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i n t r o d u c t i o n 
 
This work is part of ongoing research and an interest I have in the 
relationship between the ‘feminine’1 and architectural practice.  This interest 
began with my diploma dissertation, written with Doina Petrescu a year and a 
half ago.  Since writing the original dissertation, titled ‘‘feminine’ skins in 
architecture’, my position and interests have changed.  This is primarily 
through my experience of working in Diploma Studio 2 last year, in which we 
questioned the role of the architect and were encouraged to develop a critical 
relationship to practice.  So for this Masters submission, although it is 
assumed that most students will resubmit their diploma dissertations, I 
decided to embark on a new project through which I could continue writing 
and try to push what I have learnt in the studio further.  Through this 
dissertation I explore a critical relationship between theory and practice and 
through the notion of ‘feminine’ tactics explore the possibilities for change in 
everyday architectural practice from a feminist and feminine position. 
 
I wanted to develop my writing as a feminine writing and as such the 
dissertation is written from a subjective position, in order to articulate my 
own location as part of feminist politics.  In terms of a ‘feminine’  methodology 
of writing a dissertation, the examples I take are personal and subjective ones.  
Most of the examples of writing, teaching, theory and practice that I have 
chosen have significance for me personally, because of the relationships that 
exist.  In some cases, I have direct information from my own everyday life 
experiences, for example my experiences of working with Prue Chiles and 
Doina Petrescu, and all of the ‘participants’ except one (Jennifer Bloomer) I 
have had the privilege of meeting and talking too.  The relationships that exist 
between all the examples are ones of friendship. 
 
The work that follows is split into several parts of uneven length.  The first 
situates the work in terms of what has already been published in the field of 
feminist theory and architecture.  The work of Sarah Wigglesworth, Katerine 
Ruedi and Duncan McCorquodale in Desiring Practices in particular has been 
extremely influential in bringing architectural ‘practice’ within an 
interdisciplinary feminist critical framework.  Following this work I draw 
attention to the notion of ‘tactics’ as part of everyday practice and 
methodologies. 
 
I try to outline what I am taking from feminist theory and how questions of the 
‘feminine’ might affect my position as a architect.  In taking the work of 
feminist theorists and writers I briefly discuss the relevance of the topics of: 
the feminine subject and the politics of sexual difference; new forms of 
creativity and the question of the ‘other’.  I try to highlight their relevance 
and potential for an approach to architecture.  And, in particular, this concerns 
women’s’ potential to invent identities for themselves as creators and our 
attitude to relationships to others, to things, to places within the ‘space’ of 
practice. 
 
The question of the ‘other’ in architecture is expanded upon with three 
precedents that illustrate three historical marginalisations of the feminine.  
These examples help bring the role of the architect into question and bring the 
question of authorship into the debate.  Through these examples it can be seen 
that the traditional model of the architect and his(!) practice are ‘masculine’ 
and take an authoritative role within architectural processes.  In questioning 
the role of the architect the notion of tactics is introduced via the work of de 
Certeau and ‘the practices of everyday life’. 
 

1I use the word 
‘feminine’ in inverted 

commas to indicate that it 
is taken out of its 

traditional context and 
used with a new sense: 

“The use of inverted 
commas indicates that we 

no longer speak of 
‘woman’ and her spatial 

practices within a 
dichotomy and dream of 

unity but within a more 
heterogeneous spectrum 

of ‘feminine’ coming 
under a theory of 

‘alterity’” 
Doina Petrescu (2000) 

Alterities: ‘Feminine’ 
Practices, Technology 

and the Poetic Policies of 
Space in mama journal 

vol 26 p18 
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De Certeau’s notion of tactics operates within a dichotomous logic and a 
militaristic language, but when an interpretation is made through ‘feminine’ 
logic we have a new understanding of tactics as tactile and of the body.  
Tactics is understood as touch and of unmediated connection between people.  
Although de Certeau’s definition is a useful one, when it is transformed into a 
‘feminine’ concept it concerns the relationships between people, places, and 
objects.  In particular in terms of architecture, ‘feminine’ tactics concerns the 
roles and relationships between architects and others.  Tactics is used as a 
way of undertanding transformations made within these relationships and 
everyday (architectural) practice. 
 
To suggest ways in which these ‘feminine’ tactics might be understood, a 
series of ‘instances’ follow.  I choose the word instance rather than example, 
as a tactic is an act that is dependant on time, according to de Certeau,2 so I 
have picked out certain instances or moments that for me demonstrate 
‘feminine’ tactics in architectural practice. 
 

2de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life translated 
by Steven Renda, 

University of California 
Press, Berkley p.xix 

 



 5 

c o n t e x t  a n d  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  w o r k 
 
Recognising the subject and knowledge as situated is an important part of feminist 
theory and is described by Adrienne Rich as “the politics of location”3.  It is 
Rich’s concept that is key to many feminist works, including Rosi Braidotti who 
writes: 
 

“The ‘politics of location’ means that the thinking, the 
theoretical process is not abstract, universalised, objective 
and detached, but rather that it is situated in the 
contingency of one’s experience and as such it is a 
necessarily partial exercise.  In other words, one’s 
intellectual vision is not a disembodied mental activity; 
rather it is closely connected to one’s place of enunciation, 
that is, where one is actually speaking from. 
 
This is no relativism but rather a topological approach to 
discourse where positionality is crucial.  The feminist 
defence of ‘situated knowledges’, to quote Donna 
Haraway, clashes with the abstract generality of the 
classical patriarchal subject.  What is at stake is not the 
specific opposed to the universal, but rather two radically 
different ways of conceiving the possibility of legitimating 
theoretical remarks.  For feminist theory the only 
consistent way of making general theoretical points is to 
be aware that one is actually located somewhere specific.” 4 

 
It is necessary then, to explain ‘the politics of location’ of this work, to show the 
context from which it has been written in terms of its relation to other feminist 
work in architecture and my own experiences with this.  This dissertation is of 
course the product of my reading and experiences over my time in architectural 
education, but it is in particular the product of a specific group of key texts I have 
read over the last year and half when I began to become interested in feminist 
theory.  These books vary in their individual content but they have some common 
ground in that they are all collections of essays written by a number of 
contributors.  In this the contributors are not always architects or writing 
specifically about architecture, so from the outset, these works are inter-
disciplinary collaborations. 
 
Sexuality and Space published in 1992 and edited by Beatriz Colomina was one of 
the first books to bring ideas of feminist and gender theories from fields of 
geography, art history, film theory, psychoanalysis and philosophy directly 
together with theoretical questions of space and architecture.  It is through this 
interdisciplinary approach that ideas and methodologies from those disciplines 
emerge providing both a context and tools for a critique of architecture.  In 
particular this leads to a re-reading of architectural history and theory from 
feminist perspective, for example Beatriz Colomina’s essays on Adolf Loos and Le 
Corbusier brought new readings and meanings to architectural history.  So, rather 
than just resurrecting lost work of women architects in history, the main canon of 
architectural history has begun to be re-written from different perspectives. 
 
In bringing together different ideas and implications of feminist theory for 
architecture, ‘Gender, Space and Architecture’ edited by Jane Rendell, Iain Borden 
and Barbara Penner is a compilation of writings over the last 60  years that 
provides an introduction to and a route through the topics.  The editors have split 
the book into three sections.  The first, ‘gender,’ is comprised of a collection of 
texts that come directly from feminism.  The second, ‘gender, space’ contains texts 

3see Braidotti, Rosi 
(1994) Nomadic 

Subjects, Columbia 
University Press, New 

York p.237-8 

4 ibid. p.237 
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from anthropology, cultural studies, geography and psychoanalysis.  These texts, 
along with the accompanying text by the editors, suggest the relevance of work in 
other disciplines to architectural studies.  The texts allow the reader to understand 
the issues raised in the first section (Gender) as spatial.  It addresses the 
‘gendering’ of space through use.  The third section ‘gender, space, architecture’ 
shows some of the effects of feminist theory and work of other disciplines on 
architectural ideas and practice, and how the themes and ideas discussed in the 
first two parts come to bear on architectural thinking.  As well as covering 
women’s marginalized position in practice, the texts in this section are optimistic 
about adopting new ways of practising architecture whilst also critiquing 
architectural values. 
 
The last section, for me, holds the most interest as it is where the reader can make 
connections between the ‘themes’ and as well as informing architectural criticism 
it opens up new ways of practicing architecture critically.  It is this that is the 
focus of ‘Desiring Practices’5 and ‘The Architect: Reconstructing her Practice’6, 
both collaborations of multiple authors.  Desiring Practices was an exhibition and 
later a book edited by Sarah Wigglesworth, Katerina Ruedi and Duncan 
McCorquodale. 
 

“Borne out by common experience, we shared a conviction 
that the regulated space of architectural practice was 
limited in its scope, underdeveloped, inflexible; its 
interests did not acknowledge our experience or satisfy our 
architectural desires… Desiring Practices wanted to 
scrutinise the terms of practices theorisation and claim 
back its procedures as flexible situations of unique 
participatory and pleasurable activity.” 7 

 
Desiring Practices was the first to bring questions of practice within a feminist 
theoretical framework and consequently opens up re-definitions of practice and its 
methodology.  This is the investigation and critical re-definition of architectural 
production, which includes writing, architectural history, architectural theory, 
education (the production of an architect), process of construction and 
administration.  All these are considered as ‘practice’8.  Desiring Practices opens 
up the idea of what ‘practicing’ architecture might be and promotes a critical 
thinking of those practices, the ‘spaces’ of those practices and the methodology of 
their production. 
 
Similarly in ‘The Architect: Reconstructing her Practice’ women architects write 
about their critical relationship with practice.  In her introduction to the 
collection, Francesca Hughes writes: 
 

“…one turns to the literal, to the people who are women 
and who work in architecture.  At one level it is as banal as 
that.  Face value.  At another level, however, it is the 
instinctive belief that the site with which to grapple, the 
site that will allow and best effect the insertion of 
difference into architecture is not the space of architecture 
per se, but the space of the practice of architecture.  
Practice as the niggling daily activity, the mundane, the 
bodily aspect that always disappoints the metaphoric 
purity of capital-A architecture.  Practice as constructed 
and bounded by all of the (multiple) co-ordinates that bind 
us: sexual, cultural, economic, technological, racial, social 
and physical.” 9 
 

9Hughes, 
Francesca (1996) 

ed. The Architect: 
Reconstructing 

Her Practice, MIT 
Press, London. 

P.xii 

7Wigglesworth, Sarah 
(1996)  The significant 

others in Desiring 
Practices: Architecture, 

Gender and the 
Interdisciplinary, Black 

Dog publishing ,London. 
P,276 

8 Sarah Wigglesworth 
notes that the production 
of Desiring Practices as 

both exhibition and book 
is in fact part of her own 

architectural practice.   

5 Wigglesworth, Sarah, 
Ruedi Katerina, 

McCoguodale, D eds. 
(1996) Desiring 

Practices: Architecture, 
Gender and the 

Interdisciplinary, Black 
Dog publishing ,London 

 
6Hughes, Francesca 

(1996) ed. ‘The 
Architect: 

Reconstructing Her 
Practice’, MIT Press, 

London. 
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The work in these two books stretch the definitions of what architectural practice 
is and the authors think critically about how these spaces of practice are produced. 
 
It is following the work of Desiring Practices and Reconstructing Her Practice 
that this work is located.  Somewhere in the realm of ‘gender, space’ and ‘gender, 
space, architecture’ this work hopes to investigate the diversity of the spaces of, 
and created by, practicing architecture.  It is an attempt to understand the 
relationships that make those spaces along side a re-definition of what 
architectural practice is.  It is the everyday of practice and the ‘social trivia’ as 
Denise Scott-Brown calls it (see chapter ‘the marginalisation of the feminine’) that 
is a place for transformation and I propose to understand these transformations as’ 
tactical’.  The tactical acts as defined by de Certeau (see chapter ‘The role of the 
architect’) emerge from his theories on ‘the practice of everyday life’ 10.  He defines 
tactics as temporal operations that use what exists to transform situations.  There 
are already systems and methods for ‘practicing’ architecture, for example codes of 
professionalism, legislative procedures, the aspects of a certain practice that Sarah 
Wigglesworth describes as inflexible and underdeveloped that can be challenged 
and transformed.  In order to act, to be “politically radical in practice” 11 to use Jos 
Boys’ words is to challenge the definition of practice, how it is done, where, when 
and with whom.  It is the space of production (of space and buildings) that can be 
transformed through gestures and subversive acts in everyday life and this 
includes life as a ‘practising ’ architect. 
 
 

a r c h i t e c t u r e  a n d  t h e  ‘f e m i n i n e’:  m o p  u p w o r k 
 
In 1994 Jennifer Bloomer guest edited a special issue of Architecture New York 
(ANY) magazine titled “Architecture and the feminine: mop up work” and 
followed an event of the same name.  This was the first time that the feminine was 
taken as an issue by such a fashionable and academic architectural magazine.  
When Jennifer Bloomer announced her proposal for the issue, she received mixed 
responses and even one of the participants, Ann Bergen, writes that she had 
trouble trying to write a piece for the issue.  In her letter to Jennifer Bloomer, 
published in ANY she writes: 
 

“I kept thinking I had some positive idea to contribute.  I 
would start to think and write about it.  And before long I 
would be stopped… I think I have been stymied because I 
harbour feelings and beliefs about the category of the 
‘feminine’ in relation to architecture that I thought you 
would not find appropriate for an issue devoted to this 
topic” 12 

 
Ann Bergen is a distinguished professor of classics and professor of architecture 
and it is from this position that she has concerns about the history of the category 
of the ‘feminine’ and its relationship with architecture. She cites examples from 
Greek tradition, to Freud, to the 20th Century architectural avant-garde to 
demonstrate how the feminine mêtis (transformative intelligence or creativity) has 
been appropriated and confined historically by men and consequently defined as 
inferior.  Se shows that historically the feminine is the name given to that which 
lacks power and movement.  Her concern is that the past precedents of the feminine 
are ones of inferiority as defined in relation to male and is therefore confined and 
restrained by this definition.  She continues: 
 

“I am concerned that the category of the feminine is a bad 
one for women and for architecture.  In the areas I know 
something about- classical antiquity and, in our era, 
modernism, postmodernism, and deconstruction- the term 

12 Bergen, Ann (1994) in 
Architecture and the 

Feminine: Mop-Up work, 
ANY January/ February 

1994 ed. Cynthia 
Davidson, New York. p.12 

11 Boys, Jos (1996) 
“Neutral Gazes and 
Knowable Objects.  

Challenging the Masculinist 
Structures of Architectural 

Knowledge” in Desiring 
Practices: Architecture 

Gender and the 
Interdisciplinary, edited by 

Sarah Wigglesworth,  
Katerina Ruedi, D. 

McCoguodale, Black Dog 
Publishing, London p. 36 

10 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life 
translated by Steven 

Renda, University of 
California Press, 

Berkley 
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feminine is an essential weapon in what appears to be a 
hopeless and unrelenting politics of constituting, raiding 
and subordinating both women and architecture alike.  
Male discourse invents the feminine for its own purposes.  
Women subscribe to it at their peril. 
 
…Given its founding and its history, the ‘feminine’ can 
teach us nothing of architectural value.” 13 

 
But thankfully, she ends her letter with some words of encouragement: 
 

“…So what should we do about architecture and the 
‘feminine’? 
1. Study the feminine fully.  Its manifold history and 
current strongholds, in order to show its operation in 
those high male modernists who continue to appropriate it 
as their own subversive invention. 
2.  Study the work of women architects, not alone 
but especially and not by applying the category of the 
feminine devised by male philosophical and political 
power but by attempting to discern the built in concepts of 
the works construction and value, through more complex 
analytical models built upon the feminine not as 
transhistorical constant but as multiple… and coordinate 
with powers of race, place and economic power- how the 
social and cultural architecture of gender works in the 
building of buildings” 14  my emphasis 

 
‘Current feminine strongholds’ are constituted by the work of feminist 
philosophers, writers, theorists, artists, architects, geographers, sociologists and 
anthropologists. 15  They seize and re-conceive the feminine as something that 
operates beyond binary logic, one of multiple differences, and take sexual 
difference as a paradigm.  It is their theories and their work on the feminine and 
feminine subjectivity that inform my own critical practice in architecture and, in 
many different ways, can be found within the work of Prue Chiles, Jane Rendell, 
Doina Petrescu, Jennifer Bloomer, Muf, Marion von Osten and the feminist group 
Taking Place whose work I investigate in the ‘instances’ that follow. 
 
So what are these feminine strongholds? 
 
There are many feminine strongholds and I cannot name them all, but there are 
several that at this moment for me are significant to architecture and architectural 
practice.  In the chapters that follow, I will try to briefly explain what these are, 
beginning with the feminist project of sexual difference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 Ibid. p.15 

15 This list is of course 
not definitive. 

13Ibid. 
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"I remembered the image from Laugier's 
Essai sur l'architecture with 
architecture as woman, tools in hand, 
resting on the ruins of classical 
architecture and pointing to nature 
(which Diana Agrest sees as parallel to 
the feminine in this issue).  "Oh that 
image is a bit retardaire" said one man.  
Another man said "that image belons to 
Leon Krier, I only think of Krier when I 
see it." (Given these attitudes, I am 
surprised it's not on the cover of Joseph 
Rykwert's On Adam's House in 
Paradise.)  Their 'critiques' signalled to 
me the need to reinterpret the image as 
our own despite its previous 
associations.  I especially like the ruins 
of classicism, for much that is male and 
seen as traditional to architecture is 
rooted in classicism.  If the feminine is 
able to tear down or, less radically, even 
displace the traditions of classicism that 
sustain architecture and find another 
way of making, we will not only 
reconcile architecture and the feminine 
but may even make a new place of 
architecture in the 21st Century"16  
 
16 Cynthia C. Davidson discussing the 
cover image in her letter to readers of 
ANY magazine special issue 
“Architecture and the feminine: mop up 
work.” 
 

figure one 
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t h e ’f e m i n i n e’  s u b j e c t  a n d t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  s e x u a l 
d i f f e r e n c e 

 
 

“ thinking deeply 
waiting 
where does this thought come from: from the body 
It is the place that writes.” 17 

 
‘Sexual Difference’ necessarily means thinking the subject, the ‘I’ that is writing, 
as embodied and situated; that identity stems from our situation and in this, our 
bodies are the first site of difference. 
 

“Historically, the notion of ‘difference’ is a concept rooted in 
European fascism that has been colonised and then taken over 
by hierarchical and exclusionary ways of thinking… difference 
has been colonised by power relations that reduce it to 
inferiority.” 18 

 
In a feminist project of sexual difference, Luce Irigaray, Helene Cixous and Rosi 
Braidotti re-conceive the notion of difference subverting this historical precedent 
to produce a more ethical notion.  They take sexual difference as a paradigm for 
difference and demonstrate that the male/female pair are not binary ‘opposites’, 
Irigaray points out that this ‘opposition’ is a false dichotomy 19 and that there is 
no ‘symmetry’ between the sexes.  Difference is understood as multiple 
relationships between people.  Helene Cixous writes that the concept of sexual 
difference is not static, and that she understands difference as relationships that are 
fluid and changing over time: 
 

“To believe in sexual difference is to know that difference 
is differential… there can only be difference is there are at 
least two sources.  And that difference is a movement.  It 
always passes, always comes to pass between the two.  
And when there is opposition, an awful thing but one that 
exists, there is only one: which is to say nothing.” 20 

 
The ‘feminine’ is part of this project of difference and emerges as a concept from 
psychoanalysis.  The ‘féminin(e)’ translates either as a cultural description (the 
more commonly used context in English) as well as a bodily description of 
‘female’.  However Judith Still explains that the psychoanalytical concept of the 
feminine is one that is not necessarily associated with biological sex. 
 

“We are more used to the idea that femininity is something 
which is constructed and defined differently at different 
historical moments (in different environments), and that the 
collection of attributes which may be associated with the 
feminine at any given moment can be attributed to some 
biological males and not all biological females.” 21 

 
The relationship between the subject and gender is not determined singularly by 
biology.  Elizabeth Grosz in her book Volatile Bodies22 shows that the 
relationship between the  ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of the subject is a complex one, 
where these terms are not discrete categories.  She confronts the work of Lacan, 
Foucault, Deleuze, Freud, Irigaray, Douglas and Merleau-Ponty with a feminist 
agenda to show that ‘gender’ identities cannot be thought of as either merely as a 
cultural construct or simply biologically determined. 

17 Cixous, Hélène  (1997) 
Rootprints.  Memory and 
Life Writing, Routledge, 

London.P.42 

18 Braidotti, Rosi (1994) 
Nomadic Subjects, 

Columbia University Press, 
New York p.147 

19 Irigaray, Luce (1985) 
Speculum of the other 

woman translated by Gillian 
C Gill Cornell University 

Press, New York 

21 Still, Judith (1990) A Feminine 
Economy: some preliminary 

thoughts in The Body and the Text 
edited by Wilcox, Helen; 

McWatters, Keith; Thompson, Ann; 
Williams, Linda, Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, London. p.51 

20Cixous, Hélène  (1997) 
Rootprints.  Memory and 
Life Writing, Routledge, 

London.P.52 

22 Grosz, Elizabeth (1994) 
Volatile Bodies towards a 

corporeal feminism, Indiana 
University Press 
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Rosi Braidotti uses the concept of ‘nomadism’ to understand the complexities of 
the subject.  The nomadic subject is one that is embodied and situated, where 
situation is understood as both spatial and temporal, and therefore changing.  Her 
scheme for feminist nomadic thinking23 is based on sexual difference, which she 
divides into three levels.  The first is the differences between men and women, in 
which she raises the question of how to create and represent a multiplicity of 
alternative forms of feminist subjectivity without falling into relativism.  She 
begins to answer this question by recognising the multiple differences that exist 
between women (she calls this sexual difference level 2).  She draws attention to 
the situation of the subject and of knowledge (in space and time) and their multiple 
differences.  Sexual difference level three is the ‘differences within each woman, this 
is a consequence of psychoanalytical theory. I will not discuss this in detail here, 
but in summary Rosi Braidotti writes: 
 

“The nomadic subject I am proposing is a figuration that 
emphasises the need for action both at the level of identity, 
of subjectivity and of differences among women.  These 
different requirements correspond to different moments that 
is to say, locations in space, that is to say, different 
practices.  This multiplicity is contained in a multi-layered 
temporal sequence, whereby discontinuities and even 
contradictions can find a place.” 24 

 
If we understand difference as complex, multiple, shifting relationships; difference 
in Irigaray’s work can be understood as another logic that operates beyond 
dichotomy and not as a hierarchical tool as it is traditionally understood.  Within 
this logic of difference Irigaray applies the ‘feminine’ to female subject positions.  
Some argue that this move is an essentialist one, but Rosi Braidotti explains that it 
is a mimesis that produces difference: 
 

“[Irigaray] refuses to dissociate questions of the feminine 
from the presence of real life women, and in doing so she 
may appear to repeat the binary perversion of 
phallocentrism, by equating the feminine with women and 
the masculine with men.  But the apparent mimesis is 
tactical, it aims at producing difference and that therefore 
attributing women the right of voicing their ‘feminine’ 
amounts to deconstructing any naturalistic notion of a 
female ‘nature’.  Encouraging women to think, say and 
write the feminine is a gesture of self-legitimation.” 25 My 
emphasis 

 
The feminine in this context is used as a critical tool for analysis and to propose 
new ways of thinking and doing things.  Working with the ‘feminine’ means 
getting beyond hierarchical and oppositional ways of thinking and doing.  Hélène 
Cixous, in her inventions of écriture féminine and économie féminine, creates new 
ways of thinking, writing and ‘doing’ that are beyond this logic.  Primarily they 
are ways of allowing women to valorise their own identity as creators; to return to 
Rosi Braidotti: 

“Encouraging women to think, say and write the feminine is 
a gesture of self-legitimation” 26 

 
 
 
 

25 Ibid. p.184 

23 See Braidotti, Rosi 
(1994) Nomadic 

Subjects, Columbia 
University Press, New 

York p. 146-172. 

24 Ibid. p.171 

26 Ibid. 
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é c r i t u r e  f é m i n i n e ,  é c o n o m i e  f é m i n i n e  a n d  n e w  f o r m s  o f  c r e a t i v i t y 
 
“Woman must write her self: must write about women and 
bring women to writing.” 27 

 
Écriture feminine, a concept invented by Hélène Cixous is a poetic process of 
writing whereby women can begin to create alternative symbolic systems for 
themselves.  Cixous suggests that this creativity starts with ‘the body’.  As a first 
site of difference and situation of the subject, ‘the body’ must be key to allowing 
women to ‘write her self’.  Cixous’ approach is a poetic one that develops a new 
kind of language and new kinds of creativity.   
 

“ the insights of Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous- notions 
of écriture féminine and économie féminine suggest modes 
of writing, new forms of creativity.  They also suggest new 
ways of making relationships between one another, ones 
that differ from the masculine- differ from an economy of 
appropriation, of self-same… where the other is only 
regarded in relation to the self, for me, French feminist 
critical theory provides an emancipatory impulse… a 
chance to imagine new places between men and women.”28 

 
Écriture feminine is a way of valorising women’s identity as creators.  As an 
architect this raises the question of what we are creating as architects.  If we 
understand practice as a wider production than the production of buildings alone, 
a feminine practice also creates the chance of ‘new ways of making relationships 
between one another’29.  A feminine language developed by Cixous and Irigaray 
can help architects explore new ways of practicing architecture. 
 
However, Cixous has written that it is impossible to define30 a feminine practice of 
writing: 
 

“ this is an impossibility that will remain, for this practice 
can never be theorised, enclosed, coded- which doesn’t 
mean that it doesn’t exist.  But it will always surpass the 
discourse that regulates the phallocentric system, it does 
and will take place in area other than those subordinated 
to philosophical-theoretical domination.  It will be 
conceived of only by subjects who are breakers of 
automatisms, by peripheral figures that no authority can 
ever subjugate.” 31 
 
“But if we cannot know it, define it, design it, can we 
enjoy it, can we feel it? 
Yes… in embrace.” 32 

 
It is embrace and touching that can be understood as important to questions of the 
feminine and feminine creativity.  So the question of touch is important to feminine 
tactics in architecture. (please refer to chapter ‘tact, tactile, tactics: touching as 
feminine tactic’). 
 
One of the concepts that interests me is économie feminine because I think it holds 
a great potential for architecture.  Hélène Cixous describes this économie as an 
economy of gifts, one that is based on generosity not a lack. 

 
“ the feminine economy could be described as a theoretical 
construct or poetic utopia that can inform practice, 
masculine economies, make exchanges to accumulate profit, 

27 Cixous, Hélène  
(1980) The Laugh of 

Medusa, translated by 
Paula Cohen and Keith 
Cohen in New French 

Feminisms edited by 
Elaine Marks, 
University of 

Massachusetts Press. 
P245 

32Cixous, Hélène  (1997) 
Rootprints: Memory and 
Life Writing, Routledge, 

London p.53 

31Ibid. p.253 

28Rendell, Jane and Wells, 
Pamela (2001) The Place of 

Prepositions: a space 
inhabited by angels in 

Architecture: the subject is 
matter edited by Jonathan 
Hill, Routledge, London. 

P.134 

30 Define, as well as 
meaning to limit, in old 

English meant to bring to 
an end: de-fin. 

29 ibid. 
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feminine economies operate differently, deferring profit in 
order to continue the exchange of giving.” 33  
 

The exchange of giving necessarily implies more than one.  Being generous to 
somebody, to another indicates a relation between people and the creation of a space, 
or spaces, of exchange.  As ‘a theoretical construct that can inform practice’ the 
feminine economy values the space of relationships made between people, which can 
be facilitated by exchange and giving. 
 
In everyday life and architectural practice generosity and a logic of gift can be used 
tactically as part of a feminine approach.  This is explored in all the ‘instances’: for 
example both muf in their pleasure principle as a way of organising a project; or Jane 
Rendell as a tactics in her writing; Prue Chiles in her way of practicing/ living; 
Marion von Osten in developing relationships in the gallery and Doina Petrescu in 
terms of relationship between tutor and student. 
 
 

33 ibid p149 
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t h e  o t h e r:  w o m a n  ( i n  a r c h i t e c t u r e) 
 
 
It is the subtitle to “Speculum: Of The Other Woman” that Luce Irigaray returns to 
in her book “I Love to you” 34.  She writes that she would have preferred a title 
something like  “Speculum, of the other: woman” for the English translation.  The 
original title implies that there are two women, but this is not what she is writing 
about.  Continuing one of Simone de Beauvoir’s themes, she is arguing that the 
philosophical notion of the ‘Other’, the ‘not self’ is gendered, i.e. is female.  She 
encourages us to think about who or what this other represents. 
 
 

w h o  o r  w h a t  i s  ‘o t h e r’  f o r/ i n  a r c h i t e c t u r e? 
 
If historically women are the ‘Other’ in Western thought, then this includes 
Western Architectural culture within that tradition.  Although, in architectural 
education men and women go through same education and have access to same 
resources.  Similar numbers of men and women students enter architectural 
education but following this it is difficult to explain why after university women’s 
involvement in the profession is greatly reduced.  The typical model of the 
architect is understood as male, white and middle class, making any other architect 
‘other’ to this norm.  The contributions of women architects have been excluded 
from architectural history and currently within architectural media and criticism 
(please refer to chapter marginalisation of the feminine).  Women are one of the 
‘Other’s in architecture. 
 
I consider ‘non architects’ to be the ‘others’ to the field of architecture.  Excluded 
from a profession that dismisses their opinions as banal, irrelevant or ignorant.  
This position is rather uncharitable considering that they do not have access to 
same the knowledge architects do. 
 
In particular ‘users’ or inhabitants could be considered as ‘others’ to the 
architectural profession. 
 

“…It is highly noticeable that, while the ‘authority’ of 
the author and the activities of the ‘reader’ are discussed 
outside the architectural profession, they are absent inside 
the profession which means that the ‘user’ is a stable, 
centralised and passive subject, if he or she is 
acknowledged at all” 35  

 
Users are continuously marginalized in architecture.  To take just one example, in 
public projects funded through private initiatives, the time allocated within the 
process to consult and work with ‘users’ is seriously diminished in comparison 
to projects developed with a traditional method of procurement.  This is an 
extremely serious flaw in the development of public projects in the UK funded in 
this way and shows just one example of ways in which ‘users’ are excluded from 
architectural processes.  To return to Jonathan Hill ,the ‘user’ in architecture  is 
understood as ‘a stable, centralised and passive subject’.  They are not understood 
as multiple, and so with multiple differences or understood as active in their 
inhabitation and so in ‘the production of space’36. 
 
If we know that architecture is wider than just the object created that it and we are 
concerned with the wider processes and conditions that connect with architecture 
what is our course of action, our tactics in relation to these ‘others’. 

 

34 Irigaray, Luce (1996) I 
Love to You:  Sketch for a 
possible felicity in history 

translated by Alison Martin 
Routledge, London.  

P.59-68 

35 Hill, Jonatham ed. (1996) 
‘Occupying Architecture, 

between the architect and the 
user’, Routledge, London 

36  Lefebvre Henri (1991) 
The Production of Space 

translated by Donald 
Nicholson Smith, Basil 

Blackwell, Oxford. 
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l e a r n i n g  t o  r e s p e c t  t h e ’o t h e r’  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e:  a   f e m i n i n e  a p p r o a c  h 
 
 
In terms of feminine tactics, there must be a desire to learn about the other and to 
respect the other.  To give the ‘other’(s) space is part of a feminine agenda and 
politics of difference. 
 
The ‘feminine’ as I have mentioned also refers to the female body, which  
 

“produces with respect for difference, the patriarchal social 
body constructs itself hierarchically, excluding difference.” 37 

 
Biologist Hélène Rouch has studied the relationship between the mother and 
child in utero and in an interview with Luce Irigaray she explains that this 
relationship is often misrepresented as a kind of fused state.  She gives details as to 
how this relationship is organised and so is one that is  
 

“respectful of life and birth”. 38 
 

Rouch and Irigaray show that in a maternal situation the feminine body can allow a 
condition of ‘otherness’ to exist.  These two subjects are in a state of touching but 
only via the placenta.  They are not fused; they are not one but co-exist. 
 
So to respect these ‘others’ (amongst others) and give them their own ‘space’ is 
part of feminine tactics.  With regard to architecture one of the ways this can be 
achieved is through developing participatory and consultation techniques.  These 
can be a means of creating exchange, creating a space for this respectful relationship 
to take place and thus create space for difference. 
 

“…consultation can mean the expansion of the client 
body, can be a means of developing the brief, to affirm or 
question intuitive responses to a site, the exchange of 
information or just the search for the intimacy of meeting a 
representative of the eventual user… we committed 
ourselves to going beyond the multiple choice 
questionnaire, to make transparent the interest and 
opportunities hidden in any situation. 
 
Consultation can be an exchange… Project by project we 
designed temporary accommodation for voices and 
knowledge which, like the design of the studio, were big 
enough for difference.” 39 My emphasis 

 
Through techniques like the ones used by architectural practices like muf, Prue 
Chiles, Fluid and Re-design.40, a relationship facilitated by this exchange exists, 
where at least two subjects the architect(s) and the user(s) can be in direct 
connection, they can touch but there is space for difference among them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

38Hélène Rouch in 
conversation with Luce 

Irigaray in Irigaray, Luce 
(1993) Je, Tu, Nous: 
Toward a Culture of 

Difference translated by 
Alison Martin Routledge, 

London. P.45 

37Irigaray, Luce (1993) Je, 
Tu, Nous: Toward a 

Culture of Difference 
translated by Alison Martin 

Routledge, London. P.45 

39 Muf (2001) This is 
what we do, Ellipsis, 

London. P.11-12 

40For more information 
see www.f-l-u-i-d.co.uk, 

www.batonline.fr/re-
design, www.muf.co.uk, 

www.sheffield.ac.uk 
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t h e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  f e m i n i n e  i n  a r c h i t e c t u r e:  t h r e e 
i n s t a n c e s 

 
“As they are currently practised in the United States, 
history, theory and criticism reflect the prevailing sexism 
in architectural education and practice in that they simply 
ignore the presence of women in architectural history 
unless a woman is designated architect or a major patron.” 

41 
 

Even if a woman is ‘designated architect’ it doesn’t necessarily mean that she is 
part of the historical record.  Women have been omitted from architectural history 
and part of the feminist project must involve recovering this ‘lost’ work.  But 
through examining and questioning the ways in which women have been treated 
in the architectural profession, something is revealed about the role architects have 
made for themselves.  I have chosen three examples, Eileen Gray, Denise Scott-
Brown and Louis Sullivan because they demonstrate several things.  Firstly the 
examples of Eileen Gray and Denise Scott Brown show two of the ways in which 
women in the 20th century have not been valued as architects; they show that the 
role of the architect has been invented by men with a specific agenda, and secondly 
all three examples highlight the desire that exists within the profession for the 
architect to be understood as sole author or creator of a project, and that this 
position is a heroic or ‘masterful’ one.  The role of the architect as traditionally 
conceived does not allow women to invent their identity as creators and within 
the profession they are not acknowledged as creators.  Nor does the traditional 
role of the architect allow for collaboration, or collective authoring.  Both these 
things must be key to ‘feminine’ practices in architecture and in terms of 
‘feminine’ tactics these precedents must be challenged. 
 
 

m i s s i n g  f r o m  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d:  e i l e e n  g r a y 
 
Eileen Gray began her career as an architect in the 1920’s.  Her design work was 
outstanding and surpassed many of her contemporaries, her output was prolific but 
she is only recently being ‘discovered’.  Beatriz Colomina’s essay “E:1027, 
Battle Lines” gives a critical account of the house (E:1027) that Eileen Gray 
designed for herself and her partner and the way architectural history has been 
produced to exclude her.  Eileen Gray only lived at E:1027 for a few years and one 
Summer after she had moved out Le Courbusier spent some time there.  Without her 
consent, he painted 8 murals. 

 
 
 
“The defacement of the house went hand in hand with the 
effacement of Gray as an architect.  When Le Corbusier 
published the murals in his Oeuvre Complète (1946) and 
in L’architecture d’ aujord’hui (1948), Grey’s house was 
referred to as “a house in Cap-Martin” her name was not 
even mentioned.  Later on, Le Corbusier actually got credit 
for the design of the house and some of its furniture… 
Gray’s name does not even figure, even as a footnote, in 
most histories of modern architecture.” 42 My emphasis 
 
 
 
 
 

42 Colomina, Beatriz 
(1996) Battle Lines 

E1027 in The Sex of 
Architecture, edited by 
Diana Agrest, Patricia 

Conway and Leslie 
Kanes Weisman, Harry 

N Abrams Inc, New 
York 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

43 Ibid. 

41Ghirardo, Diane (1996) 
Cherchez la femme: 

where are the women in 
architectural studies in 

Desiring Practices: 
Architecture Gender and 

the Interdisciplinary, 
edited by Sarah 

Wigglesworth,  Katerina 
Ruedi, D. McCoguodale, 

Black Dog Publishing, 
London. P.158 
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Le Corbusier's architecture depends in some 
way on specific techniques of occupying yet 
gradually effacing the domestic space of the 
other...Like all colonists, Le Corbusier did 
not think of it as an invasion but as a gift."43 

 
 
Colomina argues that the mural for Le Corbusier is a weapon and 
he admits that he uses it as a tool to ‘destroy’ the wall. The walls 
were merely a canvas for him, not something proper in their own 
right.  Is this act a case of arrogance? Perhaps he believes his 
work would improve hers.  That it was not a piece of great design 
until he added to it? His insecurity, perhaps he felt threatened by 
her work?  His need to be recognised as better than her is clear, 
and through this act he demonstrates his need to be recognised as 
a ‘Master’ Architect. 
 
 
“… as Colomina so clearly demonstrates, 
Gray’s house never had a proper history.  To 
the contrary, these older models of historical 
enquiry- based on what have come to be 
understood as patriarchal notions of autonomy, 
authorship and intentionality- betrayed the 
work of Eileen Gray… [she] was actively 
excluded… for the most active agent in the 
history of E 1027 has been Le Corbusier 
himself and his authority…”44 
 
 
Le Corbusier did not value Eileen Gray's work and neither have 
architectural historians.  In writing their history of this period, 
her work is only mentioned in relation to Le Corbusier's invasive 
actions. 

44 Lavin, Silvia (1996) 
Colomina’s Web: Reply 

to Beatriz Colomina in 
The Sex of 

Architecture, edited by 
Diana Agrest, Patricia 

Conway and Leslie 
Kanes Weisman, Harry 

N Abrams Inc, New 
York 
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s o c i a l  t r i v i a:  d e n i s e  s c o t t- b r o w n 
 
Denise Scott-Brown’s essay “the star system in architecture” is an explicitly 
personal piece in which she writes about her experience as a practicing architect 
and teacher whilst being married to Robert Venturi, who is also her partner in 
practice.  She writes about her position, as her husband was elevated to stardom by 
architectural critics and media.  Their work is a collaboration, between them and 
their staff, she writes: 

 
“The star system, which sees the firm as a pyramid with a 
designer on top, has little to do with today’s complex 
relations in architecture and construction.  But as sexism 
defines me as a scribe, typist and photographer to my 
husband, so the star system defines our associates as 
second bananas and our staff as pencils.” 45 

 
The culture of the star system that exists in architectural media and education has 
no room for collaboration; it is modelled on the idea that the architect is sole 
author of a project. 
 
Denise Scott Brown’s name has been omitted from books; her work attributed to 
her husband and if she or her husband complain it makes the critics angry. She 
writes that 
 

“The social trivia… continues too: ‘wives dinners’ (we’ll 
just let the architects meet together, my dear); job 
interviews where the presence of ‘the architects wife’ 
distressed the board; dinners I must not attend because an 
influential member of the client group wants ‘the architect’ 
as her date; Italian journalists who ignore Bob’s request 
that they address me because I understand more Italian than 
he does; the tunnel vision of students towards Bob; the 
‘so you’re the architect!’ to Bob, and the well meant ‘so 
you’re an architect too?’ to me” 46 

 
Despite this social trivia, she remains positive about her ideas, her ambitions and 
working collaboratively.  It is this social trivia that can be revealing.   This is the 
everyday experience in practicing architecture and through the everyday practice 
of ‘tactics’ they could be opened up to ‘desiring practices’ and transformed. 
 
 
 

m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n   o f   t h e   f e m i n i n e 
 

“Frank Lloyd Wright once described the National 
Farmer’s Bank as ‘a high wall with a hole in it.’  
His hidden agenda, of course, was to divert 
attention. ‘How long will it be before the world 
recognises me as Master and Sullivan as the man?’  
Although he later changed his tune and praised the 
building as one of Sullivan’s best, his earlier 
condemnation betrays his uneasiness with the 
bank’s surplus detail.” 47 
 
 
 

45Scott-Brown, Denise 
(2000) The Star System in 
Architecture, as published 

in Gender, Space and 
Architecture, Rendell, 

Jane; Borden, Iain; Penner, 
Barbara eds. Routledge, 

London 
 

46Ibid. p.259 

47 Cardinal –Pett, 
Claire (1996) Detailing 
in Desiring Practices: 
Architecture Gender 
and the 
Interdisciplinary, 
edited by Sarah 
Wigglesworth,  
Katerina Ruedi, D. 
McCoguodale, Black 
Dog Publishing, 
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Can it be coincidence that Sullivan’s work was often 
described as feminine through an association with 
excess and ornamentation?  A condemnation of the 
feminine by Frank Lloyd Wright. 

 
These examples show that there is still a problem in 
recognising the work of women in profession and the 
media.  This problem is extended to academia where 
feminist writings and theoretical work gets put to one 
side ( it’s a women’s ‘thing’) 
There is also a problem in valuing qualities 
historically associated with the feminine.  To return to 
the quote I have taken from Diane Ghirardo: 
 
“[architectural education and practice ] 
simply ignores  the presence of women 
architectural history unless a woman is 
designated architect or a major patron” 48 
 
 
 
 

 
As I have mentioned this isn’t necessarily so, women architects are also ignored, 
but this quote for me also raises a question about ignoring ‘use’  i.e. the non-
architects involved in the processes of building as well as a wider notion 
concerning the ‘production of space’49, specifically by ‘non architects’. 

 
“The term ‘architect’ is enshrined in law but 
‘architecture’ has no legal protection.  To counter this 
contradiction, architects resist two intrusions: one into 
the body of their profession, and the other into the body of 
their architecture.  The former occurs when the work of an 
‘illegal’ architect is recognised as architecture; the latter 
when the ‘user’ occupies architecture… Just as the 
architect is user as well as creator, the user can be an 
(illegal) architect, occupying and making architecture 
through both use and design.” 50 

my emphasis 
 
These acts of repression of the other in architecture a re a refusion to acknowledge 
other’s ways of making architecture.  This necessarily brings the role of the 
archiect into question.  What are ‘other’ architects practices in making their 
architecture?  How does a ‘feminine’ approach to architecture affest the role of the 
architect in terms of allowing women to invent their identity as creators and how 
does a ‘feminine’ approach affect our relationships to others in this role? 
 
 

50 Hill, Jonatham in introduction 
to(1996) ‘Occupying 

Architecture, between the 
architect and the user’, 

Routledge, Londonn 

48 Ghirardo, Diane 
(1996) Cherchez la 

femme: where are the 
women in architectural 
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Practices: Architecture 

Gender and the 
Interdisciplinary, edited 
by Sarah Wigglesworth,  

Katerina Ruedi, D. 
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Dog Publishing, London. 
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49 Lefebvre Henri (1991) 
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translated by Donald 
Nicholson Smith, Basil 
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t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  a r c h i t e c t: q u e s t i o ns  o f  p o w e r 
a nd a u t h o r s h i p,  s t r a t e g i e s  a n d  t a c t i c s 

 
d e  c e r t e a u’ s  “e x p e r t a n d  p h i l o s o p h e r”  p l u s  a n  a r c h i t e c t 

 
 
De Certeau examines these two figures, the expert and the philosopher, and argues 
that they have a similar task of mediating between a body of knowledge and 
society.  He argues that it is through this knowledge that the expert can gain 
authority, which he/ she receives in exchange for ‘competence’ in their field of 
expertise. 
 

“Experts intervene ‘in the name of’- but outside of- their 
particular experience.  How do they succeed in moving 
from their technique- a language they have mastered and 
which regulates their discourse- to a more common 
language of another situation.  They do it through a 
curious operation which converts competence into 
authority…”51 

 
He raises a paradox to this authority-that the expert acts ‘outside of’ his/ her 
‘particular experience’ he goes on to say: 
 

“Since he cannot limit himself to talking about what he 
knows, the Expert pronounces on the basis of the place 
that his speciality has won him…when he continues to 
believe, or make others believe, that he is acting as a 
scientist, he confuses social place with technical 
discourse.  He takes one for the other: it is a simple case of 
mistaken identity. He misunderstands the order which he 
represents.” 52 

 
Practicing architects are a kind of expert; they receive money in exchange for 
specialised knowledge, but what differentiates this act from ‘normal’ employment 
is that architects have fallen into the trap of this very paradox that de Certeau’s 
uses to define the Expert. 
 
To elaborate on this point, Architects have varying fluctuating powers depending 
on situation.  For example, many ‘public’ projects in the UK such as the building 
of a new school, are currently being funded privately and are organised more like 
design and build.  So companies acting as project managers or consortium leaders, 
in charge of the financing of the project, are in charge of the project and so hold 
power over architects as well as the ‘users’.  The restrictive nature of much of 
commercial practice in the UK makes it seem like architects have no power or ever 
could have.  This is entirely contradictory to the ‘heroic’ image of the architect or 
the ‘master architect’, which is the image we are presented with throughout our 
education.  It is through the claims of being a ‘master’ architect or part of the ‘Star 
System’ that architects claimed their authority. 
 

 

51 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life translated by 
Steven Renda, University of 

California Press, Berkley 
p.7-8 

52 ibid. 
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Having studied architecture at Sheffield University, 
this photograph is quite well known to me and for me, 
it has come to symbolise the image of the heroic 
architect. 
 
The picture is of Lewis Womersley, who was Sheffield 
City Architect from 1953-1964.  With architects Jack 
Lynn and Ivor Smith he undertook the Park Hill 
social housing project.  Park Hill was a giant slum 
clearance project, utopian in its vision. 
 
Here he stands heroically before his creation, 1961. 
 
The photograph is taken from Saint, Andrew (1996) 
'Park Hill: What Next?'  AA Documents no.1, 
Architectural Association. p.11 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the post war reconstruction of Britain’s housing architects presented this 
heroic image to others and so in doing made promises that could never be kept.  
They promised that somehow through the design of new housing, social reform 
would follow.  It was an arrogant assumption to think that a building in isolation 
could initiate social change without the will or agreement of its new occupants, 
coupled with little understanding of the needs and culture of those people.  They 
“ intervened ‘in the name of’- but outside of- their particular experience” 53 and 
through this assertion of authority, architects lost the trust of the British public in 
general.  This loss of trust alongside numerous other issues such as private finance 
control of public projects, increasing litigation and control (amongst other things) 
has seen a loss of the ‘authority’ of the architect in commercial UK practice.  It’s 
not surprising then to find the following quote of Richard MacCormac in the 
national Press. 
 

“Architects are on the whole, merely used as pliant 
subcontractors in procurement processes that result in 
depressing schools and hospitals where the potential to 
enhance life through imaginative design should be 
paramount.” 54 

 
,The architect, as ‘author’ of the project, with diminishing authority in the wider 
process, still exerts a certain authority over ‘user’ or inhabitants of a building or 
space.  And as Jonathan Hill argues most architects consider the ‘user’ to be a 
passive subject. 
 
But is authority and power same thing? Architects exchanged competence for 
authority and then lost it!.  Through the work we do as architects, we can still 
have power, as active person within processes; we have power to transform things 
and situations even through smallest of gestures.  Does this power have to be bad?  
 

“There is a tendency in recent literature to glorify 
‘resistance’, to assume it is always ranged against 
’domination’, to accept without further consideration that 
it is on the resisters’ behalf that we should organise our 

54Richard MacCormac. 
Quoted by Jonathan 

Glancey in his article 
“Heavens Below” published 
in The Guardian newspaper 

25th November 2002 

53 ibid. 
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rhetoric.  Maybe this is because today we feel ourselves so 
relatively powerless.  In any case, it is an assumption that 
allows us to avoid thinking about the responsibilities of 
power.  It is a way of thinking that reads power as 
necessarily negative.” 55 

 
 

t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  p o w e r 
 
There is a big reluctance of architects to understand the processes within which 
they are working and to understand themselves as having an active and 
transformable role within that process. 
 

“ Power for me, is not only a negative notion (the power 
some exercise over others, as an exclusive and oppressive 
property) [I would call this authority] but… it refers to a 
complex set of interrelations between the production of 
knowledge, the constitution of identity and material social 
conditions.  Power as a process also produces positive 
effects in that it allows for both resistance to the repetition 
of established schemes and creative adoption of otherwise 
set power relations.” 56 

 
Architects are within power relations, just like anyone else.  But it is Raoul 
Bunschoten’s question “How to act?” 57 that is cruical. 
 

“The work which I prepare as an architect has no single 
author, no god-head, but an architecture capable of making 
architecture out of authoring, who constructs an 
‘authoring’ or ‘authorship’ precisely without 
authority.”58  

 
As feminine tactic in architecture, we alter our role as architects, how we act is 
transformed, from single author to a more feminine position that allows a site of 
collective authorships (for an example please see instance ‘Doina Petrescu: 
teaching tactics (and strategies of transition)) 
 
We can act tactically in architecture to transform space and the power structures in 
which we operate as architects. 
 
 

s t r a t e g i e s  a n d  t a c t i c s 
 
De Certeau defines tactics as being different from strategies.  Using his definitions I 
think we would normally associate the strategy with the traditional position of 
the architect. 
 

“  I call a ‘strategy’ the calculus of force-relationships 
when a subject of will and power (a proprietor, an 
enterprise, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated 
from an ‘environment’.  A strategy assumes a place can be 
circumscribed as proper and thus serve as the basis for 
generating relations with an exterior distinct from it 
(competitors, adversaries, ‘clienteles’, targets’ or 
‘objects’ of research).  Political, economic and scientific 
rationality has been constructed on this strategic 
model…”59 

55 Massey, Dorren (2001) “Living in 
Wythenshaw” in ‘The Unknown City, 

contesting architecture and social 
space” edited by Iain Borden, Joe 

Kerr, Jane Rendell with Alicia Pivaro, 
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56 Braidotti, Rosi (1994) 
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57 Bunschoten, Takuro Hoshino 
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58Petrescu, Doina (1999) 
Feminine Spatial Practices 

(Inter-views) a conversation 
between Doina Petrescu and 

Sylvie Desroches Radio 
Temporaire, November 18th 

1999, Hôtel Celtic, Lyon. 
 



 23 

 
I think most commercial architectural projects are ‘strategies’, in de Certeau’s 
sense.  Those projects ‘assume a place can be circumscribed as proper and thus 
serve as the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from it’.  By this 
I mean that architecture has been ‘circumscribed as proper’ that the architect’s 
strategies define the ‘proper’ area for architectural ‘knowledge’ and expertise, 
therefore ‘serves as a basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from 
it ’ i.e. it is a way of isolating, defining and therefore protecting the ‘Profession’. 

 
I call a ‘tactic’, on the other hand, a calculus which cannot 
count on a ‘proper’ ( a spatial or institutional 
localization), nor thus on a borderline distinguishing the 
other as a visible totality.  The place of the tactic belongs 
to the other.  A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s 
place, fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, 
without being able to keep it at a distance.  It has at its 
disposal no base where it can capitalise on advantages, 
prepare its expansions and secure independence with 
respect to circumstances. The ‘proper’ is a victory of space 
over time.  On the contrary, because it does not have a 
place, a tactic depends on time- it is on the watch for 
opportunities that must be seized… Whatever it wins it 
does not keep. It must constantly manipulate events in 
order to turn them into opportunities.”60  
 

For me, De Certeau’s definition of tactic is already ‘feminine’.  Or rather the 
feminine is in some ways already tactical, but of course not all tactics would 
be feminine.  To explain further: 
 
a calculus which cannot count on a ‘proper’- women architects do not have 
their own history, their own place, the feminine has never had its ‘own place’ 
within architectural history (please refer to chapter marginalisation of the 
feminine). 61 

 
The place of the tactic belongs to the other- the ‘other’ is female, first argued 
by S de Beauvoir in her work and continued by Luce Irigaray (please see The 
Other: Woman (and architecture)). 
 
A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place fragmentarily, without taking 
it over in its entirety it is touching, near to it without appropriating it, this is 
important as it is a respect for the ‘other’.  (This idea I will return to in chapter 
tact, tactile, tactics: touching as feminine tactic) 
 
Whatever it wins it does not keep- the tactic is not a logic of accumulation 
and appropriation.  This connects to Cixous’ économie feminine- and a logic 
of gift and generosity (see chapter Ecriture feminine, Économie feminine and 
new forms of creativity) 
 
It must constantly manipulate events- the feminine must make transformations 
using what exists 
 
De Certeau continues to write: 
 

“… a tactic is determined by the absence of power just as a 
strategy is organised by the postulation of power.” 62 

 
In ’ the Practice of Everyday Life’, as this quote exemplifies, de Certeau places 
his concepts of tactics and strategies in a dichotomous relationship.  In this 

60 Ibid. 

62 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life 
translated by Steven 

Renda, University of 
California Press, 

Berkley p.38 

61 See Bergen, Ann 
(1994) in Architecture 

and the Feminine: Mop-
Up work, ANY 

January/ February 1994 
ed. Cynthia Davidson 

and Jennifer Bloomer, 
New York. 
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case tactics is understood as positive, as he defines it as being on the side of 
‘resistance’ and the strategy is understood as negative, defined as being on 
the side of ‘power’.  If we revisit the work of Doreen Massey and Rosi 
Braidotti in thinking about power, we understand that power is not always 
negative and importantly that the responsibilities of power must be 
understood.  To return to Rosi Braidotti: 
 

“ Power as a process also produces positive effects in that 
it allows for both resistance to the repetition of established 
schemes and creative adoption of otherwise set power 
relations” 63 

 
Although I am taking de Certeau’s definition of tactics, through a feminine 
logic it is removed from its oppositional position to the strategy and, in the 
context of Braidotti and Massey’s arguments the strategy is a valuable tool for 
feminine practices in architecture so will not be dismissed as negative. 
 
The strategy as a “calculus of force-relationships when a subject of will and 
power” 64 can be used as part of ‘feminine’ practices in architecture if the 
responsibilities of that power are considered.  The ‘feminine’ can employ both 
strategy and tactics to introduce for example a logic of gifts, participation, 
pleasure as pre-meditated intention. 
 
Another consequence of taking the ‘tactic’ within a feminine logic, is that it 
is moved from its original militaristic linguistic context used by de Certeau, to 
a more feminine language, of the body and of difference, which is explored 
further in the next section. 
 

63Braidotti, Rosi (1994) 
Nomadic Subjects, 

Columbia University Press, 
New York p.205 

64 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life 
translated by Steven 

Renda, University of 
California Press, 

Berkley  p.xix 
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t a c t,  t a c t i l e,  t a c t i c s:  t o u c h i n g  a s  f e m i n i n e  t a c t i c 
 
 

“This [feminine] ‘style’, or writing of women tends to put the 
torch to fetish words, proper terms, well constructed forms.  This 
‘style’ does not privilege sight; instead, it takes each figure 
back to its source, which is amongst other things tactile.” 65 

 
The ‘tactile’ is both a sense and a feminine and tactful ‘style’.  Touching is not 
opposed to the visual but it is part of a ‘feminine’ language, it is of the body.  It is 
the primary sense of living, it is equivalent to being alive.  We can survive 
without our other senses, for example, but to be without touch is a sign of death.  
Touch is intrinsically part of being embodied and emphasises the very materiality 
and reality of being a body. 
 
The body (as ‘I’, as site of multiple ‘forces’, (re)-produced by history, culture, 
philosophy, biology, medicine…) is key to most feminist work and is part of 
‘feminine’ language.  This was something I wanted to investigate for my diploma 
dissertation that I wrote with Doina Petrescu, which was eventually titled 
“ ‘Feminine’ skins in Architecture”. 66 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I did not consider ‘The body’ as gendered (and changing, aging, racial, cultural) 
until I worked on ‘feminine skins in Architecture’.  It was in this work that Doina 
encouraged me to develop my writing and develop a ‘feminine’ language for the 
dissertation that was derived from the materiality of the body, in particular of the 
skin. 
 
In this work we considered the skin as a ‘gendered surface’; a sensitive, elastic 
surface that represents a pliable boundary between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the 
subject.  This surface was understood as a complex one, responding to forces 
‘outside’ (pedagogical, medical, economic, social, cultural, political) and ‘inside’.  
Although Judith Butler argues that the categories of inside and outside are not stable 
ones when referring to subjectivity 67.  Consequently our skin is understood as a 
responsive site for transformation.  It is a site where these notions (of ‘inside’- 
‘outside’) can be undone and transformed. 
 

66Before researching for my dissertation, I already had an 
interest in ‘the body’ and architecture that began in my third 

year of undergraduate studies when I did a workshop with 
Suzi Winstanley in January 1999 in Newcastle.  The 

workshop we ran was part of Winterschool,  the annual 
architectural symposium for students.  Suzi called it 

Bodylines, it was her research and I was helping out, I think 
most importantly giving moral support!  Suzi has a passion 

for dance and it was this passion that drove the research.  In 
the workshop we explored the (moving) body and 

relationships with architecture in the city of Newcastle 
through making videos and mapping people’s movement.  
Later, Suzi used this information as a basis for a proposal 
for a performance centre we were designing.  In parallel 

she investigated ways of choreographing site-specific 
pieces of dance, where the movements of the dance had 

direct correspondence to the ‘space’ in which it was 
performed.  It seems obvious to me now having read texts 

like the ones in the books edited by Jonathan Hill, but I think 
it was from this work that I began to understand that the 

occupation of space is dynamic and creative and that the 
condition of this dynamic is ‘the body’. 

65Irigaray, Luce (1996) 
The Power of Discourse 
and the Subordination of 

the Feminine, as 
published in The 

Continental Philosophy 
Reader, edited by 

Kearney, Richard and 
Rainwater Mara 

Routledge, London. 
P.420 

67 Butler, Judith (1990) 
Gender Trouble: 
Feminism and the 

Subversion of Identity, 
Routledge, New York. 
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The skin in this project was taken as an analogy for other feminine transformative 
practices in architecture, where exclusive systems of valuation and architectural 
development were questioned, undone and transformed.  The skin was understood as 
a surface capable of being inscribed upon, being scarred, being dirty, leaking, 
growing and acting as a pliable boundary. 
 
A ‘feminine’ language was developed upon things that were normally considered 
‘female’ alongside the analogy of the gendered skin and gendered body as a concept 
to explore ‘feminine’ practices.  This vocabulary included language from the 
domestic, often seen as women’s spaces, ornament or excess (which is historically 
associated with the feminine) 68, weaving (as women’s only creation, according to 
Freud) 69, liquid and dirt. 
 
All of these within architectural culture were seen as either inferior in a binary pair, 
or as a kind of transgressor of a dichotomous logic.  Through the dissertation I hoped 
to explore and reveal the value in these feminine things through the analogy of the 
gendered skin and ‘feminine’ language. 
 
In understanding ‘tactics’ using feminine language, we step out of de Certeau’s 
definition that is based on a language of war.  Instead through etymology we find the 
words tactile and tact related to tactics. 
 
One of the dictionary definitions of tact is “a sense of what is fitting and considerate 
when dealing with others”, an important policy to have as feminist. 
 
Tactile, or touch implies a relationship with another.  Touching can be emotional; if 
you are touched by something it involves tenderness.  Touching implies more than 
one, it implies a closeness and a movement between two.  It is a ‘near to’ but without 
appropriation.  The notion of touch as closeness without appropriation occurred to 
me as important when I read about two students work at Iowa State University, in a 
studio taught by Doina Petrescu. The students were Tandi Mcelvain and Jian Shuk-
Man (Olivia).  Tandi’s project investigated “proximity without appropriation” 70 
and questioned property and propriety. 
 

“ “The ‘proper’, the ‘property’ are quite strange notions 
to be associated with them feminine.  At least sexually… 
With ‘that which is close’ all discrimination of identity 
becomes impossible.  Therefore all form of property.  The 
woman enjoys that which is close but she can’t possess, 
she can’t have for herself, she can’t have in order to be 
herself.  She continually exchanges herself with the other, 
without possible identification of herself as separated of 
the other.” 
 
’That which is close’ but she can’t posses, she can’t have 
for herself, she can’t have in order to be herself can also be 
an architectural topic which reorganises both spatial and 
ontological notions of property and possession: beings 
oneself while being close to others.” 71 

 
Tandi’s project explored situations of proximity without 
appropriation both at a physical and psychological level.  
She questions borders betweens notions of ‘property’ and 
‘propriety’ by establishing conditions of proximity 
through gradual exchanges to take place within the 
neighbourhood relationships.” 72 

 

68 See Elizabeth Grosz 
(2001) Architecture 

from the outside MIT 
Press, London p. 151-

165. 

69 Please see Irigaray, 
Luce (1985) Speculum 

of the other woman 
translated by Gillian C 
Gill Cornell University 
Press, New York p112 

70Petrescu, Doina 
(1999) “Learning with 

Space” a paper 
presented at the 

Conference Alterities: 
Interdiciplinarity and 
‘Feminine Practices’ 

of Space, Paris 

71 Petrescu, Doina 
(1999) “Learning with 

Space” a paper 
presented at the 

Conference Alterities: 
Interdiciplinarity and 
‘Feminine Practices’ 

of Space, Paris 
Quoting Luce Irigaray 

72 Ibid. 
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Touch as a ‘feminine’ tactic concerns the space of tactful relationships, an 
unmediated connection to another.  Alongside this, is the question of touch in 
relation to the visual, the latter of which dominates architecture.  Olivia’s project 
was called “Experimenting/ Experiencing Thresholds” in which she combined 
digital technology and handicraft techniques. 
 

“ ‘we didn’t want to abandon the visual paradigm, but 
further to explore the tactile dimension within the 
technology of the visual  Touch is, even in the Western 
tradition, not simply opposed to sight but a primitive form 
of it.” 73 

 
Olivia’s work is significant as a feminine approach to an architectural project.  She 
works with and explores the visual alongside the tactile.  The visual and vision 
normally dominate architectural culture.  It is often through the question of how 
things ‘look’ that architects make their judgement about whether architecture is 
‘good’ or ‘bad’.  Jos Boys, in her essay “Neutral Gazes and Knowable objects” 74 
argues that ‘rationality’ operating in (Western) architecture assumes that the 
architect is a neutral observer and that the building is ‘known’ through this gaze.  
She examines this framework as a culturally specific structure of ideas through 
which architects have a particular view of society, which she argues is articulated 
as obvious and unproblematic.  That is to say that the architect (as privileged) can 
‘read’ architecture ‘truthfully’ and that a design problem can be analysed 
comprehensively and ‘objectively’ which is also therefore understood as ‘true’.  
There is no room for difference or doubt in this framework. 
 
Jennifer Bloomer in her book Architecture and The Text also calls into question 
the dominance of the visual75 in architecture , in particular the dominance of the 
image and its perceived neutrality.  She writes: 

 
“A primary polemic here is directed at the dominance, 
indeed the domination, of the image and of the visual in 
architecture and Western Culture.  Thus at the same time 
that this book explores the territory of the visual image 
polemic, it represents a suppression of image into text, 
calling into question the ‘non-neutrality ’ of the image, in 
a move parallel to the more currently accepted recognition 
of the non-neutrality (transparency) of language, which is 
of course is itself characterisable by a dominance of the 
visual.” 76 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

74 Boys, Jos (1996) 
“Neutral Gazes and 
Knowable Objects.  

Challenging the 
Masculinist Structures of 

Architectural 
Knowledge” in Desiring 

Practices: Architecture 
Gender and the 

Interdisciplinary, edited 
by Sarah Wigglesworth,  

Katerina Ruedi, D. 
McCoguodale, Black 

Dog Publishing, London 

75 In many Western languages ‘to see’ is synonymous with ‘to know’ and it is 
this relationship that Jennifer Bloomer is questioning.  In the guidelines for 

submitting a dissertation for M Arch, it is specified by the University that images 
should be presented on sheets separate from the main body of the text.  This is to 
maintain a separation and distinction between text and image.  The image in this 
work are separate from the main body of the text as requested, but the captions 
to the images re extended and beside (not below) the image. The image and the 

text are therefore not totally distinct from one another the graphic of those 
sheets includes both.  (-graph as Greek suffix includes both written and drawn 

representations). 
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H o w  d o e s  ‘t o u c h’  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  a s  p a r t  o f  ‘f e m i n i n e’  t a c t i c s  
i n  a r c h i t e c t u r e? 

 
Tactics are everyday practices, responses to certain situations; they are not 
necessarily visual acts or ones that can be seen easily.  For example, a lot of what 
muf do is in the realm of the ‘invisible’.  They deal with non-material, invisible 
issues such as relationships and networks, movements and connections between 
things and people. 

 
“A non-architect said to me, ‘One of the things I like 
about you is that you are a fossil.  What modernists you 
are, but instead of truth to materials your highly wrought 
procedure is the attempt to expose the ‘what is there?’ of 
social structures.’” 77 

 
Of course the ‘what is there’ has physical effects and signs, the ‘what is there’ 
exists in space and time it’s just that they are not easily understood; they are not 
always readily visible (they exist prior to it).  Muf research through many 
techniques of consultation, interviews and events and from their research they 
develop invisible processes rather than ‘things’ or (visible) objects that might be 
a typical architectural response.  It is these practices amongst their other activities 
that touch people and involve them.  There is room for difference. 
 
Feminine tactics, do not necessarily deal with what can be ‘seen’ or understood 
through the act of ‘seeing’, but rather involve the act of mediation and 
relationships with others to transform a situation. 

77Muf (2001) this is 
what we do, Ellipsis, 

London. P.12 
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d o i n a  p e t r e s c u: t e a c h i n g  t a c t i c s  (a n d  s t r a t e g i e s o f 
t r a n s i t i o n) 

 
Dear Doina, 
 
I have decided to write you a letter for this section about your work.  
Although a letter of this kind might not normally be considered appropriate 
for academic work, it feels like an appropriate thing to do as of all the 
people I am writing about in this dissertation I have spent most time with 
you and think we are beginning to know each other better.  A letter also 
allows me to talk personally about my own experiences of being in Studio 2 
with you last year. 
 
I have titled this section teaching tactics (and strategies: of transition), you 
can change it if you like but I think it is a good title! I think so because it 
hints at several things.  Firstly, that you are making tactics in your 
pedagogical approach; secondly, that as part of your practice you are 
teaching tactics to students and thirdly it takes the theme of the studio last 
year “strategies of transition” and in this context refers specifically to my 
own ‘transition ’ that I have experienced as one of your students in what is 
a strategy of your teaching too. 
 
I have taken a quote from you already in this dissertation, in which you explain that 
the work you produce as an architect has ‘no god-head’ but is an “authoring of 
authorship”, and I think this is also certainly true in your teaching practice. 
 
You kept us moving from the collective to the individual (always in transition).  In 
fact, in the first semester of the studio I produced this diagram to try to explain it. 78 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The larger circles represent work done as a studio and the smaller circles represent 
work done as an individual or in a small group.  The dotted lines suggest 
connections and movement between the pieces of work. 
 
The communication spaces website as a studio project is an example of this transition 
from collective to individual within your ‘authoring of authorship’.  The website 
has no single author, it has been produced by the studio as a collective piece.  It was 
a product of the live projects, which comprises a database constructed as an 
information site for Brezoi and possibly Foxhill, as well as a resource for the whole 
studio.  The work we did together, for to be shared.  We worked on sections of the 
site individually, but organised it and made decisions as a group.  Of course it is not 
authored singularly by the studio either, with the upload-able forms designed by 
Tuan and Harry the database can still be added to by anyone who was not involved 
in the original project.  Also we had involvement of others, as Petra Marguç who 
helped us organise the whole site and helped us make certain decisions with her 
expertise, or with Chengzhi Peng, who took a real interest in what we were doing 
and helped us get the site on line, and of course the Foundation in Brezoi, who had 
the idea for the project initially and helped members of the studio with their research 

“The letter is also the person who lets: 
lets go; lets fly; lets loose.  And it is a 

form of this letting- the letter is of the 
‘personal’, “where writing freed from 

law, unencumbered by moderation, 
exceeds phallic authority, and where 
the subjectivity inscribing its effects 

become feminine (regardless of 
gender).”” Jennifer Bloomer, 

Architecture and The Text, p.179 
quoting Hélène Cixous in the newly 

Born Woman p.86 
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in Brezoi. You helped and encouraged us to create a collectively authored and 
flexible piece of work that could be open to other participants. 
 
You continually kept us moving to make this work and make the studio.  In helping 
us to learn about certain themes or ideas, you always invited us to make 
contributions.  So, for example, in the workshops on representation, edge conditions, 
scenario gaming, we all had a chance to speak and to share our individual research 
with others in the group.  As a tutor, you opened the teaching up to us, and as 
students we were (and are) an active part of our own and each other’s learning.  This 
was a big change from my own previous experiences at school at during 
undergraduate degree, where the teacher- student relationship was a hierarchical one.  
At school, only the teacher spoke, but in your teaching, there is not one voice, but a 
space for many voices. 
 
De Certeau writes that tactics are: “procedures that gain validity in relation to the 
pertinence they lend to time, to the circumstances of that precise instant of an 
intervention transforms into a favourable situation; to the rapidity of the movements 
that change the organisation of a space.” 79  
 
Through these gestures, through your encouragement of movement (between personal 
and collective) and encouragement of participation in the studio, like the workshops, 
you changed the organisation of a space, namely the space of the institution of the 
university and the ‘space’ of our learning.  For example, with the communication 
spaces project, the project was undertaken for the Foundation regeneration agency in 
Brezoi.  It was more than just a student project, it was a real ‘live’ project done 
within the studio, as a studio.  We could see the connection between our own 
learning, our own transition, through taking the theoretical methodologies of 
CHORA and applying them to our own practices.  We always had a problem 
presenting the work!  It was a lot to explain in a short time and a complex process 
with each of us working together but on separate things.  I think the university isn’t 
used to projects like that one? 
 
You have also introduced us to certain ‘tools’ and to be aware of their politics.  
Tools like the scenario as way of planning things over time and allowing other 
people’s involvement in our projects, this allowed us to celebrate the fact we would 
not be sole authors of our projects.  The scenario allowed us to question when 
decisions would be made in our projects and by whom; it allowed us to work out 
precisely when certain monies would be available for example, working out how our 
projects would work  within a framework of time as well as space.  Other tools like 
scenario ‘gaming’ introduced a element of fun and chance in our work, it removed our 
architect’s preconceptions about a situation or a site and open us up to other 
possibilities.  By  encouraging up to think about consultation techniques to 
actively involve others in our processes.  And to think about the politics of our 
representation: what are we showing, including/ excluding as part of our work, what 
hierarchies are operating in the representation and why?  You encouraged us to 
research and investigate our own interests alongside a detailed investigation into 
existing conditions, to initiate strategies of transition within existing conditions, 
that is to say to work with what is already there.  (de Certeau describes this as one of 
the primary characteristics of ‘tactics’.)  Above all, you encouraged us to question 
these things and consider them critically: to be aware of our own politics. 
 
In giving us these tools you encourage us to understand our own position and 
situation within our projects and what our roles might be.  By giving us the means to 
develop our own interests alongside a careful analysis of existing, wider conditions.  
In my case, this meant looking at the socio-economic structure of Foxhill, Sheffield 
and analysing the implications of the council’s existing proposals.  By thorough, 
direct research into the area, specifically speaking with the people living and 
working in that area.  I attempted to understand their relationships to each other, 

79de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 
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Press, Berkley p38 
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local groups, certain places, their ambitions, desires, fears and understand how my 
proposal as a strategy, might transform these conditions.  That was the aim I think?  
To understand how architecture might become a ‘tactical tool’ within a wider 
strategy for transition. 
 
Looking at these wider conditions, networks and flows does not involve the 
‘neutral gaze’ Jos Boys speaks about, but made us think about our own position and 
role as architects as situated and political.  You did not tell us ‘how to act’, but 
taught us to consider the question ‘How to act?’ 
 
This is a kind of self-sustaining, approach, now I have left the studio, I am able to 
take the ‘tools’ I have been given and am able to consider how I want to ‘act’ as an 
architect, or more generally. 
 
When we last spoke about this, you used the analogy of the placenta, as something 
that ‘nourishes a life’ to describe your teaching.  The placenta is something that is 
fluid and responsive to both mother and child, it is something in between and not 
attached to either; it is a separate but touching ‘membrane’ that makes nutrients, 
oxygen and water, things essential for life, available and absorbable.  The child takes 
what it needs in order to transform.  In the case of your teaching, you make 
knowledges, theories, tools available in order for students to take what they like in 
order to transform.  The placenta is always ‘touching’ and transforming, growing too, 
also in a state of transition.  The Placenta is also what is ugly, abject and is left over 
in order to give birth… it functions within the regime of the invisible, darkness (cf. 
Elizabeth Groxz reference to Irigaray) 
 
I’m not entirely happy with this analogy, as the placenta is something that is left 
behind, discarded once you have taken what you need from it, but our relationship 
seems to extend beyond the student- teacher one, hence I am able to write you this 
letter now.  Teaching has given birth to friendship 
 
So now seems a good point to say thank you. 
Speak to you soon, kim xxx 
 
Ps. Hope everything went well yesterday 
 
Yes, I am a doctor but this doesn’t change me at all… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Comments in purple have been added by Doina Petrescu via email 

.
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p r u e  c h i l e s  a r c h i t e c t s:  t a c t i c a l  p r a c t i c e  
 
Prue Chiles teaches a diploma studio, is one of the co-ordinators of the diploma 
course at Sheffield University School of Architecture and runs her own practice.  
Prue was my first tutor during diploma and since finishing the course I have also 
done some work with her.  Working with Prue, was my first experience of a 
‘feminine’ practice and although Prue does not theorise her practice in this 
particular way, a lot of what she does can be understood as ‘feminine’. 
 
What is of interest to me in this study is the relationship between domestic and 
‘professional’ practice in Prue’s work and the way she creates informal working 
relationships and spaces of exchange, often using the movement between domestic 
and work tactically. 
 
The following example I have put under the sub-heading ‘meeting spaces, of 
exchange’ as it deals specifically with a meeting that has been altered by what can be 
understood as ‘feminine tactics’ that create open situations of informality and 
exchange. 
 

m e e t i n g  s p a c e s,  o f  e x c h a n g e:  c l i e n t  m e e t i n g 
 
I was present at a meeting for a project Prue is working on for the Department for 
Education and Skills.  The meeting took place with a senior member of the civil 
service (referred to as ‘the man in the suit ’) over lunch in Prue’s kitchen.  Her 
kitchen table was the work surface and kitchen was meeting room and dining room 
simultaneously.  By holding the meeting in the domestic environment of the kitchen 
the meeting is altered and I imagine quite different from the meetings held at 
Westminster the man in the suit is used to.  Prue in this situation is doing two kinds 
of work, the ‘architects’ work for the meeting and also domestic work as she is 
making lunch for us all. 
 
The gesture of inviting this man (a stranger) into her home and offering him lunch, 
was an unusual one for him.  The man in the suit seemed awkward with the situation; 
he was not on his own territory or the kind of ‘space’ familiar with work.  So Prue 
temporarily, gains control of the situation and through the gesture of giving, and of 
the intimacy of sharing food the meeting became more informal.  The man in the suit 
(slowly) began to become more open. 
 
The work that normally takes place in the domestic kitchen is unpaid and 
unrecognised, by doing both this work as part of her ‘architectural work’ I became 
aware of that the domestic had changed the situation.  Her movements between 
domestic and ‘work’ ‘changed the organisation of the space’. 80 
 
This example, on the micro-scale of the house, interested me in the way it changed the 
situation of this meeting.  Cynthia C. Davidson writes: 
 

“ if we acknowledge the central strength of the domestic as a 
starting poisition, where is the next site for the ‘feminine’?” 

81 
 
A further possibility for investigation in Prue’s work could be her involvement in 
developing strategies for regeneration in North Sheffield.  Prue is involved in 
consultation events, developing regeneration strategies and design framework documents 
in collaboration with the SOAR82 team.  I would be interested to look how these might 
relate to the domestic. 

 
 

80 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life translated by 
Steven Renda, University of 

California Press, Berkley 

82  SOAR is the 
Sowthey and Owlerton 

Area Regeneration 
team, part of Sheffield 
City Council. The team 
is an all women group. 

81 Davidson, Cynthia C 
(1994) Letter to readers in 

Architecture and the 
‘feminine’: mop up work, 

ANY Special Issue January- 
February 1994, New York. 
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Diagram of Prue's kitchen: "Space to make work" 
around kitchen table. 
 
This is a phrase used by Muf: See Muf (2001) This 
is What We do Ellipsis, London. 
 
 
 
Prue's meeting draws some parallels with this study 
by Sarah Wigglesworth: movements of domestic 
activites overlapping work, complex criss crossing 
of movements over time leave their traces. 
Main image taken from Wigglesworth, Sarah and 
Till, Jeremy eds. (1998) The Everyday and 
Architecture, Architectural Design Profile vol. 134, 
John Wiley and Sons, London. p.8 
Small images taken from www.swarch.co.uk 

 

 

Figure eight 

Figure nine 
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j a n e  r e n d e l l  t a c t i c s  i n  w r i t i n g  a n d  t h e o r y  
 
Jane Rendell is a writer, architectural designer and a teacher.  I met her at the 
Taking Place 3 event at Sheffield University and have been to several of her 
lectures.  Her writings cover architectural history, feminist theory, art criticism as 
well as personal pieces, some of which she calls ‘spatial writing’. 83 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In her writing, Jane considers and theorises her position and the way in 
which she is constructing the text.  What follows is my interpretations, 
in terms of tactics, of two of the techniques Jane has used in her writing. 
 

“c o n f e s s i o n a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n s” 
 
In her piece “Bazaar Beauties: or Pleasure is Our Persuit” Jane investigates the 
relationships between men and women in the spaces of the bazaar in nineteenth 
century London.  In trying to develop her knowledge of this specific place, she 
writes: 
 

“I do not know my own mind.  I do not know what is on my 
mind.  I hardly know myself.  How then can I be trusted to 
know the past?  How can I make a difference, bring about 
“genuine change”, if I do not know myself?” 84 

 
I think this is one of what Jane calls her ‘confessional constructions’85.  It is a 
confessional piece of writing within an academic piece.  Through the act of 
confession she deliberately places herself in a position of ‘weakness’ and through 
this personal disclosure opens herself up to the possibilities of other histories, 
other writings.  Through this she makes clear that her position is aheirarchical and 
creates a kind of openness between her and the reader. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The confession is by its nature a personal act.  By introducing her ‘personal’, Jane 
creates a way of ‘touching’ the reader on a more emotional or empathetic level.  By 
calling it a construction she draws attention to the way it builds something 
‘positive’; namely, a relationship of openness out of something academically 
perceived as ‘weakness’. “A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place 
fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety” 86.  She opens herself up to 
‘otherness’. 
 
 
 
 

84 Rendell, Jane (2001) 
‘”Bazaar Beauties” or 

“Pleasure is Our Persuit”:a 
story of spatial exchange’ in 

‘The Unknown City, 
contesting architecture and 
social space” edited by Iain 

Borden, Joe Kerr, Jane 
Rendell with Alicia Pivaro, 
MIT Press, London. P.107 

83 “Composing the text for architecture and transculturation also provided a 
chance for me to develop a further understanding of ‘spatial writing’, a term 

I had become fond of using.  It seemed to me that each of the stories I was 
telling had only been possible because of the spaces in which they took 

place.” for further references to spatial writing see Randell, Jane (2002) 
“Writing in Space of Listening” in Transmission: Speaking and Listening 

vol.1 edited by Sharon Kivland and Lesley Sanderson Sheffield Hallam 
University and the Site Gallery, Sheffield. 

 

85 The confessional construction is a tactic she also adopts in her 
teaching.  In a lecture Jane gave as part of the Taking Place 

workshops at Sheffield University, she told us how she often put 
herself in a vulnerable situation by telling students intimate and 

sometimes confessional things.  Drawing from her knowledge and 
experience Jane willingly puts herself in a position of 

vulnerability as a way of destabilising the traditional student- 
teacher relationship.  Through this she attempts to transform the 

relationship into one of openness and exchange.  It is a device she 
uses, when appropriate, to subvert a traditionally hierarchical 

relationship and hopefully let the student feel more comfortable 
with the situation. 

86 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life translated 
by Steven Renda, 

University of California 
Press, Berkley p57 
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“There are millions of women, a myriad of feminisms, no single way of knowing the 
city; but for many feminists the personal is an important epistemological site.  
Negotiating a meaningful relation between the personal and the critical is central 
to much feminist work.  We are all different.  Our differences are different.  Our sex 
can make a difference to who we are and how we know, whose work we read and 
how we write.” 87 
 
The personal disclosure of the ‘confession’ is a way of situating the work.  Jane 
through acknowledging that her knowledge is situated and, to use Rosi 
Braidotti’s term “partial” 88, she is able to alter her position as author to a more 
open one.  Although it is personal she is still operating within an academic 
framework. 
 
 
 
 

g e n e r o s i t y  a n d  e x c  h a n g e  a s  a  t a c t i c  i n  w r i t i n g 
 
Jane has also used openness, ‘exchange’ and generosity as critical tools in her 
work., which can be read in her work with artist Pamela Wells.  Their collaborative 
piece of for Jonathan Hill’s book “Architecture: the Subject is Matter” is called 
“ the place of prepositions” 89.  In this piece Jane and Pamela used nine 
prepositions to structure the piece.  ‘On’, ‘in’, ‘between’ and ‘through’ were 
used to emphasise the relationship between a subject or an object to a place.  
‘Among’, ‘with ’ emphasise the relationship between subjects and/ or objects.  
‘For’, ‘to ’ indicate the direct of connections and ‘beyond’ introduced the element 
of time.  The preposition transforms everything around them and Jane and Pamela 
suggest that an art object or process can have similar transformative properties. 
 
The preposition is relational, it describes and makes connections.  Like the 
preposition, the text “the place of prepositions” also makes connections: 
 

“ this essay is written in between two places- between 
feminist critical theory and feminist critical art practice.  
Pamela Well’s art practice and Jane Rendell’s theoretical 
writings have developed apart.  Here these two subjects 
speak in between, but what allows a mediation of this 
space: between words and things, ideas and matter, makers 
and users, Jane and Pamela?  What we aim to do here is 
jostle back and forth (in between) in order to negotiate the 
relation theory has to practice.” 90 

 
As well as being a meeting place for feminist theory and feminist art practices the 
text has a secondary consequence as a critique of the role of the art critic.  The critic 
usually takes someone else’s work and appropriates it for themselves as part of 
their own writing and work.  So Jane and Pamela put the piece together through 
‘exchange’.  Jane gave something to Pamela; the space to speak in her work.  Their 
words are marked differently on the pages by the use of different fonts.  Each has 
their own space on the page and so does the presentation of theory and practice, 
they exist side by side. 
 
The writing and the reading(s) of this piece involve constant movement between 
two places: theory and practice. 91 
 
 
 
 

87 Rendell, Jane (2001) 
‘”Bazaar Beauties” or 

“Pleasure is Our Persuit”:a 
story of spatial exchange’ in 

‘The Unknown City, 
contesting architecture and 
social space” edited by Iain 

Borden, Joe Kerr, Jane 
Rendell with Alcia Pivaro, 
MIT Press, London. P.107 

91 The things I have written 
here I know about through 

Jane’s confessions at a lecture 
with Doina Petrescu at the AA 

school, London on the 15.11.02 
and a lecture she gave at 

Taking Place 3 at Sheffield 
University. Similarly to the 

way she transforms the tutor- 
student relationship, she subtly 
subverts the speaker-audience 

relationship.  Disclosing 
personal secrets and her 

tactics in her lectures. 

89 Rendell, Jane and Wells, 
Pamela (2001) The Place of 

Prepositions: a space inhabited 
by angels in Architecture: the 

subject is matter edited by 
Jonathan Hill, Routledge, 

London 
 

88 Braidotti, Rosi (1994) 
Nomadic Subjects, 

Columbia University 
Press, New York p 237 

 

90 ibid p.135 
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m u f  a r t  a n d  a r c h i t e c t u r e:  t a c t i c al  p l e a s u r e 
p r i n c i p l e s  

 
Muf are a group of women artists and architects committed to working in public 
space.  Their work is always collaborative and they always encourage 
participation.  They use a number of ‘tactics’ to develop their projects and engage 
others in their work. 92 
 
One of the tactics they have used in their projects is a ‘pleasure principle’ of 
premature gratification.  In this they work using a logic of pleasure to structure the 
project that differs from ‘traditional’ architectural practice.  The project muf did 
with a group called Law, Learning, Leisure in Birmingham provides a good 
example of how this logic  is implemented.  The Law, Learning, Leisure group 
wanted to create an advice and leisure centre and a social club and they had 
secured a lease on a run down building.  Muf’s first move was not to secure the 
roof or structure, but to install a sauna. 
 

“The idea here is that the gratification of the whole 
completed project is experience prematurely: up close and 
personal in the well being of the body relaxing in the heat.  
It’s like starting your meal with the best bit.” 93 

 
By giving something enjoyable and pleasurable straight away, like the sauna, not 
only can people benefit immediately from muf’s work but it also helps to sustain 
people’s interest in the project.  Muf’s use their pleasure principle as a way of 
making a proposal over time.  When the circumstances of a project or client change, 
the pleasure principle can allow a certain flexibility in responding to those 
changes. 
 
 
The playground muf developed with and for the Scarman Trust provides another 
good example.  They developed a modular playstrip, where strips of the 
playground could be built each year.  The idea to do the playground in yearly 
strips emerged from the clients circumstances with regard to funding and muf’s 
produced a diagram of intent: 
 

“year one begins with the scent of roses, somewhere to sit 
and the first piece of play equipment.  As equipment is 
added year by year, choices can be made as to what comes 
next.” 94 

 
In this project children have something they can use and play with immediately, 
the roses are already planted it can be enjoyed by people sooner.  It is also a 
critique of a more traditional approach to this type of project where the project 
would begin with, infrastructure, laying of tarmac slow acquisition of play 
equipment over period of four years.  In dealing with wider issues of funding 
creatively, muf find a way to get the money to reach those it is intended for.  In 
other words, if you waited four years to build a playground the children who it 
was intended for will be too old and will have moved on.  Through pleasure 
principle, muf allow the possibilitiy for them to act tactically, to take changing 
factors as possible part of project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

92For more details 
please refer to 

Katherine Shonfield’s 
essay in Muf (2001) 
This is What We do, 

Ellipsis, London. P14-23 

93 Ibid. p.17 
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“Muf’s work depends on the observation, the accretion and the 
expansion of what is already here: people, their circumstances, the 
physical world of the city and its circumstances.” 95 
 
Their projects are structured around the temporal, involve others 
from the outset and use what exists.  They operate in the realm of 
flows, connections and movements of people and things.  Through 
their pleasure principle, amongst other tactics muf change the 
organisation of a project and change the organisation of spaces96 
of production and the consumption of a project. 
 

95 Ibid. p.19 

96 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life 
translated by Steven 
Renda, University of 

California Press, 
Berkley. 

 
figure ten 

 
figure eleven 
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j e n n i f e r  b l o o m e r:  m a n i p u l a t i n g  l a n g u a g e  
a n d  w e a v i n g  w r i t i n g 

 
Jennifer Bloomer is an associate professor of architecture at Iowa State University.  
She has her own practice, which is a collaboration with Robert Segrest 97.  She has 
written extensively and I always take pleasure in reading her work, which is 
always witty.  Jennifer Bloomer considers her texts as architectural ‘objects’ and it 
is through the construction of these that she makes certain manipulations. 
 
Manipulation is handwork, tactile work, using what exists to transform a 
situation, and Jennifer Bloomer’s manipulations operate on a number of levels. 
 
She often takes men’s work, father’s work, like that of Sullivan, Piranesi, Ruskin, 
Tafuri and Joyce98 and through manipulation questions their authority as well as 
generating new, creative and complex pieces of theoretical writing. 
 

“A deep reading of the texts I have worked on, written and 
built, will uncover a bad, thankless daughter who takes 
some refuge beneath the mantle of paternal legitimation, a 
daughter who messes up and misreads her fathers’ (written 
and built) texts… 
The work actually suffers from both sides: any 
‘legitimation’ achieved by calling out the names of the 
fathers situates it squarely in the house of the fathers: on 
the other hand, the move of ‘molesting’ the fathers’ texts… 
reinscribes the forms of authority it claims to deface.” 99 

 
This manipulation is necessarily a tactical move: manipulation is an act upon 
something that exists, she is using what is there.  With regards to the paradox she 
raises about this manipulation, I am not so certain it ‘reinscribes the forms of 
authority it claims to deface’.  The ‘move of molesting ’ in Jennifer Bloomers words, 
is not a reinscription of authority, but rather the manipulation produces a gentle 
touching, so the fathers slip a little from their authoritative position. 
 
In making her ‘manipulative’ work she uses techniques of manipulating language.  
Jennifer Bloomer takes a post-structuralist position favouring the material of sign 
rather than that which it is intended to ‘represent’.  Instead of adopting the rules 
of language she makes subtle transformations consequently resisting those rules 
and altering meanings. 
 
She makes these transformations through using construction methods and 
techniques of manipulating language derived from Joyce.  The material is 
manipulated through: 
 

“Deformation 
 Splitting 
 Multiplication 
Repetition 
 Motifs 
 Numbers 
 Geometrical configurations (Euclidean and Non-Euclidean) 
Collision 
 Portmanteau word (two or more words thet ‘collide’ to form 

one) 
Ambiguity 
 Sliding signifiers 
 Portmanteau Words 

98See for example her use 
of Finnegans Wake or 

Tafuri’s Major Architecture 
amongst others, in 

Architecture and The Text, 
or Sullivan’s work on 

Ornament and Structure in 
her Tabbles of Bower 

Project, published in 
Bloomer, Jennifer (1998) 

Abodes of Theory and 
Flesh: Tabbles of Bower, in 
Architectural Theory since 

1968, Hays, K Michael, 
MIT Press, New York 

99 Bloomer, Jennifer 
(1994) Architecture and 

the Feminine: Mop up 
work, ANY special Issue, 
January- February 1994, 

New York. p.11 

97www.bloomersegrest.com 
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 A dominant presence of hermaphroditic emblems 
Necessity to use extra-visual seses to decipher 
 Blurring of distinctions between visual and verbal 
 Homophonies 
Superimposition 
 Of structures 
 Of disseminated material 
 Of semantic content (ambiguity) 
Fragmentation 
Thematic weaving and layering 
 “ Phenomenal Transparency” 
Absence of hierarchies 
Plays of resemblances 
Presence of syntactic armatures 
Residues of process left in the object 
Excess 
Reflexivity 
 Self allegorising.” 100 My emphasis 

 
She exploits the ‘non-transparency’ of language and by means of these techniques 
allows certain ‘slippages’ to occur through which she introduces ‘other’ themes 
and meanings. 
 
The techniques of weaving, excess and allegory have been closely associated with 
the ‘feminine’ 101.  Weaving, Freud postulated, was women’s only invention102 
and historically has a significance as a feminine way of making: 
 

“Weaving as the sign making activity of women is both 
literal and metaphorical, both original and derived.  It is 
like the Muse’s speech, ambiguously true speech and an 
imitation of true speech.  The myth of Tereus, Procne and 
Philomena provides a good example.  It testifies to the 
regular limitation to tacit weaving, while exposing the 
magical power of a silent web to speak.  When Tereus, the 
husband of Procne rapes her sister Philomena, he cuts out 
the woman’s tongue to keep her silent, but 
Philomena…wove pictures/ writing into a robe which she 
sent to her sister.  Philomena’s trick reflects the trickiness 
of weaving, it’s uncanny ability to make meaning out of 
inarticulate matter, to make silent material speak.” 103 

 
Weaving is a tactile operation and involves both the manipulation of existing 
material and a series of movements.  As a way of constructing a text, Jennifer 
Bloomer writes: 
 

“The word text emerges from the past participle of the Latin 
textre ‘to weave’… Weaving itself (a shuttling operation) is 
figured in its origins by expressions of repressions.” 104 

 
As a way of constructing her book, Architecture and the Text, Jennifer uses 
weaving to allow non-linear readings of her work.  Words appear in square 
brackets throughout the work and are listed with commentaries in a separate 
chapter.  The reader can choose his or her own path through the text if they choose, 
as well as reading the work as she has constructed it.  She acknowledges and 
encourages the reader to take a more active role.  Her weaving writing has poetic 
quality; she links/ weaves words that disrupt their usual meaning. 
 

100 Bloomer, Jennifer (1993) 
‘Architecture and the Text: 
The (S)crypts of Joyce and 
Piranesi’, Yale University 

Press, London p.14-15 

104 Jennifer Bloomer 
Architecture and Text: 
The (S)crypts of Joyce 

and Piranesi, Yale 
University Press p.7-15 

103 Bergen, Ann (1983) ‘Language and 
the Female in Early Greek Thought’ 
 Arethusa 16, 1-2: 69-95 in Bloomer, 

Jennifer (1993) ‘Architecture and the 
Text: The (S)crypts of Joyce and 

Piranesi’, Yale University Press, London 
p.7-10. 

 102 See Luce Irigaray’s response 
to Freud’s essay on femininity in 

Speculum of the other woman 
translated by Gillian C Gill Cornell 
University Press, New York p.112 

 

For instance she allows the 
domestic to enter into her 
academic writing through 

her allegorical use of 
nursery rhymes. 

101 See ‘Architectures of 
Excess in E Grosz (2001) 

Architecture from the 
Ourside MIT Press, London 

and Bloomer, Jennifer 
(1993) ‘Architecture and 
the Text: The (S)crypts of 
Joyce and Piranesi’, Yale 
University Press, London 

for her writings on allegory. 
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“Julia Kristeva calls this signifying capability which is not 
derived from the meaning of words ‘semiotic’.  It evokes, she 
maintains, the sound produced by the rhythmic babbling of 
small children who cannot yet speak.  The semiotic exists 
prior to the acquisition of meaning, and psychoanalysis links 
it with the drive either towards pleasure or death.  These 
sound effects, as they appear in poetry are musical, patterned; 
this disrupt the purely ‘thetic’ logic of rational argument by 
drawing on a sense or sensation Kristeva locates beyond 
surface meaning.” 105 

 
The poetic quality of her weaving writing and other manipulations allow other 
meanings to emerge.  She weaves words related to the domestic, for example, and 
“d isrupts the purely ‘thetic’ logic of rational argument.”  Through connecting 
disparate parts of text through this weaving she makes silent material speak and 
changes the organisation of a space, the space of architectural writing and theory. 
 
In discussing Joyce’s work and these techniques of manipulating language 
Jennifer Bloomer writes that the question: “How does it work is what does it 
mean? “106 
 
This is also true of her work. 
 

105 Belsey, Catherine (2002) 
Postructuralism: A very Short 

Introduction Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 

 

106 ibid. 
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m a r i o n  v o n  o s t e n:  c u r a t i n g  t a c t i c s 
 
Marion von Osten is an artist and curator who was invited to give at 
lecture at Sheffield University by Doina Petrescu as part of the 
“Architecture and Participation” series 100.  She is a curator at the 
Shedhalle, a contemporary art space in Zurich.  According to Marion 
von Osten over the last 10 years the Shedhalle has become: 
 

“ a space, for cultural political discourse on the one 
hand and newly politicised forms of exhibition 
practices. The projects organised in the Shedhalle 
have been and are still strongly issue-related, using 
poststructuralist and feminist theory, post-colonial 
and city sociology as the theoretical frameworks for 
the projects it initiates” 107 
 

Her work is political and critical in both content and approach and there are two 
aspects to her work that have pertinence for architectural practice.  Firstly, she 
makes transformations to her practice of curating and transforms existing power 
relations and ‘space’ through the way space is used, (in this case the way the 
specific space of the gallery is used).  For me, this suggests a widening of our 
definition of architecture and opens it up to include questions of use and 
performance as part of architectural practice. 108 
 
Secondly, Rauol Bunschoten has invented 
the concept ‘Urban Curating’109, where he 
draws an analogy between the architect’s 
practice and the curator’s practice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The title of Marion’s lecture was “if white is just a colour, the gallery is just a 
site” already bringing an architectural vocabulary into play.  Through considering 
the gallery as ‘site’ and using the space ‘tactically’ the gallery becomes a site for 
investigation, a site for communication, participation and of production. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

100 This lecture series was held from 
January 2002- June 2002 and is part 

of a forthcoming book of the same 
title, edited by Jeremy Till, Peter 

Blundell Jones and Doina Petrescu, 
Routledge, 2004. 

108 Jonathan Hill 
suggests that the user 

is also an (illegal) 
architect, that users 

make architecture 
through use and 

design, see Jonathan 
Hill ed. (1996) 

Occupying 
Architecture, 

Routledge, London. 

109  “The practices of urban planning and 
architecture are evolving in the context of an 

ever more complex second skin [formed of 
cities].  In collaboration with other practices, 

inhabitants, users, clients, decision makers, 
producers and investors, these practitioners 
help invent new urban forms and define their 

shifts in practice that are required for the 
management of these new forms.  Urban 

curators orchestrate this shift in practice, 
detect emergent phenomena, designate cities 
as metaspaces, form galleries and curate their 

contents.”  CHORA manifesto, in Daidalos 
72 

 
 

107 http://web.ukonline.co.uk/n.paradoxa 

The urban curator connects things and in scanning the field of possible people, places 
things, she/ he draws attention to a specific sequence of events, creating ‘new readings’ 
and new possibilities.  The practice of curation is usually done by an individual, who is 

showing or exhibiting a specific sequence of things to communicate a specific meaning.  If 
we are moving away from the idea that the architect is the sole ‘author’ of a project, 

CHORA’s analogy can be developed in the context of Marion’s work. 
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c o l l a b o r a t i v e  c u r a t o r s h i p  a n d  p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
 
Marion von Osten’s radical practices transform curation from a single authorship 
of meaning to an enabling of communication, participation and collective 
authoring within the gallery. 
 

“The curatorial team itself was constituted in the 1990s by 
two or, during my own time there, three curators and not as 
is more usual by a single curator. This created a collective 
notion of curatorship and deconstructed in some ways the 
master narration of the curator and his or her power and 
position in choosing, collecting and valuing work” 110 

 
The members of the team are also artists and by creating a collective curatorship 
and working in interdisciplinary (the curatorial team collaborated with artists, 
architects, gender theorists and political activists) Marion von Osten writes that 
an atmosphere was created in the gallery that was more like a ‘producers space’ 
than a gallery. 
 

“In most of the projects I co-organised, the exhibition 
space became more like a work space, a public studio for 
critical discourses, a space for political theory and 
interdisciplinary collaborations rather than a space for 
visual and textual representation and artistic works only.” 
111 

 
The projects Marion von Osten has curated, like Sex&Space, Kultur, 
Moneynations, Natur TM, Game Grrl and erotisch aber indiskret were developed 
collectively with other groups of people outside curatioral team.  Through this 
collective working the gallery becomes less of a a place for exhibiting and more 
like an open working space, where the participation of the public is a key part of 
the ‘works’.   
 
The public’s integration into the ‘works’ is achieved in part through the 
emergence of this ‘producers space’.  For example in the Sex&Space project: 
 

“TV set-like situations were installed in the exhibition 
space alongside information material and videos which 
were to be used by the public and at the same time the 
artists, as they chose.” 112 

 
Props were put on the sets that represented general gender assumptions about 
space, for example dealing with public/ private spaces.  The curators did not guide 
the public along one line of argument or enquiry to get them into the debate of sex 
and space, but through these situations and props out of context they prompted 
many questions. 
 

“ everything you saw only suggested that there would be a 
potential of expression and analysis, that there are multiple 
references, actual, historical and that the space did not fill 
its usual purpose: TO SHOW. TO EXHIBIT knowledge” 
113 

 
As part of the Sex&Space ‘exhibition’ Marion initiated a reading group of younger 
artists, their involvement in Marion’s work helped transform the space of 
exhibition into a space of production, but this was not just a curatorial decision: 

“The group of women involved decided it mainly together 
and stayed almost everyday in the exhibition hall for the 

110 
http://web.ukonline.co.uk/n.paradoxa 

111 ibid. 

112 ibid. 

113 ibid. 
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four weeks of the project and worked further on the issues, 
debated or just had dinner together, listened to music, read 
books or viewed videos.  This meant the space was mis-
used for personal activities as well.” 114 

 
One of the consequences of their taking advantage of the situation and living in 
the space for the project, was that the audience would talk to them and the women 
were able to involve them in the project’s discourse.  Through just sitting around, 
informal chatting members of the public became involved in the project and took 
part in workshops and debates around the ‘exhibition’.  By integrating the 
audience or public as part of the ‘exhibition’ she and the reading group helped to 
create ‘communication spaces’115, one that goes beyond ‘exhibiting’ that is to say 
a one way communication to create new speaking positions. 
 
Marion’s curating creates the possibility for communication between curators, 
artists, architects, planners, geographers, political activists, theorists, critics and 
the wider public..  Her practice analyses and critiques existing power structures 
within the institution of the gallery but she writes in terms of feminine practice it 
has another purpose: 
 

“…to produce specific relations, solidarity and forms of 
collectivity which go beyond reduced identity 
articulations, the field of everyday life and its living 
conditions are of the same importance as the symbolic 
space of representation and are shown to be relevant for the 
production of ‘works.’” 116 

 
This curating enabled the possibility for new temporary groupings and 
collaborations and formed the basis for future activities for the participants.  The 
exhibitions at Shedhalle are temporary ones, each time the collaborations are 
different and each time the public are invited to become involved in the work 
actively rather than just as spectators. 
 
The space is used tactically as through these personal movements gestures, that are 
made in response to others and made over time, she and her co-curators encourage 
the involvement if the public.  Marion initiates a performative critique of the 
institution and changes the organisation of the space’117, by producing specific 
relations of collectivity in making the ‘work’. 
 
How do Marion’s tactical uses of space and her encouragement of others, like the 
reading group, to use space tactically affect our understanding of ‘urban 
curation’? 
If the urban curator’s role is to orchestrate shifts in practice 118, Marion shows that 
at the scale of the gallery this orchestration can be open, participative, responsive 
and collective. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

115 This is a term I have 
become fond of using 

since my involvement in 
the ‘communications 

spaces project’ for more 
details please see 

www.brezoi.net and 
follow communicaition 

spaces link. 

116 op cit. 

114 ibid. 

117 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life 
translated by Steven 

Renda, University of 
California Press, 

Berkley p36. 

118CHORA: Raoul 
Bunschoten, Takuro 

Hoshino Petra 
Marguç (1999) ‘A 
CHORA manifesto 

Daidalos vol 72, 
London. 
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t a k i n g  p l a c e  o f  t h e  f e m i n i n e  i n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l 
e d u c a t i o n 

 
Taking Place is a group of women artists, architects, geographers, theorists and 
writers who are interested in questions of gender, sexuality and feminist practices.  
Taking Place 3 was “a one day feminist school with a before and an after” 119 at 
Sheffield University, November 2003, in which students were invited to take part 
in a number of workshops.  These workshops concerned issues of language, 
memory, speaking, domesticity and the interdisciplinary through which questions 
of identity and gender were introduced. 
 
The university and education are important sites for feminine practices: 
 

“…most university women have been trained to speak to 
and in the language of man: the fetishized false universal 
mode of Western humanism.” 120 

 
This is true of architectural education, where questions of difference, identity 
and multiplicity are rarely raised.122 Louis Althusser argues that education is 
one of the main Ideological Apparatuses and consequently inculculates 
discipline.  Catherine Belsey writes: 
 

“Under capitalism the state sets up institutions to defend 
property.  The most obvious of these is the law, backed by 
the police force and the prison system… [these] Repressive 
State Apparatuses find a parallel in Ideological State 
Apparatuses, institutions that produce and reproduce the 
meanings and values which represent the relationship we 
imagine we have to our real conditions of existence.”123 

 
As the Repressive State Apparatuses defend property, so education as an 
Ideological State Apparatus defends and defines knowledge as property and 
maintains the status quo. 
 
As a group of women, feminist artists, writers, theorists and architects step into the 
school to take temporary ‘teaching’ positions, it raised questions of the way 
teaching is approached and the content of what is explored. 
 
As a principle the event was structured 
around a series of participative pieces124.  
Design projects like the one set by Brigid 
Mcleer encouraged students to think about 
participation and the way others would 
engage with the work125. The installation 
created by Prue Chiles and the 
interdisciplinary Critical Visual group, 
comprised an array of different brushes with 
labels, the installation invited creative 
participation and the exploration of 
language through the renaming of these 
objects.  So something displayed, in this 
case the bushes, were not merely shown, but 
their presence and purposes questioned 
through the act of taxonomy, which was 
open to all. 
 
 

119 Doina Petrescu at 
meeting at AA school, 

London on 11.10.02 

122  At the after event party there 
was time for an open discussion 

between us all, to give us all a 
reflection on the day and find out 

others opinions.  Professor Jeremy 
Till began by saying that he’d 

received an email from a male 
student saying “What’s the point in 

having a feminist school event 
when most of the students are male 

anyway?”, to which Jeremy Till 
replied “well that’s the point!”  

Questions of gender and feminism 
are often regarded as separate 

from architecture, and 
architectural education: it has not 

been part of the educational 
agenda before.  The students at the 

event who were open and did 
participate (a mixed group of 

students involving more than half 
the school) I know found it an 

interesting and enjoyable 
experience 

124 One such piece was the ‘great taking place debate’ set up by 
Katie Lloyd Thomas and Teresa Hoskyns that directly stirred issues 

of ‘gender’ and architectural and urban design.  The contentious 
motion they set was “Architecture reinforces gender stereotypes”.  

Dr Doina Petrescu and Professor Jeremy Till chaired the debate 
with four students arguing for the motion and four arguing against.  

The participating students with Katie Lloyd Thomas and Teresa 
Hoskyns decided with that the space for the audience would be 

divided into half to show support for the two teams.  The audience 
were allowed to switch sides as the debate went on to show their 

support for the speaker and if they were for or against the motion.  
This transformed the debate into a dynamic situation, where the 

support for the winning side had visible presence.” 

120 Braidotti, Rosi (1994) 
Nomadic Subjects, Columbia 
University Press, New York  

123 Belsey, Catherine (2002) 
Postructuralism: A very Short 

Introduction Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 

 

“Architecture reinforces gender stereotypes” and its format, i.e. the 
‘debate’ as a forum for discussion, were deliberately chosen by 

Katie Lloyd Thomas and Teresa Hoskyns to demonstrate several 
things: that the traditional binary structure of the debate as a 

‘democratic’ space does not one work as one; and to deconstruct the 
notion of ‘gender’ (ie. a notion that is constructed ‘culturally’ 

alone).  Events like these were going on continuously throughout the 
day and students could join in whenever they chose. 
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In her workshop “Speaking and Listening”, Jane Rendell invited students to 
write a piece of personal writing to be read aloud in a specific place around 
the university to the rest of the group.  Through this, the group explored 
relationship between speaking and listening positions, and the relationship 
between the personal and public.  Speaking and listening positions in the 
university are usually defined along student- teacher relationships, in a 
lecture, in a crit, in a seminar for example students are mostly in a position of 
silence.  A position of silence, allows listening of course, which is positive if 
done through choice.  But often, the position of silence of the student is 
through a lack of being (or feeling) able to speak in those situations.  In her 
workshop Jane Rendell’s position was a tactical one of listening carefully, of 
listening to students and responding by initiating discussion between them.  
Discussions that have since continued long after she and the rest of Taking 
Place group have left. 
 
The participative projects at Taking Place 3 introduced questions of 
subjectivity, the personal and experience and their relationship to the 
institution and to knowledge, through exploring personal writing, speaking, 
memory, language and interdisciplinary.  Taking Place did not give or attempt 
to give answers, but just to raise these questions. 
 

“Strange diagrams can be imagined comparing the footprint of a 
permanent structure [the university] with … a temporary proposal 
[taking place 3] spreading across the site like liquid.” 126 

 
The questions and ideas from Taking Place spread across the rest of the 
school, like liquid. 
 
Taking Place 3 is analogous with the work of the Green Guerrillas in New 
York, the radical gardening movement.  Green Guerrillas began when a small 
group of people threw mixed ‘seed-bombs’ over the fences into unoccupied 
territories.  Months later, there would be an ‘explosion’ of different colour as 
the flowers bloomed.  In the situation of taking place, it is like throwing seed 
bombs over fences, only the seeds are ideas and questions and the fences are 
the ideologies of an institution.  There is no ‘feminine’ institution, no 
‘proper place’127 from which to work, so ‘seeds’ are thrown when and where 
possible. 
 
What will the explosion of different colours be? 

125 In response to the project 
Brigid set, based around 

memory and writing students 
designed “memory-tubes” 
being installed around the 

school, where you can take out 
a roll of paper from the bottom 

of a large tube, write a 
personal statement/ story and 

put it back in the top.  The rolls 
go round , continually added to 

until they are full. 

126  Muf (2001) This is 
What We Do, Ellipsis, 

London p.12-13 

127 de Certeau, Michel (1984) 
The Practice of Everyday 
Life translated by Steven 

Renda, University of 
California Press, Berkley. P 

xix 
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 n o t e s  o n  t h e  p o l i c y  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  t h i s  d o c u m e n t 
 

I have been trying to write this dissertation within an écriture féminine that allows 
multiplicity128 and rhizomatic exchange within the individuality of my work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a feminine tactic in representation it has been my policy to show a respect for 
the ‘other’ and therefore make visible the work of others within this text. 
 

“We have a certain responsibility toward our own and 
other women’s thought.  We must therefore take time to 
think through our own theoretical becoming.” 129 

 
It is important to show where this work has come from and that the development of 
my argument has come through the work of others. 
 

“ letting others speak in my text is not only a way of 
inscribing my work in a collective political movement, it  
is also a way of practicing what I preach… letting the 
voices of others echo through my text is therefore a way of 
actualising the non-centrality of the ‘I’ to the project of 
thinking, while attaching it/ her to a collective project” 130 

 
 

w e a v i n g  v o i c e s  i n  a  t e x t 
 
As a feminine and tactical way of making, the different authors of the quotations I 
have taken are woven into my own work, but the voices are still made visible 
through the use of different colours for different voices.  Colour allows individuals 
to be recognised within a more collective piece. 
 
The use of colour is an idea I have borrowed from Doina Petrescu and Teresa 
Hoskyns.  In her article “The Empty Place of Power”, Teresa uses the layering of 
colours as a metaphor for multiplicity by using artist and architect Miraj Ahmed’s 
‘black paintings’ as an example. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

130  ibid p.37-8 

129  Braidotti, Rosi 
(1994) Nomadic 

Subjects, Columbia 
University Press, New 

York p.219 

128 Multiplicity is a specific concept invented by Deleuze 
and Guattari and it is through their work that it has entered 

feminist theory: 
 “principle of multiplicity: it os only when the multiple is 

treated as a substantive, ‘multiplicity’ that it ceases to have 
any relation to the One as subject or object, natural or 

spiritual reality, image and world.  Multiplicities are 
rhizomatic… A multiplicity has neither subject not object, 

only determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot 
increase in number withoutthe multiplicity changing in 

nature.” Deleuze and Guattari (1987)“a thousand Plateaus”  
Athalone Press, London. P.8 
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“…every time a colour is added to the canvas, a change is 
made so that eventually it becomes a shade of black.  The 
canvas appears to have no colour, but in places a colour will 
shine through.  Around the edges, it is possible to see all the 
colours that together make the canvas empty of light and 
therefore colour.  If another colour is added, the centre of the 
canvas remains black.  The new colour fails to appropriate or 
fill the canvas but neither does it remain anonymous.  It can 
still be seen around the edge as one of the multiplicity of 
colours that turn the canvas from white to black.” 131 
 
In this context Teresa is arguing for a shared political 
identity through multiplicity, using this layering of colour 
as metaphor. But the use of colour in my case is not a 
layering; they sit beside one another, woven together, 
drawing more parallells with Sue Ridge's work, described by 
Teresa Hoskyns: 
 
“In 1994, artist Sue Ridge was comissioned to make a 
sculpture within the centre of the forecourt to Euston station 
to celebrate Railtrack.  Ridge appropriated the brief by 
emphasising the empty place of power rather than reinforcing 
the privatisation of the railways.  She made multi coloured 
flags with all the colours present- flags from no where or 
everywhere.  These flags unlike those outside the UN 
building which declare who is included and excluded from 
the organisation.  Using aesthetics Ridge announced the 
centre of the forecourt to be a public space.” 132 

 
 
 
 

The colour makes reference to the multiplicity within the text and to allow individuals to 
be recognised, their words touch the pages differently.  The colouring of the text is a kind 
of feminine tactic : the tactic is on the watch for opportunities that must be seized…it  
must constantly manipulate events in order to turn them into opportunities133.  Within the 
strict format proscribed by the university for the submission of a dissertation for M Arch, 
it has not been formally forbidden to use colour and so I seize the opportunity for my own, 
feminine purposes.  I am still within the guidelines set out by the institution but am 
aiming to allow multiplicity to exist in my writing. 
 
The relationship between image and text is also changed through this use of 
colour.  The status of text changes and becomes more like ‘image’, through 
weaving Philomena created a story of pictures/ writing to communicate with her 
sister, 134  the woven piece is both image and text. 
 
In terms of the organisation of the document each ‘instance’ is written about 
individually, like a small file, so as to give each their own space.  So hopefully 
each example retains its own identity without being homogenised within my 
wider argument and body of my text.  These files can be added to and expanded over 
time as my work progresses.  They can also be added to by others, I intend to show 
the work to the ‘participants’ and allow their involvement to be active and more 
than just quotation. 
 

134 see Bergen, Ann 
(1983) ‘Language and 

the Female in Early Greek 
Thought’ Arethusa 16, 1-

2: 69-95 

133 de Certeau, Michel 
(1984) The Practice of 

Everyday Life 
translated by Steven 

Renda, University of 
California Press, 

Berkley.p xix 

131 Hoskyns, Teresa 
(2001) The Empty 
Place of Power: Public 
Space and Radical 
Democracy in Scroope 
Cambridge 
Architectural Journal, 
volume 14, 
Cambridge. P.64-9. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
132 ibid 
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w h e r e  n e x t? 
Through this dissertation I have begun to explore the relationship between 
theory and practice through the notion of ‘feminine’ tactics in architecture.  I 
have tried to show that these tactics are tactile (not always visible) and 
concern relationships between people, objects and places: in particular, the 
relationships between ‘the architect; and clients, students, readers, ‘users’ 
and ‘others’.  Tactics can be used as a way of understanding transformations 
made within these relationships. 
 
This is a work in progress that I want to develop in further research.  For this, 
I will take a more ‘feminine’ methodology in developing these ‘instances’.  
This will involve making the research for each of the ‘instances’  more 
performative and participative through direct exchange between me and 
another author.  In some ways this will be similar to Jane Rendell and Pamela 
Well’s piece ‘The Place of Prepositions.’  The tactic of using exchange as a 
methodology in making this piece will be developed further. 
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