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understanding, as speakers in a dialogical oscillation between interpretation and assessment. It starts
with no categorically definite question, problem, explanandum or conclusion; nor, equally, does it
start from premises. The project—the perfected whole which is aimed for—only becomes more definite
and determinate as the particularities of the sitvation become clearer; and these, in tuen, are only
understood with greater clarity as the whole is disclosed. In retrospect, both the “conclusion” and the
“premises” are seen to have been incoherent at the beginning of the interpretive process.”

Designing is primarily an interpretative activity. It is an activity that pertains to understanding a design
situation rather than to having a knowledge of formulae, theorems and algorithms. Designing is a
hermeneutical rather than an epistemological event. In the hermeneutical event application is
interwoven with and whollyinseparable from interpretation and understanding; in the epistemological
event, knowledge and its application are separate and sequential: knowledge is prior toits application.
The answers to the questions arising in the situation are known in advance. They do not varyaccording
to peculiar exigencies or contingencies.” In the epistemological schema, theory precedes practice. In
the hermeneutical event theory cannot be divorced from practice. The theory, such as it is, only comes
into consciousness, is only clarified, disclosed, in the process of its application. Theory and practice
coalesce in the act of interpretation; general principles are revealed as what they are, are revealed to
be what they are, come to be understoed in their being, in the unfolding of their application in the
event,”

The non-logical nature of the design process is shown in that, as was said previously, a single factor in
the design situation can trigger the whole design process. Something in a part evokes a preconception
of the whole. Explanations of such “leaps” cannot be encompassed by logic; but they are comfortably
accommodated within the hermeneutic horizon, and without resort to notions of intuition, creativity,
and the other processes supposedly hidden beyond scrutiny in the “black box” of subjectivity. Such
leaps in the design process can be explicitly understood in terms of the situation in which they occur,
their relation to the parts and whole within a field of interactions.™

The hermeneutical nature of the design event has nothing to do with methodological analysis or
hypothesis forming. A question in a dialogical situation projects a preliminary and provisional way of
seeing. The question has its own horizon of expectations, which are subject to change according to the
answer. Analysis and methodical questioning, by contrast, operate within a structure of inflexible
presuppositions, which are not in tumn called into question. The answer to the question is always
expected to lie within the framework of the structure. The testing of a hypothesis is not a dialogical
questioning, in which the answer in turn asks questions of the questioner, that s, in which the dialogue
of question and answer breaks out of the framework of the methodological structure. In true dialogue
the other's arguments are seen as 2 way of questioning oneself, and thus of transforming one’s own
understanding.” In logical discourse, by contrast, such a self-questioning is not possible.

This differentiates the hermeneutic projection from the scientific hypothesis. It would be an error to
suppose that hermeneutic projections are simply hypotheses, or that the hermeneutical design
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process described in the preceding is nothing other than the hypothesis-testing model of designing.
The hermeneutical circle is wholly different to the process of verification or falsification of a hypothesis.
The hypothesis, as conceived in Positivist methodology, formulates a specific anticipation, which is
accepted in total or rejected outright on the evidence of testing procedures; experience answers the
hypothesis with a simple yes or no, but in no way alters its content. The state of affairs proposed in the
hypothesis is existent or non-existent. The hermeneutical anticipation, by contrast, feeds back into the
particularities of the situation. The anticipation is cither “fulfilled” or “disappointed”; if fulfilled it
enriches the particularities, which then play back to enrich the anticipations; and if disappointed it
likewise places the particularities in a new light, opening up new expectations and triggering further
projections. In either case, whether the projectionis fulfilled or disappointed, the horizonisenlarged.™
The horizon change due to a disappointment of expectation is unlike the falsification of a hypothesis
by way of a method. We have said that the disappointment of a projected expectation enlarges the
expectation horizon. This enlargement is the discovery of something that has existed in the situation
all along; it is implied in the old, discredited expectation. Unlike an hypothesis, which is discrete and
strictly defined, every expectation horizon contains other horizons potentially within itself, alternate
horizons which are revealed when the original expectation collapses. Gadamer posits that the
disappointment of an anticipation is really a reversal of consciousness, a self-confrontation, which not
only reveals our delusive opinions, but also the ways in which we have unconsciously been proceeding,
thus bringing about a restructuring of understanding.

Logic-based models are powerless to comprehend (in both senses) the “irrational,” contradictory and
confused nature of much of the designer's activities. These aspects of the design process are wholly
outside the limits of logic-based models. The same design behaviour “makes sense,” hawever, when
we approach it from the viewpoint not of logical knowledge but of understanding. We can make sense
of design activities when we understand why the designer uses them, even when they are not logical,
and this understanding arises when we locate design activities within the field of the design situation
and the meanings that situation has for the designer. Making sense of the meanings of design actions
and a design situation can only proceed by way of reference to the circle of interpretation. Design
actions and design situations make up a “text” that can be read. This “reading,” however, can only be
explained not by reference to some external criterion, but to other readings that have reference to a
projected whole, No argument based solely on logic is relevant in this never-ending play of interpretive
readings.

Al questions are prejudicial since they isolate out one thing rather than another to be answered; but
whereas the limitations of a scientific model closes the view to new developments, the question,
precisely because it is limited, opens up views. As Gadamer says,

“The openness of the question is not boundless. It is limited by the horizon of the question. A
question which lacks this is, so to speak, floating. It becomes a question only when the fluid
indeterminacy of the direction in which it is pointing is overcome by a specific alternative being
presented. In other words, the question has to be asked. The asking of it implies openness, but
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also limitation. It implies the explicit establishing of presuppositions, in terms of which can be
seen what still remains open.™

Whereas the use of logical methods is intended to arrive at a “solution” of a design “problem,” a design
process that proceeds by way of question and answer can have no final end. The answers given to a
question open up further questions for those who are open and receptive to questioning. There is no
“correct” answer that can be arrived at in the manner in which a correct answer can be arrived at by
following a prescribed sequence of mathematical or logical steps. In the design process the answer to
aquestion only opens up further questions, in a never-ending series. The end of the process is always
imposed from outside the process, not from any finality that is found in the process itself. Whatever the
nature of the external constraints that force an end to the ongoing process, every designer knows that
any design could always be taken further.

The design process is an uncovering of facit understanding,™ and this hidden understanding is not
something fixed, crystalline, frozen. It is processual, fluid, in incessant flux. It cannot, therefore, be
brought to the surface in the manner of an archaeological find—some lifeless object—dredged up from
the depths of the mind. Understanding is always in process, and this process is unending. It has no
endpoint; it can never reach finality or completion. We never reach a point where it can be said,
“Disclosure is complete,” because new understandings are ever possible. Interpretation is never at an
end. An interpretation evokes new interpretations. Understanding plays back to elicit new responses
from the past; and plays forward to elicit new responses from the future. The design event is an
inexhaustibly prolific and productive matrix, because it is a matrix that is ever reforming itself in
conformity with its product.

The general philosophical critique of the atomistic language model gains a new significance in the light
of hermeneutic insights into the nature of the design process. At the level of ordinary speech andaction
meaning plays a basic and necessary role in all human behaviour. Every situation has meaning. If things
and situations have meanings they do so within a network of other meanings. In the same way that a
word only has meaning in acontext and in relation to other words used within a situation, so things only
have meaning in relation to other things and other meanings in the field of meanings that the situation
comprises. We cannot derive meaning from a single, isolated, unrelated thing.

Likewise the elements, the single, atomic “tokens” that are combined according to grammaticai rules,
have no meaning to the degree that they are isolated from a context; and, conversely, they are
meaningful to the degree that they are embedded in a rich play and counter-play of other “elements,”
each carrying its own meaning, 2 meaning which, in the manner of aword in spoken language, can only
be understood in relation to a context. As with concepts in 2 semantic field, where the introduction of
new concepts alters the boundaries of other concepts, meanings are founded in relationships and
contrasts.
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A formal language—a rule-bound and artificial language made up of primary tokens—no more gives a
true account of the language of design than it does of ordinary spoken language. The language of
design, like normal spoken language, does not proceed according to rules, nor do we leam it by way
of rules. The design world no more consists of aset of atomic facts whose relationship can be expressed
in logical propositions than does the world at large. We do not experience either of these worlds as a
set of objective facts. ‘Facts’ interrelate withand interpenetrate other ‘facts’; they cannot be considered
inisolation, nor are they separable. We have always already interpreted ‘facts’ in the context of human
needs, expectations, preoccupations, preconceptions, intimations, As soon as we make a ‘fact” explicit,
isolate it and rip it from context, we have lost its richness of meaning. To give a single and precise
meaning to the ‘fact’ is its emasculation. As are words in language, every fact, whether in a design world
or in the world as a whole, is polysemic.

Herein lies the basis for the hermeneutic critique of the atomistic notion of language and design with
which thisarticle commenced. We cannotunderstand the meanings of isolated elements such as words
in a sentence or design tokens in a design situation unless we have a prior knowledge of the whole
context within which the elements occur; we cannot substitute a stepwise, algorithmic procedure for
practice involving interpretation, since our choice of elements is dictated by our understanding of the
practice. The practice is not “legitimized” by a “rational reconstruction” out of the elements, We cannot
avoid the circle of understanding; we cannot grasp the parts, the steps, of a process such as designing
unless we know beforehand how the whole thing works, and we cannot get this holistic grasp until we
understand the parts.”

To view the word or the design element as an atomic unit is to view it as an object, which presupposes
a subject. But the word only has meaning in the context of interpretation, and interpretation, as
Heidegger and Gadamer have insisted, involves a fusion of the subject and the object. The act of
interpretation dissolves the subject-object dichotomy. We do not stand back and apart from words as
we use them in a situation, We are involved with words and with the situation. We do not possess words
nor use them in the manner of tools, things to be used and manipulated, but we are the words we use.
Language possesses us. We do not stand over against language, but are embedded in it.

So also, in the design process, we do not stand over against the entities that make up the design
situation and manipulate them to form larger entities. If there is any sense at allin speaking about design
“elements,” there can be none in speaking about their manipulation. We do not control the various
elements that enter into the design event. Quite on the contrary, they have meaning and relevance in
that situation to the degree that we are caught up in the process, to the extent that those entities reveal
themselves, indicate possibilities, and lead us in a process of disclosure.

To regard design tokens as objects to be manipulated and controlled is to accept the instrumental view
of language, which sees language as a tool, as something external to the subject, something to be used.
Such a view immobilizes the spontaneous play of dialogical exchange that is the hallmark of the design
process; it prevents the disclosive function of language, in which language reveals new understandings
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from and of itself. It blocks the free flow of interpretation.

The atomistic language model casts potentialities of understanding in pre-established molds. It
formulates possibilities of understanding in advance and once and for all. It pre-defines the limits of
the process and thereby contains its free movement and blocks the disclosive function of dialogical
language. Whereas hermeneutical designing proceeds within a network of shifting relationships,
formal logic fixes this state of flux in static formulae. The fluidity of design is captured, as if by a camera,
in algorithmic “stills.”

Codified knowledge brings pre-known and pre-scribed answers to the design situation. Knowing the
answers in advance, questions are redundant. Knowing excludes questioning. Those who know need
not listen; they have the game sewn up. Pre-scribed decisions keep the situation silent.

The atomistic model renders the hermeneutical circle vicious. It pre-establishes projected meanings
so that only what has been previously selected as knowable can become known, thus blocking the
acquisition of new knowledge or understanding. The algorithmic formula encapsulates a knowledge
of what has gone before. What has gone before becomes the prescription for what is to follow. A
petrifaction of the past becomes the paradigm for present action. Presuppositions are necessarily
brought to every interpretive event; but whereas the presuppositions of method have frozen
understandinginadvance, the hermeneutical circle allows for an ongoing progressionof understandings.

The atomistic language model, furthermore, is an exercise in exclusion. The model narrowly defines
design in terms of its own preoccupations. It deals with only a tiny portion of what goes on in a design
situation and excludes all else. To define design as the manipulation of formal elements is to exclude
the greater part of design, the part relating to its physical and human context. What the model defines
is not the design process as such but, at best, one of its ancillary activities. To answer that the
manipulation of tokens is merely an exemplary process that could be extended by analogy to cover
everyaspect of designingis toenterintoan infinite regress like the one Wittgenstein describes, inwhich
the results derived by the manipulation of fragmentary aspects of the design situation must then be
combined by meta-rules of manipulation to form wholes which in turn need a new set of rules. ... and
so on, endlessly. Hermeneutics would add that the parts to be combined can only be understood in
terms of an anticipated, projected whole.

The term “exclusive” has two senses: excluding the other, and uniqueness. The atomic language model
of design is exclusive in both senses. It excludes whatever is not contained within its definition of
design; and it can be taken by the unwary to be the design process. This is to regard the use of adesign
grammar as design itself, as if we were to regard grammar as the operative principle in writing or
speaking.

An algorithm, whether or not it makes explicit use of linguistic models, selects out the commonalities
of different design situations. It works in the domain of universals, of what is shared by every member
of a class. Such is the nature of scientific laws. But in the realm of design, as in the human sciences, it
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is precisely the distinctive, the particular, the unique, the unrepeated and the unrepeatable, the
idiosyncratic, that is important. Difference, not sameness, is the proper focus of study. It is not what
this design situation has in common with ali other design situations, or what this sequence of design
operations shares with all others that is important, but what marks it out as special, individual,
distinctive—as it is in our dealings with people.

In Conclusion

In conclusion, if, as has been argued here, the design process belongs to the domain of social actions
and interactions, is firmly embedded in a human situation, and is a focal nexus within a network of
intersubjective relationships, then it is more appropriately studied in terms of hermeneutic structures
than of the natural sciences. It is to be understood not in terms of a language of precise logic which
manipulates atomic tokens in an exact sign system, as in computational models of design,* but rather
interms of the language of everyday conversation, which is the language of social interaction. It belongs
to the domain of dialogic question and answer. Designing is hermeneutical.
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repressed. The disclosure is not brought about by the removal of some sort of blockage, but is, rather, the
revealing of the nature of the thing, which is the resultant nexus of an historic process.

8 The concept of edification (Bildung), involving associations with cultivation and education, is basic to the
thinking of Gadamer. Richard Rorty (Phélosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Oxford, Basil Blackwell,
1980] borrows the idea, and makes it central to his concepts concerning the function of philosophy.

# Bruno Latour develops the concepts of things as speakers in a dialogue. See his “Clothing the Naked World,”
in Hilary Lawson Lisa Appignanesi (eds) Dismantling Truth, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989, pp.
101-126 [p. 121 ).

% A tutor in the design studio performs the same translating function.
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Alberti, Scamozzi and De L'Orme.

% Models are forms of metaphors; but metaphors are not necessarily models. Metaphor is the general term for
astructure that includes models. Models as defined by science have limitations that are not binding on other
types of metaphor. See Adrian Snodgrass, “Models, Metaphors and the Hermeneutics of Designing,” Design
Issues 9, 1(1992): 56.74.

& Jirgen Habermas, .“A Review of Gadamer's Truth and Method,” in Dallmayr and McCarthy, Understanding
and Social Inquiry, pp.335-363 [p. 341].

 Bruns, “On the Weakness of Language in the Human Sciences,” pp, 252 f.

% Gadamer, Truth and Method, op. cit., p. 333.

» Cf. Weinsheimer, Gadamer's Hermeneutics, p. 200.

7 Cf. Heelan, Space-Perception. .., pp. 265 £. The implications for abduction still remain to be demonstrated.

7 In the same way that a primary tenet of Functionalist architecture was that buildings should have the same style
everywhere, whatever the local conditions. Hence the “International” Style.

7 This leads into some of Gadamer’s most valuable insights: the identity of understanding, interpretation and
application; the working of phronesis; the identity of theory and practice; the operation of ethics in practice;
etc, It would take us too far afield to develp these considerations here.

" See Snodgrass, “Models, Metaphors and the Hermeneutics of Designing.”

% Cf. Palmer, Hermeneutics, pp. 233 ff.

% This theme is developed by Giinther Buck, “The Structure of Hermeneutic Experience and the Problem of
Tradition,” New Literary History 10, 1 (Autumn 1978): 31-47 {pp. 35 ..

7 Gadamer, Truth and Method, p. 327.

™ We use the term “tacit understanding” rather than Polanyi's term “tacit knowledge” because understanding and

knowledge, as noted above, are to be distinguished. The concept of “tacit knowledge” leads into a web of
epistemological pre-assumptions that are irrelevant in this context.

® Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, p.319.
® vinograd and Flores, Understanding Computers, discuss the appropriate use of computers within a

hermeneutical context. They describe a particular approach to computer system design which facilitates
human dialogue and interaction.
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