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→ During May/June of 2009 I was invited to examine in the Graduate 

Research Conference (GRC) at the Royal Melbourne Institute of 

Technology (RMIT). Located in their School of Architecture, the GRC 

represents the evaluation of a vigorous programme of Masters and 

Ph.Ds in Design. Initiated by ex-South African Leon van Schaik, to 

create a thinking space for design practitioners to refl ect on their 

making, it has matured into a robust interdisciplinary event wherein 

‘researchers’ embark on a process of self-examination in relation to 

either an oeuvre of already created work, or through an investigative 

process of constructing a body of work. 

The GRC examination comprises three interdependent 

components; the graduate record or written document; the exhibi-

tion of material; and the oral examination. For me, this examination 

aff orded a very convincing experience. It was exceptionally well 

structured and organised. Generous space and time were aff orded 

for the presentation and cross-examination of RMIT candidates. The 

work students presented was of a high standard, and the represen-

tations and design were compelling. However, in the fi nal round 

table discussion at the end of the process it seemed I presented a 

lone dissenting voice; I could not say with conviction that the work 

presented for the Doctoral degree reviewed was the equivalent of 

what I believe constituted a Ph.D. In the conventional Ph.D, knowledge 

production is validated through clear and pre-defi ned adherence to 

procedures. The abiding question resides in questions of research 

method, of rigour and of what might constitute the theoretical basis 

for knowledge production within design or performance based 

disciplines.
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‘There is no use in trying,’ said Alice; ‘one can’t believe 
impossible things’. ‘I dare say you haven’t had much 
practice’ said the Queen. ‘When I was your age, I always 
did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed 
as many as six impossible things before breakfast’. 

Lewis Carroll (cited by Law 2004:1)

During May/June of 2009 I was invited to examine in 
the Graduate Research Conference (GRC) at the Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT). Located in 
their School of Architecture, the GRC represents the 
evaluation of a vigorous programme of Masters and 
Ph.Ds in Design. Initiated by ex-South African architect 
Leon van Schaik (2005) to create a thinking space for 
design practitioners to reflect on their making, the 
conference has matured into a robust interdisciplinary 
event wherein ‘researchers’ embark on a process of 
self-examination and reflective practice in relation to 
either an oeuvre of already created work, in the case of 
established and recognised practitioners, or through 
an investigative process in the course of construct-
ing and producing an original body of work. In both 
cases these investigations are characterised by their 
reliance on and recognition of ‘design’ as the mode 
of research.

The disciplines represented at the examination 
ranged from architecture, through landscape and 
industrial design, to fine art and drama. The basis 
for collective assessment was located in the shared 
domains of performance and visualisation of respec-
tive (re)presentations. This afforded a meta-language 
of connectivity between candidates and examiners, 
providing the means for interdisciplinary juries to 
operate efficiently. The GRC examination comprises 
three interdependent components: the graduate 
record or written document, the exhibition of material 
design evidence produced, and the oral examination. 
For me, this examination afforded a very convincing 

experience. It was exceptionally well structured and 
organised. Generous space and time were afforded 
for presentation and the cross-examination of 
RMIT Masters and Ph.D candidates. A structured 
group discussion both preceded and followed the 
examination.

The production and visualisation of work and the 
students’ presentations were of exceptionally high 
standard and the representations and designs were 
compelling. However, in the final round-table discus-
sion at the end of the review process it seemed that I 
alone presented a dissenting voice; I could not say with 
conviction that the work reviewed for the doctoral 
degree was the equivalent of what I believe consti-
tuted a Ph.D. The conundrum of validation of design 
research is an itinerant problem. In the conventional 
Ph.D, knowledge production is validated through clear 
and predefined adherence to a research procedure. The 

‘scientific’ process is rational and relatively transpar-
ent. It is prefigured by a set of common actions the 
outcomes of which are relatively easily measurable. In 
the humanities, however, the performing and visual 
arts subscribe to methods that are more subjective and 
consequently appear as opaque, relying on intuition 
and other ‘immeasurables’ that reside firmly outside 
of traditionally accepted norms.i

The disciplines that comprise the performing artsii 
each enjoyiii a difficult relationship with the academy. 
On the one hand they are located within the conven-
tional strictures represented by the academy; however, 
on the other, they are each practice-based disciplinesiv 
and prescribe a predominantly qualitative basis for 
the measure of that performance. The outcomes of 
these disciplines are commonly described as ‘creative 
works’. These lack the equivalent of the scientific 
rational methodologies of other disciplines, effecting 
a discourse that is often internalised, opaque and 

private. Consequently, this ‘discourse’ is predomi-
nantly exiled from ‘conventional’ research.

It is therefore not surprising that the inherent and 
abiding contention with this form of research work 
resides in the ‘abuses’ of theory and the concomitant 
questions regarding research method, rigour and what 
might constitute new/knowledge production within 
design or performance-based disciplines. These are 
criteria that are drawn from conventional Ph.D and 
Masters research inquiry. Their sustained dominance 
has afforded certain disciplines a ‘higher’ status 
within the research community, to the detriment 
of those who ‘work differently’. Nevertheless, it is 
also a condition that is sustained by the reluctance of 
visual, performance and other design disciplines to 
‘write themselves into the world’ in an unequivocal 
manner. By this I mean that the onus is on the design 
disciplines to rescue themselves by owning research 
and evolving their equivalence of ‘scientific’ methods. 
Not only would this initiative assist in establishing a 
basis for self and others to access their discourse, but 
in all likelihood, it would also increase knowledge 
production and improve design performativity.

PROPOSITION 01:

All designers make 

propositions; they simply 

never (cannot) articulate them 

in writing

Design in and of itself does not equate research. It is a 
common fallacy that all design or creative work consti-
tutes research - a position propagated by numerous 
practicing academics at South African universities. 
Are there procedures that can facilitate the assess-
ment of a piece of creative work with more than mere 
opinion? In the absence of verifiable and transparent 
measures for assessing creativity one might ask what 
in qualitative research terms can stand up to scrutiny 
in a court of law?

Research, whether qualitative or quantitative, 
scientific or cultural, rational or performance based, 
presupposes a number of pre-conditions. In order 
to effect scholarly work it is useful to identify four 
probable conditions for creative research work in 
order to ensure scholarly outcomes.

1. Intention. Undertaking research implies an act 
of investigating something specific. This suggests 
the conscious framing of an inquiry in order to give 
focus and direction. It further implies the asking of 
a thoughtful question, as opposed to the commonly 
used design construct of ‘creative problem solving’. 
For instance, in confronting the issue of religion in the 
Cape Town city centre one might quite directly arrive 
at the solution of an urban mosque, a synagogue or a 
church. In a different framing of the issue, such as by 
posing the question: ‘what is possible under a given set 
of circumstances?’, one might enquire as to ‘what the 
space of religion is in the city of Cape Town?’ and arrive 
at the solution of a soup kitchen for homeless people, 
with adjacent ablutions and some related shelter facili-
ties. On one wall there might be an appropriately 
positioned religious emblem permitting the functional 
interpretation of space and its temporal configuration 
relative to a society governed by increasing levels of 
contestation and mobility. 

Design research can be simultaneously propositional, 
speculative, and imaginative, but requires a precise 
articulation of its inquiry to direct its interrogation.

2. Position. Nothing is ever neutral. ‘Neutrality’ is 
one of the myths of democracy - that everything is 
possible and available to everyone all of the time. Every 
act of design, every line that is drawn, necessitates 
discrimination. Things are inevitably set apart. In so 
doing designers act in a specific interest. This action 
becomes complicated under contemporary conditions 
of global postmodernity. The speed, mobility and 
compression under which contemporary society has 
to operate preclude the existence of discrete and 
homogenous communities. In the absence of a stabilis-
ing meta-narrative, complexity and contradiction 
(Venturi 1977:23) characterise everyday interaction 
as competing rationalities (Watson 2001:1-26) vie 
for scarce resources. Human agency and its relation 
to ideology become critical informers to production. 

The use of theory lies in its application as an ideological 
datum, or a filter for reason in the testing of architec-
tural propositions. When architectural design is 
driven by an alignment with capital the architectural 
aesthetic is probably predetermined.v

3. Process. All creative work is subject to a process 
of reflective action that informs both the evolution 
and advancement of design. Whilst not necessarily 
linear, nor sequential, process is a product of a set 
of interrelated actions that collectively contribute 

In this paper, I attempt to engage Design (Build) Research within the 

realm of architecture, with specific reference to the production of built 

(architectural) work. In reviewing a number of approaches, I attempt 

to identify both consistency and research substance. Ultimately 

the challenge is to discern whether practice-led research should be 

considered any differently from conventional research.
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to uncovering and constructing new knowledge. 
Where pre-existent cycles or formulae are adhered 
to the creative process is generally short-circuited 
and its outcome subsequently predetermined, result-
ing in already known forms. This is not generally 
recognised as plagiarism, but is frequently the result 
of the absence of a rigorous process and a naiveté that 
often emerges from a combination of poor education 
and weak or opportunistic minds.

Certain kinds of interrogations require certain kinds 
of protocols. Architectural thinking is evidenced in 
making, through the production of models, drawings 
and buildings. However, it is the existence and applica-
tion of an explicable systemic approach to investiga-
tion that renders architectural production transpar-
ent, iterative and measurable, thereby contributing 
toward scholarly work.

4. Disembodiment. Where research is undertaken, 
and new knowledge produced, the onus rests on the 
researcher to represent findings in the public realm. 
The imperative here is to disembody knowledge 
from the work itself so that it becomes accessible to 
others in a form that is discursive within and beyond 
a discipline. A ‘public’ outcome ensures accountability 
and communicability. 

In their report for the National Research Foundation, 
Veronica Baxter, Mark Fleishman, Temple Hauptfleisch 
and Alexandra Sutherland (2008) identify a primary 
problem of embodied experience in the field of drama. 
In the discipline of architecture, the act of making 
invokes similar embodied experience which is difficult 
to discern. This seemingly opaque activity is not 
dissimilar to the interaction between compounds in 
chemical experimentation, or for that matter between 
a doctor and a cadaver or patient in the discipline 
of medicine. There is no disagreement that in both 
cases research is undertaken; however, in the medical 
practice, the onus is upon the researcher to disembody 
the knowledge and place it in the public domain by 
adhering to common research practice. In this manner 
the knowledge becomes generally accessible, whilst 
also capable of furthering knowledge production 
by being cited through related investigations. In 
performance-based disciplines the conundrum lies 
perhaps in the realm of language, that is, in questions 
of representation and the appropriate communication 
of visual and practice-based knowledge.

The issue of disembodiment raises a challenge 
concerning the question of language, representation 

and publication, particularly in the realm of spatial 
and other practices which have their own notation(s). 

PROPOSITION 02:

Most people are spatially 

illiterate, so designers 

need to articulate forms of 

communicating that speak 

across languages

In a product-driven world, the value of process is not 
simply becoming lost, but consciously neglected. In the 
haste to deliver, critical reflection is being abandoned 
and procedure short-circuited. This is nowhere more 
apparent than in the recent architectural production 
of Daniel Libeskind. Subsequent to the success of 
his award-winning project for the Berlin extension 
to the Jewish Museum, in my opinion, his work has 
not lived up to the promise resident in this original 
project. Libeskind’s creative process, as explicated 
in his seminal essay ‘Between the lines’ (Libeskind 
2001:23) lends credence to a somewhat opaque design 
process. However, the direct and sustained references 
to this project, in practically all his subsequent work, 
for me, raises serious suspicion as to the rigour and 
application of this process as explicated in that essay 

‘Between the li[n]es’. 

In her Charles Elliot Norton lecture to Harvard 
University, entitled ‘Writing and being’, following 
her receipt of the Nobel Prize for Literature, Nadine 
Gordimer (1995) raises questions regarding the schism 
between autobiography and literature. She makes a 
claim that most authors subscribe to autobiography, 
with exceptionally few able to transcend the boundary 
from autobiography into literature and engage in 
sustained production. This is a premise that may be 
applied to other creative pursuits: are, for instance, 
all buildings in the realm of architecture? When is a 
building only simply a building? Who judges and by 
what criteria could one decide?

In contradistinction to Libeskind’s work, the appeal of 
Louis I. Kahn’s oeuvre resides in the transparency of 
his process and production. Inspired by the power of 
light and ancient monuments , Kahn, unlike Libeskind, 
evolved an approach to the architectural project 
that is accessible. Underpinning his work is a set of 

personalised yet ‘universal’ principles that govern 
spatial configuration. These are discernable through 
his persistent application in testing them across a 
range of architectural situations. For Kahn, architec-
tural knowledge resides in the spatialisation of that set 
of relations that support his conceptual proposition 
regarding ‘human assembly and the institutions of 
man’ (Brownlee & De Long 1991:78). The recognition 
that light brings form, and therefore life, into being 
is interpreted through a set of design principles that 
are capable of ordering site, building and material to 
effect a transcendent body of work that resides ‘in the 
realm of literature’. 

In respect to this principled approach to architec-
tural knowledge building, the interrelation between 
image and text becomes significant. Their abstraction 
removes the image and text from the world of concrete 
forms, revealing the underlying grammar of Kahn’s 
language and consequently rendering them useful to 
outsiders in and through time. In applying his skill, 
Kahn resorts to their re-use in subsequent projects, 
but transcends the literal iteration of image and text 
through his ability to consistently rewrite himself into 
a world characterised by discernable difference.

PROPOSITION 03: 

Every now and then a genius 

appears, and alters the shape of 

architectural history

The rise of digital technology and the triumph of the 
information age have seen the privileging of abstract 
space and the intensification of non-concrete experi-
ence over traditional space. The resultant (technologi-
cal) mediation of both design process and production 
over lived experience has served to remove designers 
from a set of concerns promoted by key twentieth-
century architects such as Le Corbusier, Louis I. Kahn, 
Alvar Aalto and other leading modernists of that era. 
Their emphasis on concrete space has been margin-
alised through the invention of new materials and 
techniques and the rapid deployment of computer 
based design methods for design production in both 
the academy and profession.vi

Le Corbusier was (and is) considered as a genius by 
many. The respect and recognition for his oeuvre arises 
from the potency of its production and the applicabil-
ity of his discoveries to the architectural project at 

large in the time that he practiced. In reflecting on his 
contribution to architectural knowledge one is aware 
of three things: the scope, breadth and scale of his 
production; his ability to move seamlessly between 
different modes of culture and representation; and 
the evolving production of an architectural knowledge 
base that was assimilated by and impacted upon the 
global architectural community.

In examining this production one is aware of the 
intensity of inquiry and rigour that underlay his search 
for ‘newness’. This enabled him to work in a directed 
and relatively seamless manner, thereby establishing 
connections between seemingly unrelated issues. In 
re-examining his oeuvre, the evolution of a persistent 
search for new architectural form becomes evident. 
His five points for a new architecture identify key 
freedoms that are sedimented in his Dom-Ino skeleton 
(1914-1915) ; these still form a basis for the majority of 
contemporary projects. The potential of this innova-
tive model was relentlessly pursued, firstly in the 
Espirit Nouveau pavilion (1925) and Immeubles Villas 
(1925) that ultimately led to the Unite d’Habitation 
projects (1952-1967). What is apparent is evidence of 
a consistent testing of an architectural idea in the 
iterative testing of that idea in relation to the specificity 
of changing contexts and challenges of climate, scale 
and culture, and so on.

Deeper examination reveals a research agenda that 
knows no defined boundary, but one rather tightly 
informed by Le Corbusier’s articulate framing of the 
spatial issue at hand. The clarity of this purpose-
fulness establishes a clear focus for the research 
agenda, enabling multiple forms of collaboration and 
a commensurate multiplicity and differentiation in 
its production. Consequently, the current issue in 
relation to the ‘master’ Le Corbusier, is to unpack 
what gave shape to this design research thrust in 
order that such substantive and enduring knowledge 
could be produced. Who would he be today, and how 
would he operate? What would he bring to the project 
of architecture? How would his five points respond 
to digital technology? These questions can only be 
addressed through a more rigorous engagement with 
the contemporary project of architecture, and possibly 
only by an enlightened genius.

As with Kahn, the legacy is a knowledge-based oeuvre, 
capable of disembodied abstraction and subsequent 
application and testing by others in the realm of the 
everyday.
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PROPOSITION 04: 

Architects don’t invent 

anything, they only transform 

reality

To the Portuguese architect Alvaro Siza, who mentioned 
the above phrase to me in apersonal coversation at the 

‘Jerusalem seminar in architecture’, Jerusalem 1998, 
the pre-existent is the friction on to which one grafts 
conceptual ideas and produces architecture. This is 
not a new idea. Aldo Rossi (1981:130-1) articulated 
his notions of memory and the architectural project, 
locating an interpretation of type that informed his 
own work as well as contemporary (Italian) rational-
ism in the latter half of the twentieth-century. For 
Siza, however, the notion of the pre-existence takes 
on a phenomenological basis. Process seems to move 
from a reading of context, through its conceptual 
interpretation to a physical translation that ultimately 
transforms the world inhabited by its users. In this 
respect, the onus is on a designer to engage in a produc-
tive reading of given situations, construed as complex 
cultural constructs, that straddle socio-economic and 
political considerations. David Leatherbarrow (1993:1-
7,65,143) identifies “site, enclosure and materials” as 
the ground through which the project of architecture 
is discoursed. Conceptual clarity prefigures interpre-
tation in the shaping of an architectural condition that 
is capable of connecting with the reality of collective 
and individual lived experience. Given the consistency 
in Siza’s approach, the resultant creative work sustains 
a valance that is capable of transforming everyday life 
by virtue of an interpretative openness, and concomi-
tant capacity for multiple forms of inhabitation. This is 
true of the work process itself and is evident in Siza’s 
capacity to ‘build on the site’ whereby mistakes and 
aberrations are productively incorporated in the work 
during construction. 

The pre-existent implies a context redolent with 
possibility that is capable of contributing to specula-
tion and shaping imagination. It infers another way 
of working, of discerning and tracing out layers of 
meaning with respect to time and to the techniques 
of mapping that has become a new convention for 
approaching and representing this form of thinking. 
Whilst popularised by James Corner and the landscape 
architecture programme at the University of 
Pennsylvaniavii in the early 1990s, it was probably 
first successfully applied by Libeskind in his research 

for the ‘Extension to the Berlin Museum with the 
Jewish Museum’ (Ampliación del Museo de Berlin … 
1996:40-71). Ideological subjectivity clearly enters 
into this manner of working. Notwithstanding this 
factor, the critical interpretation of mapping and its 
subsequent imaginative interpretation have resulted 
in the production of perhaps the most significant 
architectural work at the end of the twentieth-century, 
and this working method demands reflective examina-
tion as a design-based research operation.

PROPOSITION 05:

Critical inquiry produces new 

products by virtue of different 

thinking

One of the characteristics of postmodernity has been 
the phenomenal rise in architectural production. In 
acts of apparent ‘invention’, however, history and 
respect for the achievements of previous generations 
have been neglected. Whilst the west has witnessed 
the greatest production of architectural difference, it 
has also experienced the greatest rise of irrelevance 
and redundancy - notably in the rise of uncritical 
neo-conservative postmodernism. 

Perhaps the most challenged notion from the recent 
past is that of the discreet architectural type. The 
discrediting of the dictate that ‘form follows function’ 
has given license to an uncritical freedom whereby 
multiple cross programming has rendered new 
buildings ‘unstable’.viii Coupled with the rapid rise of 
digital media and the advances in rendering programs, 
imageability has replaced perspectivalism, with 
similar but perhaps more devastating consequences 
for utility as is evident in the value placed on digital 
presentation in both the academy and the profession. 

Rem Koolhaas, OMA and AMO present themselves to 
the architectural community as intelligently driven 
collaborative research based practitioners. Emerging 
from sustained reflection and interrogation of the 
project of architecture,ix they have sought an ethical 
basis for architecture governed by new principles of 
organisation which directly inform their configura-
tions of space to produce a resilient architecture that 
affords substance in form and content to both the 
community of users and the community of producers 
(architects). These principles of organisation consti-
tute architectural knowledge and have their own 

identifiable language. This knowledge is registered 
in the public domain through patents and tested in 
projects, and is then projected into the public domain 
enabling testing in other (unrelated) architectural 
inquiry. 

The most notable event that registered progress in 
this form of architectural thinking and making was 
perhaps the competition for the Parc de la Villette at 
the old abattoirs in Belville, Paris (Barzilay, Hayward 
& Lombard-Valentino 1994:11, 13). Whilst due credit 
needs to be given to the imaginative manner in which 
the competition was conceived, and how the inquiry 
was framed in the public domain, it is the winning 
scheme of Bernard Tschumi, together with that of Rem 
Koolhaas, that evinced a (radical) reconfiguration of 
modern space. Indeed, whereas the New York Fivex 
of the late 1970s had engaged in a neo-conservative 
postmodernism, Parc de la Villette set a trajectory for 
reconsidering power relations within the project and 
paved the way for a genuine poststructural reinter-
pretation of space. 

In the ensuing design development process architec-
tural type was to become a primary victim. The 
contestation of type had been slow in coming perhaps 
because it would fundamentally inform the manner 
in which people live and relate to each other. Whilst 
communities enjoy and appreciate innovation, they are 
conservative when such innovation comes to directly 
impact on the lifestyle to which they are accustomed. 
Nevertheless the rise of complexity and the concomi-
tant collapse of place-based community in the west 
both demanded and encouraged a spatial response. 
This complexity would require a more complex means 
for spatial production.

Again, by virtue of the principled approach to architec-
tural design production it becomes possible to reduce 
architectural thinking to a set of diagrammatic 
relations. This in turn renders thinking capable of 
both reflection and external examination by other 
designers. This abstraction of knowledge produces 
a transparent dimension to the work rendering it 
accessible and contributing toward public discourse, 
ultimately moving forward the (spatial) architectural 
project. Located within the continuity of architec-
tural discourse, projects such as those of Tschumi 
and Koolhaas at Parc de la Vilette hold a particular 
difference that is widely recognised, and contribute 
toward a transformative project. Radical change, in 
the Foucauldian sense of a shift that humans seem 

to hanker after, perhaps requires more radical 
pre-conditionsxi to effect genuinely new knowledges.

PROPOSITION 06:

Post Occupancy Evaluation 

(POE) is an ultimate test for 

validating intention | reality

Much is claimed in the name of architecture. Designers 
often behave like religious fanatics. They love 
recognition and the giving and receiving of awards 
but seldom welcome criticism. In fact they seem to 
possess exceptionally sensitive personalities that 
can react with marked aversion to external comment. 
One of the abiding problems with the profession 
resides in an innate capacity for temporal reflection. 
It is no surprise that most architectural projects 
are documented and photographed on the day of 
hand-over to the client. In the life of a building this 
represents a unique and momentary situation. Having 
nurtured and tendered its production, the architect 
maintains almost total control in the gestation of 
a design. Letting go is probably a highly traumatic 
condition. Delays in hand-over are often ascribed to 

‘snags’ and unfinished work that an architect deems to 
be requiring of completion. Analysis would probably 
reveal this as being a fundamental issue of control. 
From the moment humans are born they start dying. 
Life is characterised by a process of degeneration and 
decay - a process that ultimately leads to physical 
death. With a building project the analogy is apt. 
Architects tend to over-obsess with their creations in 
terms of their personal projection.

This practice denies the passage of time and the 
inherent processes that condition the life of buildings. 
Buildings are subject to weathering and abrasion, but 
also to the changing and mismatch of people’s needs. 
In this sense a real site of research is in the change 
to architectural production that is effected by user 
participation, once designers and those in control have 
left site. POE is a means of evaluating the relationship 
between the stated intention of a design and the reality 
of its receipt by everyday life on the ground. Whilst 
this applies to all forms of architectural production, it 
becomes critical where minimum means are available 
for implementation. Nowhere is this more apparent 
than in Le Corbusier’s workers’ housing at Pessac 
in Boudeaux, France (Boudon 1972:2, 7) where the 
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amendments by inhabitants speak volumes of the 
mismatch of intention and reality.

Whilst new analytic tools such as mapping have 
contributed to the support of architectural imagina-
tion, the issue of interdisciplinarity remains elusive 
to the training of professionals, thereby limiting the 
already narrow focus of designers.

Conclusion

Due to its complex nature, design-led research in the 
field of architecture presents a challenge to those 
engaged in the discipline. Its complexity suggests a 
need for ethical positioning and critical questioning 
of the means of interrogation and a broadening of its 
scope of inquiry. Interdisciplinary collaboration, as 
well as unique forms of inquiry that are specific to both 
the interrogation and generation of spatial discourse, 
requires committed engagement. 

The production of knowledge in design-based research 
is exceptional. Amongst academic disciplines, the 
production of more work should be undertaken 
in terms of establishing spatially based research 
processes that approximate scientific method, and 
that are able to produce verifiable knowledge that is 
capable of both impact and post-production testing in 
the field by others. This is a challenge to the academy, 
in particular to those institutions that are introducing 
design-led Ph.D programmes. In the absence of this 
precondition it seems futile for both practitioners and 
academics to claim creative work as the equivalent of 
research scholarship. 

Not dissimilar to other disciplinary inquiries, architec-
tural research therefore needs to be informed and 
framed by practices that are generic to all research. In 
this respect a challenge emerges for academic-practi-
tioners, and others who claim practice-led research, 
to write themselves into the world in a manner that 
approaches ‘conventional’ research. In the absence of 
verifiable, substantive, applicable knowledge, evidenc-
ing remains elusive and practice-led research a subject 
that incites suspicion.

Notwithstanding the above, there already exists 
a significant body of architectural research and 
knowledge production. The integration of critical 
theory with both the teaching of design history and 
within the design studio is one strategy to encour-
age knowledge production as a quotidian activity in 
design-based disciplines. 

endnotes

i. The Ph.D in design (architecture) is now offered at a growing number of institutions including RMIT and the University 
College London (UCL) Bartlett School of Architecture. The Graduate School of Design (GSD) at Harvard University, 
however, differentiates between the Ph.D and a design-based inquiry; in acknowledging the difference between a design 
based inquiry and a conventional Ph.D Harvard instituted the Doctorate of Design (architecture), and this prior to 
the emergence of any of the Ph.D's by design (architecture). The MBChB is the ‘doctorate’ degree awarded to medical 
students after approximately six years of study. Not dissimilarly to architecture, medicine is a professional discipline 
that emphasises practice-based applications of knowledge acquired. Again not dissimilarly to architecture, graduates 
undergo practical training, as Registrars, before practicing as General Practitioners (GPs). 

ii. Architecture, drama, film, fine art, ballet, and music.

iii. In South Africa it seems to be a difficulty that permits those working within these discipline to ‘get away with’ not 
producing scientifically measurable research, thereby affording the production of ‘creative’ as opposed to scholarly 
work.

iv. Quite often they lead to a professional qualification that is subject to the rigours of external regulation.

v. When clients, developers, government officials and designers align within the framework of economic utilitarianism, 
architectural design inquiry is subverted. This is apparent in the plethora of designer houses, office parks and malls, 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) housing projects and so on.

vi. Many architectural students and graduates neither know how to, nor appreciate, drawing by hand. There has been a 
marked loss of sensibility for notions of scale and proportion. There is now the possibility to rapidly create 3-D form 
without any tectonic rationality underpinning its production.

vii. Although Corner may be accredited as founding author of ‘mapping’ as a tool for the reinterpretation and representation 
of landscape, the GSFA at the University of Pennsylvania is also the home of Ian McHarg, the author of Design with 
nature (1992) and the originator of the ‘layer cake’ approach to the reading of natural systems. 

viii. Koolhaas’s Rotterdam Kunsthal, and Noero Wolff’s Red Location Museum in Port Elizabeth, exemplify this condition – 
Post Occupancy Evaluation reveals the severe mismatch between the architect’s intention and its receipt on the ground 
by the everyday use of ordinary citizens.

ix. Koolhaas’s research work commenced with his studies at the Architectural Association (AA) in London and owes 
considerable credit to contemporary readings of Le Corbusier’s oeuvre. 

x. The New York Five - Peter Eisenman, Michael Graves, Charles Gwathmey, John Hejduk and Richard Meier – comprise 
architects from New York whose work was exhibited by Arthur Drexler at MoMA in 1967. They came out of the 

‘Corbusian architectural trajectory’ to transform it by contesting its purity.

xi. In this instance the radicalism resides in the speculative framing of the competition and it’s brief to elicit such a rich set 
of architectural design propositions.
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