of forces, the play of gnats, even a play on 
words. In each case what is intended is to-and-fro 
movement that is not tied to any goal that would 
bring it to an end. Correlatively, the word “Spiel” origi-

Figure 45. Reima Pietilä; Venice Pavilion drawings, 1955.
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nally meant dance… the movement of playing has 
no goal that brings it to an end; rather, it renews itself 
in constant repetition” 835

Playing reveals the language of the world, and Gadamer goes on to argue 
that art is the material manifestation of play, what he calls the “transformation 
(of play) into structure.”836 The heart of Gadamer’s argument goes like this: 

My thesis, then, is that the being of art cannot be de-
fined as an object of an aesthetic consciousness be-
cause, on the contrary, the aesthetic attitude is more 
than it knows of itself. It is a part of the event being 
that occurs in presentation, and belongs essentially to 
play as play.837

Similarly, it was the play of variable media with architectural possibilities that 
formed Pietilä’s art. The term he used for the specific outcome of the process was 
semeiograms, which he used to “exploit the usual way an architect explains ideas; 
with an intricated pattern sketching and speaking.” For Pietilä, it was precisely 
the ambiguities of this approach/result that activated the architectural idea, or 
as he says: “It seems to me the correct way to make an architectural idea explicit. 
I do not explain anything.838 

This technique was enhanced through his exhibition work (made necessary 
by the fact that he had no significant architectural commissions for nearly a dec-
ade).839 Of this work, Pietilä said: “I design an exhibition to train my capacity 
to organize the architectural space problems.”840 Generally, Pietilä’s use of design 
media parallels his theorizations of architecture, which, he argued, should be 
inclusive and diverse. The plurality of his work and methods points to a relent-
less effort to be responsive, a fundamental desire to make affective architecture, 
and commitment to a process of knowledge acquisition that has frequently been 
discounted, as Feyerabend states: 

First, we have an idea, or a problem, then we act, i.e. 
either speak, or build, or destroy. Yet this is certainly 
not the way in which small children develop. They 
use words, they combine them, they play with them, 
until they grasp a meaning that has so far been be-
yond their reach. And the initial playful activity is an 
essential prerequisite of the final act of understand-
ing. There is no reason why this mechanism should 
cease to function in the adult.841 
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B. Material Experiments

Designed material: architecture.842

Reima Pietilä 

At one level, Pietila’s process of drawing functioned as play; however, at an-
other, his framework of thinking might be best described as experiment; which 
is to say, he was relentless in his pursuit of architectural understanding, rigorously 
testing particular architectural ideas through this use of media, and employing 
media as a means of rehearsing the design of material. This approach is especially 

Figure 46. Reima Pietilä; Design drawings, Rothschild Guest House, Ferrières, France, 1968.
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striking given the kinds of buildings he is making (unconventional, expressive, 
organic with unorthodox formal and spatial qualities). In other words, given his 
architectural sensibilities, one might expect more of his drawings to look like the 
way Aalto describes his drawings for Viipuri (or Aalto’s paintings). 

Although these kinds of drawings do exist in Pietilä’s archive, they are not 
the focus of any project. Even in competitions and unfinished projects, Pietilä’s 
process drawings are littered with foundation and soffit details, window assem-
blies and door handle designs, ideas about paving and landscape, wall sections 
and proposed specifications. There are also perspective drawings and models, 
but often these feel like armatures that he is using to stage his technical/material 
investigations upon. In short, it is not the simple fact that Pietilä sketches that 
makes him a designer, it is how and what he sketches that is important, because 
the what and how orients his architectural thinking to the kinds of questions 
he is seeking. 

As a counter example to this process, there is a scene in the 2006 documentary 
Sketches of Frank Gehry, where Gehry is (playing?) having one of his designers 
cut and place metallic paper on a model while he (Gehry) surveys the formal 
merits of the moves. Gehry, too, is working out a kind of analogical language; 
however, his is a very different questioning than that of Pietilä. 

Figure 47. Reima Pietilä; Design drawings, Åkerhielm sauna, Källskär, 1966. 
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In contrast to Gehry’s paper study, imagine Pietilä working on his folded 
paper studies for the walls of the Kaleva Church. In these paper works it is Pietilä 
himself who is exploring how a material (concrete) and a method of construc-
tion (poured-in-place modular structural elements) can be repeated and varied 
to shape a space in support of a particular architectural effect.843 Through these 
studies, Pietilä sought to “achieve a visual weightlessness by using rhythmic and 
light kinetics of broken line chains in constantly evolving series.”844 The success 
of this focused investigation is seen in the church itself, the worth of which is 
reinforced by Malcolm Quantrill’s comment: “Kaleva Church was a watershed 
in Pietilä’s development. It quite clearly demonstrated that the time he had de-
voted to the systematic study of form begin to pay dividends.”845 This point is 
important because it characterizes something inherent to Pietilä’s process; that 
is, he did not simply paint with paper, he trained his mind and tested hypotheses 
through these studies, using systematic technical studies to assay the possibilities 
of architectural construction.

In Gehry, one witnesses an inquiry into formal invention that is mostly di-
vorced from the force of materials and processes of construction, and because of 
this I would argue that Gehry’s language has less architectural rigor than that of 
Pietilä. Gehry’s search has been revolutionary in terms of pushing the bounda-
ries of architecture, construction, and digital interfaces; however, the manner 
in which the search is conducted is, perhaps, also the reason that Gehry’s work 
often lacks both technical and formal resolve. 

Pietilä’s drawing archive makes it clear that he imagines a building not to be 
a diminishment of the initial artistic impulse or the proof of some theoretical 
overlay; rather, for him architecture is an emergent concrete assemblage enabled 
through drawing. Such an approach to architectural design led to measurably 

Figure 48. Reima Pietilä; Kaleva Church, Tampere, 1966. 
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innovative works like the Monte Carlo Multipurpose Center, which anticipated, 
through its folding roof elements, many contemporary sports venues. However, 
it Pietilä’s use of the technical aspects of architecture to affective ends where he 
is perhaps at his most innovative. 

In terms of this particular achievement, Connah has stated: “Dipoli is the 
summa of all his thinking.”846 Connah explains:

What would be said of Dipoli should be said if one 
could say it. That it is a beginning. That it is a be-
coming.  Don’t speak of it as a complete and final 
thing.  But rather as an attempt, a direction, some-
thing symptomatic…it is unsettled architecture. At 
the same time as being like a material sketch,  it is a 
sketch for architecture  too difficult to settle rightly 
as yet… Dipoli is an experiment in attitude, Dipoli is 
contrary to good taste; styleless (in as much as style 
is the consistency of convention) contrary to the tried 
and accepted rules of composition.847

Dipoli is a perfect illustration of architecture as an analogical language. Di-
poli’s language is Dipoli. Dipoli cannot be explained, it must be experienced. 
Dipoli’s “attitude” is an intensely architectural “attitude,” a disposition of inde-
terminacy, holding one rapt in engagement with its form, its space, its material 
qualities, a peculiar language whispered through the insufflations of drawing and 
finally spoken aloud as an architectural assemblage.  

The rigor of Pietilä’s exploratory work allowed his experiments to inform ar-
chitecture across multiple projects. For example, Pietilä’s use of making to train 
his thinking is found in his semi-modular stick studies undertaken from 1957 to 
1959. These studies helped foster fluency in a language of “broken line chains,” 

Figure 49. Reima Pietilä; section, Monte Carlo multi-purpose building, 1969.
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and the influence of these exercises can be seen beyond the Kavela Church, in 
earlier works such the Brussels Expo Pavilion, and in later works such the Oulu 
University Master Plan and the Suvikumpu Housing Project.848 Here it might 
also be noted that this training was reciprocal; every architectural work was a 
means of practicing, testing, understanding the impact of these effects and the 
different methods that might be used in their execution. 

In this way, Pietilä tended not to do research to inform specific works; instead, 
he did work as a framework to make himself a better thinker and to build his 
“history” for later insight.849 Another reciprocal investigation of the same period 
is seen in the connections between the glued wooden assemblies of the Brander 
Café ceiling and the benches and organ case of the Kavela Church.850 Moving 
across Pietilä’s career, the basic structural wall element from the Kavela Church 
is also re-deployed to create one of the greatest roof forms in architectural his-
tory, namely the Finnish Embassy in New Dehli.851 In short, the training and 
experimentation that occurred via Pietilä’s media studies exceed mere repre-
sentation, mere gestural expression—they are all, first and foremost, thinking 
instruments used to develop sympathetic relationships to potential languages 
of architecture.852 In fact, Pietilä has claimed that “grammar is like architectural 
construction.”853 He elaborates this point saying:

I exploit linguistic models. I form certain kinds of 
syntactic, phonemic and morphic analogies. I design 
and write down sentences to define the structure of a 
project. In traditional aesthetics architecture is a lan-
guage of form. This expression carries, however, too 
much of the poetic function; my emphasis is more 
one of structuralism. Architecture can be structured 
according to the linguistic model.854 

Pietilä is not making a weak comparison of architecture to language; rather, 
his statement points to the way that he understands specific architectonic logics 
to activate particular forms. In fact, Pietilä claims that “architectural structure 
is perceivable anywhere in the reality.”855 For instance, architecture is not like 
a forest; the forest is architecture. Here it might be said that Pietilä sought the 
virtual logics of the world as food for his architectural thinking.

C. Making Concepts856

Unafraid to move into the chaos, complexity and a 
different lucidity, the conceptual forest would be-
come fiction. A strong fiction. Something which 30 
years later a few would call architecture. Strong ar-
chitecture.”857  
Roger Connah speaking of Reima Peitilä 
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To construct my forest architecture, I have to train my 
fantasy.858

Reima Pietilä

Peitilä, an architect that liked to employ metaphor as concept, understood 
how to successfully navigate the conceptual failings described above. Although 
aspects of nature provided a basis for thinking about many of his works, it can be 
argued that these tropes were used not in the service of representation, but rather 
to create architectural effects. Here it is worth repeating a point about Peitilä 
from above: for him architecture is not like a forest; the forest is architecture. For 

Figure 50. Reima Pietilä; Cast on site concrete roof/ceiling, Dipoli Student Centre, Otaniemi, 1966.
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example, in the Suvikumpu housing, Peitilä employs the fiction of the forest to 
understand and translate the phenomena and experience of forest into architec-
tural language. In this way, he highlights the difference between using a concept 
as a point of confirmation (resemblance) verses using a concept to open a field 
of inquiry; he understood that the moment one literally builds a concept, it no 
longer functions—a metaphor only functions when it is a portal, not a picture. 

A concept ceases to function diagrammatically when it is directly applied 
or taken as one-to-one, or as Deleuze states: “to say that the diagram, in turn, 
is a stopping point in the painting is not to say that it completes or constitutes 
the painting; indeed, on the contrary. It acts as a relay.”859 He goes on to say: 
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Figure 52. Reima Pietilä; section showing the roof of the Finnish Embassy, New Delhi, India, 1963.

Figure 51. Reima Pietilä; elevations,: Brussels Expo Pavillion, Belgium, 1956.

The diagram must remain localized rather than cover-
ing the entire painting (as in expressionism), and that 
something must be generated from the diagram… 
the diagram always has effects that go beyond it…
the essential point about the diagram is that it is 
made in order for something to emerge from it, and 
if nothing emerges from it, it fails.860 

Applied to architecture, this comment means that the diagram is not liter-
ally the building; a proper diagram has the specificity of an end, but it is an end 
of medium specificity. The architectural diagram allows a variety of affective 
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wholes and materializations to fluidly form and deform, because it is “a kind of 
middle way.”861 

This notion of a diagram is in clear conflict with what is more familiar to 
architecture: the drawing of facts. Site diagrams, for example, are almost always 
presented as a series of drawn facts: the sun is here, traffic is there, people cir-
culate in this manner, and traffic moves in that. Students, in particular, tend to 
use diagramming in this way—as a kind of data collection—almost exclusively, 
merely pointing to things that are there. 

Pietilä’s un-built project for Malmi Church provides a good example of a 
diagram/concept that is a generative “middle way.” Connah called this project 
the “literal ‘brutal’ cave Pietilä always wished to build, without embellishment, 
without trickery and without sentiment.”862 And yet, despite the strong imagery 
of the cave, the drawings move quickly from being literally a cave to finding the 
architecture of the cave. The literalness of the cave Connah refers to is the real 
experiential qualities of the cave; yet, for the cave to “work” conceptually the 
architecture must become an architecturalization of the affective “caveness” of 
the cave. Perhaps the discovery of the architectural language of the cave is what 
led Quantrill to call Malmi Church Pietilä’s “most cogent design of the 60’s.”863 

In this design (like many others for Pietilä), the technical aspects of architec-
ture are not limiting, but rather empowering, because the technical demands of 
architecture become the very tools for “cleaning out” the image of the cave and 
finding the architectural logic of the cave. For Pietilä, this translation occurred 
through the process of making architecture, which is to say, drawing the draw-
ings. The drawing of Malmi Church below, with construction details layered over 
the top of elevation, demonstrates the intensity with which Pietilä pursued the 
architectural precision of the transformation. 

In thinking about the tactics that Pietilä is using here, it is useful to look at 
Gregotti’s definition of precision:

To architects, precision can have three different, 
though interconnected meanings. It can mean that 
each work constructs its own set of rules, which es-
tablish their own specific order for changing what 
exists as well as the discipline’s traditions. It can also 
mean that every part of an organized act within the 
work must be completely consistent with those spe-
cific rules. Finally, it can mean that the work must be 
built with maximum technical and expressive econ-
omy regarding its own needs, that such means must 
therefore converge without waste in every element 
in the work, and that the acuteness of such means is 
proportional to their transformative ability.864

However, it is what he goes on to say that is truly resonant with Pietilä’s pro-
cess. With echoes of Simondon, he says that “precise” also means: 
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Figure 53. Reima Pietilä; section, Malmi Church, Helsinki, 1967.

Figure 54. Reima Pietilä; elevation and details, Malmi Church, Helsinki, 1967.
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… to create space and silence around reflections on 
the project: to listen lucidly to its internal voices; and 
to define and resolve its knocks and problems… (…)
Precision means the ability to describe nuances with 
exactitude; an ability to see through things with 
subtlety, to know and weigh the value of a detail, to 
understand the significance of absences, of pauses, 
of emptiness, a variation, and of the relationship be-
tween architectural objects as well as their individual 
forms. 
Precision means that every piece of the project, how-
ever small, must be entirely legible, revealing not its 
own independence but the necessity behind both its 
existence and its connections with other elements, as 
well as the reasons why each of those elements was 
selected. (…)
Precision… is the instrument necessary for exploring 
and establishing the limits of ambiguity in a project. 
(…)
Precise is that which enlightens, whose intention is to 
clarify: thus, it is that which moves away from obscu-
rity, from contradiction—not to erase, hide or resolve 
it, but to reveal all its possible richness of interpreta-
tion.865

To be precise in concept means to be precise in architecture. Which is to 
say, the concept and the making of architecture must become inextricable from 
one another (without resemblance). Delueze and Guattari describe this strange 
co-forming as follows:  

 [T]he concept is not given, it is created; it is to be 
created. It is not formed but posits itself in itself—it 
is a self-positing. Creation and self-positing mutually 
imply each other because what is truly created, from 
the living being to the work of art, thereby enjoys a 
self-positing of itself, or an autopoetic characteristic 
by which it is recognized.866 

The drive towards architectural precision allows the architectural concept to 
be maintained in its virtuality—its non-representability—and thus forms the ba-
sis of an architectural vitality. In this way, effective concepts are subsumed by all 
the “possible richness” of an architectural experience (exactly the opposite of the 
design concept that works by way of correlation and reification), and “the con-
cept is the contour, the configuration, the constellation of an event to come.”867 

In short, reckoning with such interdependency and metastability requires 
great architectural fluency and facility. For Pietilä, this came through his use of 
the technical imaginary to subsume his metaphors and allow specific material 
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and theoretical inspirations to be assimilated into the architecture. Of this ability, 
particularly pertaining to the influence of nature, Connah states:

Pietilä was too good an architect, and too much 
prowling the borders of architecture and philosophy, 
not to know that nature was but one alibi for the ar-
chitectural sequence and form… Pietilä was always 
looking for variations on how to trigger and structure 
architecture from the “geometry of nature.”868

However, it is not enough to just say “geometry.” Taken at face value, this 
would be too banal an understanding. What is missing from “geometry” is the 
elan vital of this particular inspiration (which is why nature, in this case, was an 
inspiration in the first place). And how to capture or translate this? This, too, is 
part of the architectural logic of the project and Pietilä describes some aspects 
of this translation at Suvikumpu:

Our problem was still the same as in Dipoli: form el-
ements derived from the Arctic forest-nature become 
design determinants. Elements of scale, mass, pattern 
and shape. Our design morphologically simulates the 
forest in the immediate surroundings; birch, spruce 
and pine. Suvikumpu has characteristics from the 
vegetal microlocality and we call this space between 
the building and its surroundings a vicinity space of 
vegetal homonymy.869 

Like the cave in the Malmi Church, Pietilä used the forest phenomena and 
principles to structure a set of parameters for precise orientations to the problem 
of site integration and architectural effect, and again used technical investigations 
to translate the language of the forest into a language of architecture.

Cézanne was another artist that avoided trite naturalistic representation. He 
achieved this by attending to the language of sensation.870 Speaking of Cézanne, 
Deleuze defines sensation as:  

The opposite of the facile and the ready-made, the 
cliché, but also of the “sensational,” the spontaneous, 
etc. Sensation has one face turned toward the sub-
ject (the nervous system, vital movement, “instinct,” 
“temperament” - a whole vocabulary common to 
both Naturalism and Cézanne) and one face turned 
toward the object (the “fact,” the place, the event)… 
at one and the same time I become in the sensation 
and something happens through the sensation, one 
through the other, one in the other.871

Sensation is the fusing of subject and object, “a unity of the sensing and the 
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sensed.”872 Or as Marder puts it: “to live and to think in and from the middle… 
(is to) refashion oneself—one’s thought and one’s existence—into a bridge be-
tween divergent elements.”873 

Peitilä’s transformations of nature (and his work in general) operate through 
an architectural language of sensation. Importantly, it is the problem dialogue 
and it adjunct problem determinations that activates one’s sympathetic con-
nection to “sense,” and as Deleuze claims, “sense is located in the problem it-
self.”874 Pietilä understands this and can be seen to provoke design ideas via his 
own problem determinations. For example, he claims the Suvikumpu housing 
“simulates nature.” 875 And yet, there is no resemblance; instead, “the boundary 
between nature and the building is eliminated. The colors and light of the sur-
rounding forest landscape continue into the architecture.”876 The way he achieves 
this fusion is through the rigorous development of the architectural tactics of 
the project, spurred on by his poetic statements about key parts of the project. 
Pietilä further describes his thinking at Suvikumpu: 

Landscape architecture and town plan: The main 
theme is the form of the central hill, which is repeated 
in the vertical and horizontal masses of the buildings. 
Landscape architecture of the facades: white and 
dark surfaces appearing as regular splashes of color, 
contrasting in size to the surrounding foliage masses. 
The surface areas of the facades are broken up freely 
at eaves level…

The concrete shuttering consisted of horizontal 
boards of various widths and heights. The relief pat-
tern of the surface is rhythmical, freely irregular, natu-
ralized. The same theme is repeated in the balcony 
walls that are faced with real boarding and painted 
with a fourth shade of green.877

Figure 55. Paul Cezanne, “In the Forest,” 1898.
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At Suvikumpu, Peitilä captures what Connah calls “the fiction of the forest,” 
a forest of pure sensation.878 For Pietila, this notion of fiction applied not just 
to the forest, but to all of his projects, and claimed that “architecture is fiction. 
It is not architecture that designates our real environment, but objects.”879 In 
Deleuzean terms, what this means is that architecture is not an absolute value, 
category, or a thing; rather, it is an idea, a grammar, a virtual structure—an 

abstract machine—that organizes the material objects of our actual experience 
to stimulate a particular vitality; it is mutable and adaptable, while remaining 
specific.

Pietilä claimed that the aim of the Suvikumpu housing had to do with the 
maximum possible material unity of buildings and surrounding forest (my em-
phasis).”880 And this goal does not end with buildings and trees. Pietilä states:

  
Sunken deep in winter snow, the elevations in white 
interplay with the snow on the trees and on the 
ground. These white surfaces do not belong to any 
formal architectural entity of the building but are op-
tions for a self-composition along with the environ-
ment.881

The virtual/actual interdependence of the Suvikumpu housing highlights one 
of the important points of an architecture of sensation, which is: sensation is 
not a kind of ether. Rather, it depends upon material assemblies of architecture. 
Deleuze explains this point, again via Cézanne’s work:

This was Cézanne’s lesson against the Impressionists: 
sensation is not in the “free” or disembodied play of 
light and color (impressions); on the contrary, it is in 
the body, even the body of an apple. Color is in the 
body, sensation is in the body, and not in the air.882

 

Figure 56. Reima Pietilä; cladding detail, Suvikumpu housing, Espoo, 1969.
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This statement presents a paradoxical notion: in order to escape the clichés 
of representational thought, one must become exceedingly concrete. However, 
it is concreteness following the imaginary of virtual/actual—as opposed to the 
possible/real—because the virtual/actual works by way of force, rather than in-
tent. Further, it should be noted that being concrete is not as simple as it might 
sound—it is not merely drawing every detail. This is the Simondonian insight: 
becoming concrete means systematic refinement, selective inclusion, and gradual 
assimilation of the parts into a synthetic whole. 

In the context of art, Heidegger calls this interactive process hearing the “ap-
peal of the essence of things,”883 and he uses the work of Cézanne to demonstrate 
how this occurs through a relentless pursuit of things via a process of making:

When… Cézanne lets the Montagne St. Victoire ap-
pear in his paintings again and again and the moun-
tain presences as the mountain ever more simply and 
powerfully, then this does not lie solely, nor even pri-
marily, in that Cézanne discovers himself ever more 
decisively through his painterly technique, but rather 
in that the “topic” moves, i.e. speaks, ever more sim-
ply.884

Something similar might be said of Pietilä: by utilizing the affective mate-
riality of drawing/building while holding them in an irresolvable tension, he 
discovered the essence of things as possible languages of architecture. 

Figure 57: Paul Cézanne, “Mont Sainte-Victoire and Château Noir,” 1904-1906.
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8. Conclusion

We are errant today in a world which is a house with-
out a friend, that is, which lacks that house-friend 
who in equal manner and with equal force is inclined 
toward both the technologically constructed world-
edifice and the world as the house for a more original 
dwelling. Missing is that friend of the house who is 
able to re-entrust the calculability and technology of 
nature to the open mystery of a newly experienced 
naturalness of nature.885 
 Martin Heidegger

Since the rise of the French Academy, architectural thinking has been pressed 
repeatedly towards instrumentalism. In the United States, the sustainability 
movement, an integrated path to licensure, and calls for more workers who are 
fluent in building information modeling are all recent manifestations of this 
pressure. Unfortunately, the tendency towards absolutism in such movements 
continues to promote fallacies about the measures of architectural worth: archi-
tecture is efficient technologies; architecture is a license; architecture is software; 
architecture is building.

This pressure is an extension of the history of Western thinking, of which 
Heidegger has said “already at its dawn, was cast such that founding and calcu-
lating in the broadest sense took priority.”886 The problem with this as the basis 
of thinking is that, as DeLanda claims, “while rigid habits may be enough to as-
sociate linear causes and their constant effects, they are not enough to deal with 
nonlinear causes that demand more adaptive, flexible skills.”887 In other words, 
without the adaptive and flexible skills that are generally precluded by a nor-
mative thinking shaped by the legacy of calculative thought, it becomes nearly 
impossible to recognize or engage the temporal relationships, affective interde-
pendencies, and situational indeterminacy that define any real-world context.

However, this calculative trajectory is not impervious to disturbance. In fact, 
despite his condemnation of the technological world, Heidegger left open the 
possibility that humans could move into a more productive relationship with 
modern technology and its associated calculative thinking,888 saying of humans’ 
shift from tool bearers to agents in the machinic assemblage: “it is by no means 
a decline and something ‘negative’ in any kind of sense.”889 Possibilities for dis-
turbance are reinforced by Heidegger’s “house-friend,” as one who copes with 
the interdependence of the technical and the natural, one who treats technol-
ogy as part of the world by ensuring that nature has adequate influence on the 
technological.890 The house-friend is not anti-technology, anti-science, or anti-
innovation; rather, the house-friend is a state of thinking-being that erases the 
false dichotomy between technology and the mysteries of existence.

Further, Simondon’s work on the machine breaks open the systematicity of 
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calculative thought, illuminating a way of erasing this dichotomy by revealing 
that technical objects have an ontology, which not only allows better understand-
ing and more effective speculation, but also opens up more potentially effective 
dispositions for humans within technological ensembles. It is here that action 
and thinking cease to be mere intentionality and move towards inter-relational 
agency. Heidegger states:

It is not that the world is becoming entirely techni-
cal... Far more uncanny is our being unprepared for 
this transformation, our inability to confront medita-
tively what is really dawning in this age.891

In this context, being prepared means getting closer to the danger of our 
thinking legacy—recollection, reflection, representation, calculation, mathemati-
cal syntax, the thinking-I, and instrumentalism, not only to better understand the 
limits therein, but also, because the gaps between these concepts and the vestiges 
within these concepts point to the means of thinking radically-other: the thinking 
of phusis and techne, the holy, the genius of experience, diagrammatic thinking, 
intensive thinking, the dissolved self, prejudice, play, dwelling, and the logics 
that connect technological objects to our world of existence. 

In moving closer to the danger, the more one understands the limits of the 
thinking that is given, and can in turn seek to reprise those ways of being in the 
world that can be found in the productive margins of the definitions of think-
ing and being. In fact, Heidegger claimed that the word logos is where one finds 
named the “reciprocal relation” between thinking and being.892 As such, all the 
terms named above and their corresponding practices are mere fragments of a 
more holistic way of envisioning one’s relation to the world. There are many to 
be practiced and certainly more to be found. 

Understanding how techniques of thinking might aid architecture in its 
highest aspirations and how they are influenced by architectural production and 
communication begins a process of “thinking design.” However, this is not a 
manual, it is a work of theory. My goal in writing this work is neither prescriptive 
or practical; my goal is to promote rumination. As a work of architectural theory, 
I have attempted to situate this rumination in response to Mary McLeod’s esti-
mation that the so-called “demise of theory” was propagated by its own hermetic 
solipsism. Thus, rather than be complicit in the demise by reducing complex lines 
of thinking into canonical “pet theories” applied as architectural justification, 
while avoiding the real complexities of theoretical inquiry, critical practice, and 
life itself,893 I have tried to highlight the connections between theory and design 
by way of a theoretical inquiry into thought itself, particularly how one copes 
with, and incorporates, affect, temporality, and the indeterminate in their think-
ing and making of architecture. By walking this path, I aim to carry another of 
McLeod’s hopes forward: she believed “a more vigorous engagement of theory 
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with practice might even spark more creative and progressive architecture.”894 
This work has focused on exploring the former in hopes of triggering the latter.

Upon completion of this work, I am led to believe that the most effective 
tinder for this spark are habits that orient thinking towards an operative notion of 
indeterminacy; to not decide, as Deleuze said above, or “not believe” as Nietzsche 
suggested, activates processes of intensive familiarization; and consequently, af-
fords attunement to the variable cultural, spatial, and material rhythms of the 
built environment, providing access to the affective-poetic syntax of temporal 
encounter. It is the dispositions of not-deciding, not-believing, and not-meaning 
that foster a fundamental openness, which I think is critical to understanding 
architecture that is most purely and powerfully—architecture. 

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe famously stated: “We don’t need new architecture 
each Monday.”895 However, herein lies the other vehicle for ignition—it is only 
by imagining that architecture could be re-invented in every moment that archi-
tectural thinking can become an active force, a force that unleashes architectural 
aspirations that exceed the status quo, aspirations that speculate about the future, 
aspirations that believe in better worlds. 
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