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1. Architectural form is seen to ‘reflect’ the society in which it is made. In the
nineteenth century, many architectural writers argued that whilst in previous
periods this occurred ‘naturally’, such an act of reflection could now only be
undertaken consciously.* How architecture might reflect society thus became a
major component of radical architectural debates. By the 1920s, it had become

such a commonplace (to avant-garde Europeans at least) that architecture
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as developed from the seventeenth century onwards is not gender neutral.
On the contrary, it works in tandem with white bourgeois heterosexual
masculinities. To generalise, they argue that what theorists of rationality
after Descartes saw as defining rational knowledge was its independence
from the social position of the knower. Masculinist rationality is a form of
knowledge which assumes a knower who believes he can separate himself
from his body, emotions, values, past and so on, so that he and his thought
are autonomous, context-free and objective... the assumption of an

objectivity untainted by any particular social position allows this kind of

rationality to claim itself as universal.’
—_— e e

Q AV
¥

In this reading, the Subject-architect can, through the act of reason, make a
pomprehensive, exhaustive and objective diagnosis of the design problem which
s therefore ‘true’ (and where contested interpretations are seen as unknowing,
|rrqt|ona| and/or banal). Crucially, this gaze has come to perceive the Object-
Puilding as a mirror to itself: as a transparent, knowable and objective reflection
of what it really is’ (that is; how the gaze ‘knows it’, but where the act of looking
makes itself invisible, so that the Object-building appears to be revealing its
‘trge' self). This, it turns out, can only be read through the gaze of masculine
rationality, but is offered up as objective, universal and ‘transparent’ truth.

Here.it will be argued that in England from around the 1830s onwards, the
specmc set of assumptions which enabled such a framework were self-
consciously constructed into the ‘common sense’ of architectural knowledge,
constructed so successfully that we still often fail to ‘see’ the underlying beliefs

we have,. both about how to make architecture and how to interpret it.? These
assumptions are as follows:

did/should express the Zeitgeist, that the nature of this particular connection
was no longer questioned. '

2. This relationship between architectural form and society was/is structured in

a specific way. Society is described through abstract social concepts (such as

progressive/industrialised/democratic) which are then expressed by/reflected
in/analogous to/simultaneously occur in particular aspects of architectural

~ form—such as the character of those who built it, the materials and technology
from which it is built and/or the activities it contains.

3. These abstract social concepts are linked to architectural characteristics

through associative references. In the modern movement, rational was paired
“With rectilinear, social order with mathematical order, clean lines with the

progressive and modern. In the contemporary period, pluralism is connected

with layering, and complex social structures with dynamic and fragmented form.

4. The appropriateness of specific sets of socio-spatial concepts as descriptions
of society and/or architecture is then justified first by ‘strings’ of association
and then through binary opposition to other adjectival chains. So rational is
linked to rectilinear/plain/repetitive/industrialised, and then juxtaposed with
irrational/dynamic asymmetry/complex/varied/junk. These appear to provide a
‘cycle of evidence’ whereby the appropriateness of an architectural concept-
chain is justified by its similarity to a social concept-chain, which in turn is
offered as evidence of the ‘correctness’ of the architectural concepts.

5. Each of these associative concept chains is then given a positive or negative
value, and argued as either a true or false description of society/architecture
and therefore as good or bad architecture (or social values). So if [rational +]
links with stable/ordered/democratic/mass, and [irrational +] with unmappable
/exhilarating/transient/individualised then interpretation depends on whether,
for example, ‘exhilarating’ is seen as a positive or negative virtue. Such a
conceptual framework in fact results in the ability to argue that any particular
architectural language is ‘good’, that it is bad, and even that it is ‘good" and
‘bad’ simultaneously depending on the observer’s interpretation of these
relative values.




Yet it is this ‘structure of knowing’ delineating cultural artifacts as visual and/or

spatial represent: _ 1 f aspects of society which enables (privileged)
observers to consider themselves to be making a neutral and justifiable case.

l Since the building obviously reflects’ society, it 1s the architect/cultural

intellectual’s claim to specialised knowledge that they in particular have the
ability to create/read that reflection truthfully and objectively. As the
architectural profession at the turn of the century increasingly consolidated itself
around .providing ‘design in advance’, the claim (over other built environment
'professllonals) to this area of diagnostic/analytical knowledge became
Increasingly important. It simultaneously enabled architectural professionalism
to appear to be ‘above’ lower status problems, such as economics building
production, client taste and fashion cycles. ’

In this paper, such a framework is not taken as a model for either the design
process or for architectural criticism. Instead it is understood as a (rather
|d|osyncratic and culturally specific) structure of ideas through which a particular
view of society is articulated as obvious and unproblematic. We then have new
anq mtgresting questions to ask. Why have ideas been constructed and
maintained in this form? Whose interests does such a view legitimate and which
altemative interpretations are silenced? And how might new forms of
architectural practice be construed that are not framed around the assumption
o_f a n.eutral gaze and an ultimately knowable object, defended through this
simplistic logic of abstract socio-spatial concepts and binary oppositions?

This argument has potentially surprising results, particularly in my own field of
community and feminist practice, which has conventionally felt it essential to
express aspects of the social in design precisely through such adjectival chains;
put whe(e, by a simple binary reversal, an aesthetic generated from a more I
.authentlg" design process appears to express radical social values precisely by
Its opposition to the ‘false’ formal design approaches of the architectural avant-
garde. Here | want to suggest instead that politically radical design practices can
and §hould be generated from a deliberate refusal of socially expressive
architecture and by a new valuing of formal design characteristics, but that
these must be re-embedded in real economic, political and social processes.

To do this, l will first briefly outline how architectural practice in England came
to em_phasuse the importance of reflecting society in building form through the
paradlgm of a masculinist rationality and then look at how we might begin to
build alternative forms of practice.

A brief history of
masculinist rationality

in architectural thought S
For much of the history'of Western architecture, the vocabulary of building & &S
elements (such as columns and pediments) and the methods of their ,M
combination (proportion, ratios, ‘figures’) have been codified by tradition and
precedent—what Campbell calls “techniques in conformity with long

“established principles”.* The continued use of both major western architectural

languages, Gothic and Classical, right through to the nineteenth century was

justified via the assumed certainties of beliefs handed down from Classical

civilisation and from the Bible. Vocabularies of form were thus seen as ‘external’ f'w*‘

to every day society and experience. These systems of form-making reinforced a b w9

* patron’s claim to supreme authority—that is an authority legitimised by religious¢ ee~ o

faith and the Ancients: symbolic and social interpretations of that form were a i,
contingent element, added through the shared associations of patron and A
builder. For the history of Western archite¢ture up to about 1750, attempts to vt
inscribe it with social meanings built on or played with, these existing

vocabularies of elements and the rules for their combination. Innovation, then,

was limited on the one hand to variations in the manipulations of parts (what we

now tend to'see as more ‘pure’ or-more ‘mannerist’ versions) and on the other

to different interpretations of.the rules of combination—that is, for example, in

preferring certain number or geometfic relationships to others.

Of tourse, whilst the bodies of design and building knowledge were codified—
both in the sequence of architectural treatises following the first century Roman
Vitriuvius and in the building lore of the mediaeval building guilds—they were
also'malleable, that is, they were adaptable to individual and group preferences,
open to other influences (particularly from the East) and highly susceptible to

- fashion and changing interpretations. Whether it was Vitriuvius arguing for a

simpler, less decadent society in third century Rome, fifteenth century
Florentines identifying with an idealised image of the Republic, Palladio
impressing his clients with ‘domestic temples’ in sixteenth century Venice, or
eighteenth céntury English Whigs expressing their politics in what became
Georgian architecture, the ‘external’ icj i

flexible to associative (but i ingent) social meanings amon
‘competing social groups.?

. However, as some historians have shown (particularly in relation to France), the

logic behind these architectural vocabularies began to break down in late
seventeenth and early eighteenth century Europe as the certainties which had
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justified them were increasingly undermined.¢ Architectural archaeology was
replacing the concept of ahistorical precedent with ideas of historical
development and progress and philosophers were increasingly concerned with
incorporating human action into explanations of how the world worked. These
shifting patterns led to a ‘new’ problem—how to judge the value of any
particular architectural language over others. The belief in an ahistorical,
externally justified precedent had, in fact, enabled individual architects and
patrons to select widely from the available vocabularies, to ‘add’ their own
social meanings. Both the massive expansion in possible examples and the
critical theories which tried to order these examples by historical evolution
exposed the process of architectural selection as a problem which had to be
explicitly addressed.

Simultaneously the whole process of land development, building design and
construction was changing. The aristocratic amateurs and artisan builders of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were increasingly replaced by a new
professional class (not yet sure of its various roles or disciplinary boundaries)
and by the rationalised, mass production methods of new building contractors.

Many authors have argued that the publications of A.W.N. Pugin (Contrasts, 1836
and True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture, 1841) exemplified this
changing perspective. Pugin insisted on a direct relationship between
architectural form and the society in which it was made. As Macleod writes:

few of the propositions of Pugin are new, but their collation and remarkable
presentation made an ineradicable impact on the architectural scene. Pugin
extracted, from Southey, Cobbett, and alfrest certainly Carlyle, the principles
of social criticism whkich were current, and used them as a basis for
coqtemporaw architecture. What he produced out of this extrapolation was
a distinctly new proposition: that the artistic merit of the artefacts of society

was dependent on the spiritual, moral and temporal well-being of that
society.’

In s0 doing, Pugin shifted associative symbolic and social meanings from their
contingent relationship to externally justified pre-existent architectural forms
and made them central and causal. The new (and essential) design task was to
ﬂnq an architectural language which could be justified through the authenticity
of its reflection of ‘true’ social meanings. Architecture could then be judged
good/beautiful when it could authentically express a good/beautiful society.

Thrgugh the nineteenth century cultural intellectuals increasingly agreed that
architecture should reﬂept society but, not surprisingly, they were engaged in
major struggles over which were relevant social aspects to represent and which

were the most appropriate design vocabularies for expressing them. Different
authors and architects made associations by reference to the ‘truth’ of some or
all of the following: specific types of building practice, particular construction
techniques and particular societal structures and values. Possible vocabularies
ranged from variations on the Gothic in the earlier parts of the century, to freer
mixes of Gothic, Classical and other elements by the 1860s, and to Arts and
Crafts, Queen Anne and Free Styles at the turn of the century. Thus Ruskin
searched for “the expression in the object of the God-given urge in man to find
material through which to breathe his spirit” as specific pieces of Gothic
decoration which he believed literally embodied the workman'’s character, whilst
Morris was much more concerned to find designed forms which could express a
‘whole way of life’, defined through idealised understandings of mediaeval
English social life.® Paradoxically it was the search for one authentic architectural
language which itself produced Victorian eclecticism and variety.

Here a specific form of ‘knowing’ (constructed around particular understandings
of national identity, masculinity/femininify and sacial, professional and class
positionngs, as well as personal beliefs) was justified as objective and obvious
eries of binary oppositions which juxtaposed concepts such as
rational/irrationar; ; ecorative, essential/trvial,
Masculne/femimine and-ther-udgedome Ser_obviously” true, precisely through
“hoth "g00d” aSS0CTatoTa CONTEpt chains and through their assumed
relationship to 'bad’ opposites. This, in turn, was/is based on the assumed
neutrality (and simultaneous superiority) of one particular Subject-gaze over
others. An essential justification for that gaze itself was the need to express the
assumed autonomous cognisance of the Object as architectural form, thereby

centring the gesign process on the physical revelation of a buil ing's ‘inherent’
purposefulness, on its rational coherence between forms and across types, and

T orthe "Ronesty’ with which it described the society in which it was/is made.

However, such a construction of Subject-gaze and Object-building contains its
own contradictory flaws. The two are linked by an associative relationship where
one is seen to ‘stand for’ the other truthfully and without red :
association T arvalues it supports) then hides itself behind
masculinist rationality and appears to no longer exist. Yet associative
connections are, by their very nature, partial, variable and contested. William
Morris’ image of how men and women should behave was both not obviously
‘true’, nor somehow ‘authentically’ contained in specific appearances or spatial
arrangements. It is only the reinforcing power and associational ‘cycle of
evidence' which has such a seductive logic. Similarly Modernism’s or Post-
modernism’s many attempts to create new, more ‘correct’ forms, justified as an
expression of some aspect of society, does not, in reality, extricate architecture
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from the messy and contested territories of economics, politics, social

structures and values, culture and power. Instead, it traps architecture in an
artificial "higner of mora itude, professional neutrality and disregard of

the market, leading in the current political and economic climate, to almost
complgte marginalisation. Recent criticism, both politically and more popularly,
of architects’ and other professionals’ beliefs in their own neutrality and the '
accuracy Qf their gaze, has led to a profound crisis in architecture (and a deep
undermining of its assumed body of knowledge) in the contemporary period.

Modernism and masculinist rationality

The bundle of concepts around which these notions of an authentic associative
form‘ for architecture ‘describing’ aspects of society were consolidated into
arch|tecﬁural ‘common sense’ and taken forward into a more ‘unified’
Modernism were structural rationality, honesty to materials, and form which
expressgd content truthfully_By the early twentieth century, this framework
bwoc SM i S of public Sector professionalism. It
made sense because specific forms of building and urban design were justified
Dy a ‘true’ relationship to the social values of a newly forming welfare state. They
were framed as both separate and ethically superior to the free market and the
cash nexus (that 15, T the context within which architecture was actually
produc_ed) and required specific expert aesthetic knowledge which was offered
up as simultaneously socially and ethically appropriate, rationally objective and
both progressive (the best) and the (unproblematic and obvious) norm.

In the §hort-lived period of High Modernism in England (say 1945-1968) new
opposmpnal concepts (which had been argued out intellectually, via European
mogernlst theories through the inter-war period) became dominant among
radlqal architects, who, during this period, tended to be concentrated in the
publ!c sector. The act of association itself was.now perceived to be false;
architecture was to be truly transparent, to express itself as it really was’through
the language of building itself (that is, structural elements and materials).
The language of a radical vernacular in Britain (represented by places like
Hampstead Garden Suburb, London and the huge inter-war cottage estates
such as Vyythenshawe, Manchester) was increasingly undermined both
because it was p.erceived to be associated with a romanticised English past
gpd because.|t. did not ’gxpress' industrialised progressive society. Instead,
e'snsaerr?czp;?:tlons framing society as divided into (false) appearance and (true)
e arch'itecta'cel ?nd depth, supe_rstruqtqre and base, were literally translated
£ ura orm.as decoration (trivial, superficial, false, feminine) and
ure/torm (essential, honest, true, masculine).” This is masculinist rationality
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at its clearest: a cultural elite literally attempting to represent society in built
form as transparent and totally knowable—exposing architecture’s (society’s)
structural essence and disposing of its decorative surface weaknesses. They
were deeply well-meaning, but blind to the specificity of their own discourses
which were taken to be obvious, rational and universal, and blind to, and often
dismissive of, the interpretations of Others.

of course, such a formulation contained the seeds of its own destruction.
First, there was basic popular resistance to accepting the specific associational
references of a professional and cultural intelligentsia. Whilst the structure of
thought perceiving architecture (and other cultural artifacts) as a reflection of
social values did have popular resonance metaphorically in language, the
assumed values of design intention bore little connection to their popular
transformations on reception. Modern and progressive rationality, reflected
architecturally in much post-war public sector housing through use of the
repetitive grid, was ‘renamed’ an imprisoning conformity—Alcatraz.
Furthermore, these associational references were clearly not enough to
articulate the complexity and variety of different lived experiences. The symbolic
resonance of ‘streets in the air’ or ‘defensible space’ actually obscures rather
than elucidates the economic and social interrelationships such phrases aim to
describe.” Even worse, the physical making of these associative images has had,
in return, unintended and often unsatisfactory consequences on ‘the social’.
Yet the consolidation of a professional aesthetic built on producer intentions
and associations as both obvious and true meant that these alternative
interpretations literally could not be heard. By the 1970s, however, popular
opinion, whatever its political stance, was challenging these suppressions

and frustrations. .

The architectural establishment, in attempting to stand above the cash nexus,
the market and ‘fashion’ had developed a body of knowledge which centred-on
offering ‘representational’ solutions to economic, social and political inequalities
and conflicts. With the rise of Thatcherism in the 1980s, the Right was able to
undermine not only this form of architectural expertise but also public sector
professionalism in general by merely reversing certain associational
connections. ‘Tower Block’ shifted smoothly from Utopia to Dystopia (without
anyone needing to bother analysing the thick complexities of housing
production and consumption processes'in Britain), the Left was delegitimised
and the architectural profession itself now silenced as the Other (in opposition
to ‘public common sense’) without any obvious representational truths on

whieh to rely.
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Postmodern architectural knowledge(s)

Part of the decisive shift in ideas often called Postmodernity has been the
chgllgnge to the neutrality of the gaze and to the ‘transparency of the object-
building; the investigation of the possibilities allowed by a deliberate lack of
correspondence between objects, buildings, functions and expressions of
souetya and the inherent problems in structuring knowledge through binary
opp95|tlons (where one is simultaneously the norm and superior through its
relationship with the Other). However, as | have described elsewhere, it is clear
that the assumptions of masculinist rationality remain deeply embedlded in
many contgmppraw architectural debates and practices.” Within architecture
the delegmmapon of Modernism has been predominantly interpreted as a crisis
of representation (rather than, say, economic, political, cultural or design
processes). As with previous shifts from one architectural style to another, the
search is on again to find a language of form which (this time) really and tr'uly
reflects the 'society in which it is made. This could be a more accurate
representation of ‘what people want’ (popular vernacular), or an expression of
the essenf:e of peoples desires (phenomenology) or the making, through form
of society’s new chaotic, surface and relativist characteristics (Dleconstruction)'
All, of course, are doomed to failure. All are constructed on associational .

relationships offered up as universal and authenti i i
S entic through
masculinist rationality. b

The argument is, then, that whilst many architects are attempting to readdress
theor_|es of space and form, the ‘space’ of dominant architectural theory itself
remains blurred and underexposed. In terms of a critical practice of design, the
frar.newo.rk of rationalist masculinity which ignores its own positioning and '
beheve; in an a_bility to create/interpret form through the associative adjectival
chalns de’scnbmg' society must be ripped open: first, to an awareness of the
arch!tects own partiality, secondly, to the impact of engagement with the great
multitude of everyday social associations and their various ‘positionings’ rather
than merely relying on reductivist abstractions of A/not A and, thirdly, to making

a commitment in both theory and practice to i i i
. nvolvement in th
social beyond representation. e

Changing practices

:J gzléi\rﬁ r:hzt th|.s.aspect of architectural knowledge is not only now deeply
i ;th[r)gtljltlﬁally and 'popularly but'that it has also prevented potentialities
bt Ak agndthe §oaal (and espec&al!y radical social ideas) in architectural
i .avant raqlcal community architects have been equally constrained
garde architectural knowledge focused on translating (alternative)

42

aspects of gender and class into built form. In the 1970s we believed that the

architect could be an enabler for an alternative aesthetic generated by
empowering people through involvement in the design process. This was, and is,
a noble aim. Yet, in my experience, the frame of masculinist rationality meant an
unfortunate combination. Strong (frequently abstract) political values combined
with deep professional angst about making any formal or architectural choices
at all. We hoped that aesthetics would somehow spring ‘automatically’ from a
more democratic process. In reality, the language of (community) form was all to
often based on designers believing they should express ‘ordinary’ social values
through primary colours and whitewashed blockwork.

Here, | want to propose some alternative disruptions to this masculinist model of
architectural knowledge as part of broader attempts to think through more
appropriate forms of practice:

1. A refusal to conceptualise architecture as a mirror of society. Architectural
form is not a map of social activities, nor a representation of individual
psychology, social values, or 'society’. Form is free to have its own language
relating to abstract concepts of beauty and quality. These are, of course, not
external to society, but an integral part of culture. As such, they must be
Qontested and argued over in order for architecture to remain alive. The key
issue, though, is not architects arguing over what each formal move might
represent associationally, but enabling equality of opportunity in engaging with
issues of pleasure in form, in what constitutes beauty, comfort, elegance. One
model for this is obviously Lubetkin and Tecton (chastised in their own time for
‘inappropriate’ formalism) but which will necessarily transmute as a result of the
changed development, regulatory and procurement processes of the late

twentieth century.

2. Whilst not attempting to construct universal abstract socio-spatial concepts of
society through the myth of the neutral gaze, we can still use the actual and
potential associational languages of relating to objects/spaces for what they are:
metaphors for aspects of social life articulated by different social groups (with
different degrees of power and authority). There is no ‘proper’ language to be
found here, or moral high ground on which to sit. These are the partial and
contested languages of groups competing over territory and meaning. Within
the knowledge base of architecture, an acknowledgement of these languages—
variable through time, space and ‘position’—is threatening (whilst dismissed as
trivial), because they undermine the professionals’ reliance on masculinist
rationality to justify the ‘truth’ of their solution over others. It is these languages
which firmly ‘place’ every observer within a socio-economic and cultural milieu.
It is within these languages of both representation and space-making that a way




can pe founq of engaging with the struggles for position around aesthetic and
Spatial practices which simultaneously analyse inequalities in access to and
control over both territories and meanings.

3. Associational qualities linking social and formal characteristics are neither
central nor fixable: they are contingent, partial and contested. What is more,
associational qualities do not need to be structured around A/not A. Architects
can play with and exploit different associational meanings and make new and
genuinely ‘believable’ relationships which are knowledgeable and explicit both
about their sources and their potential audience. Such languages already exist in
the fashionable spaces of the privileged (clubs, designer shops, bars) but make
no challenge ethically, politically or socially. What might happen if we could
liberate this formal energy to a socially committed architecture-as-fashion which
plays with and disrupts the categories of the status quo (secretary/boss,
teacher/pupil, husband/wife)?

4. Architecture is deeply social as a process. Radical practice needs to regain a
concern with disrupting existing patterns of power and control across the whole
development, design, building and regulatory process. Such activity should
attempt to reallocate both actual resources and formal qualities to those with
the least power. It should re-engage with key contemporary issues about the
free market and the public interest, about the relationships between individuals
and society, about ethics and about the nature of professional roles.

5. Architectural professionals need to accept, and be explicit about, the partiality
of their own gaze, anq the very minor importance of issues of representation
compared to economic and political processes in affecting building form.

This does not negate the value of architectural knowledge and expertise; instead
!t moves it to a different place. These architects would have sophisticated skills
in the formal manipulation of three-dimensional spaces and an up-to-date
involvement with, and broad based discussion of, design and popular cultures.
They would combine this with a detailed understanding of, and an
entrepreneurial approach to, how procurement, design, building and
management processes impact on the actual shape of buildings and of the
complexny of relationships between architectural form and its actual social use
and experience by different groups in society. This is a rather different mixture to
the. tyvo main available contemporary roles: on the one hand the socially and
politically committed who refuse formalism but rely on associative
reprgse_ntation to compensate for lack of political power, and on the other
sophisticated formal explorations by an architectural avant-garde, also based on

associational values articulating ‘the social’, but completely abstracted from
actual political, economic, social and cultural processes.

Only by unravelling the limitations of masculinist rationality, by arguing for the
partial but committed gaze, and by analysing buildings not as knowable objects
but as unstable and changing mediators of territory and meaning, can we begin
to escape this impasse. Only then can we begin to define new forms of
architectural practice that can be both socially responsible and develop building
design that is centred on an interest in pleasure in form.
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